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HANS-GEORG GADAMER

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s theory of hermeneutics is one of the most important modern theories of interpretation and understanding, and at its heart is the experience of reading literature. In this clear and comprehensive guide to Gadamer’s thought, Karl Simms:

•  presents an overview of Gadamer’s life and works, outlining his importance to hermeneutic theory and its place in literary studies

•  explains and puts into context his key ideas, including ‘dialogue’, ‘phronēsis’, ‘play’, ‘tradition’, and ‘horizon’

•  shows how Gadamer’s ideas have been influential in the interpretation of literary texts

•  explains Gadamer’s debates with key contemporaries and successors, such as Habermas, Ricoeur and Derrida

•  provides detailed suggestions for further reading.

With a significance that crosses disciplinary boundaries from cultural studies, literary theory and philosophy through to history, music and fine arts, Gadamer’s pioneering work on hermeneutic theory remains of crucial importance to the study of texts in the humanities.

Karl Simms is Senior Lecturer in English at the University of Liverpool, UK. His other books include the Routledge Critical Thinkers title Paul Ricoeur.
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Series editor’s preface

The books in this series offer introductions to major critical thinkers who have influenced literary studies and the humanities. The Routledge Critical Thinkers series provides the books you can turn to first when a new name or concept appears in your studies.

Each book will equip you to approach a key thinker’s original texts by explaining their key ideas, putting then into context and, perhaps most importantly, showing you why this thinker is considered to be significant. The emphasis is on concise, clearly written guides which do not presuppose a specialist knowledge. Although the focus is on particular figures, the series stresses that no critical thinker ever existed in a vacuum but, instead, emerged from a broader intellectual, cultural and social history. Finally, these books will act as a bridge between you and the thinkers’ original texts, not replacing them but rather complementing what they wrote. In some cases, volumes consider small clusters of thinkers, working in the same area, developing similar ideas or influencing each other.

These books are necessary for a number of reasons. In his 1997 autobiography, Not Entitled, the literary critic Frank Kermode wrote of a time in the 1960s:

On beautiful summer lawns, young people lay together all night, recovering from their daytime exertions and listening to a troupe of Balinese musicians. Under their blankets or their sleeping bags, they would chat drowsily about the gurus of the time … What they repeated was largely hearsay; hence my lunchtime suggestion, quite impromptu, for a series of short, very cheap books offering authoritative but intelligible introductions to such figures.

There is still a need for ‘authoritative and intelligible introductions’. But this series reflects a different world from the 1960s. New thinkers have emerged and the reputations of others have risen and fallen, as new research has developed. New methodologies and challenging ideas have spread through the arts and humanities. The study of literature is no longer – if it ever was – simply the study and evaluation of poems, novels and plays. It is also the study of ideas, issues and difficulties which arise in any literary text and in its interpretation. Other arts and humanities subjects have changed in analogous ways.

With these changes, new problems have emerged. The ideas and issues behind these radical changes in the humanities are often presented without reference to wider contexts or as theories which you can simply ‘add on’ to the texts you read. Certainly, there’s nothing wrong with picking out selected ideas or using what comes to hand – indeed, some thinkers have argued that this is, in fact, all we can do. However, it is sometimes forgotten that each new idea comes from the pattern and development of somebody’s thought and it is important to study the range and context of their ideas. Against theories ‘floating in space’, the Routledge Critical Thinkers series places key thinkers and their ideas firmly back in their contexts.

More than this, these books reflect the need to go back to the thinkers’ own texts and ideas. Every interpretation of an idea, even the most seemingly innocent one, offers you its own ‘spin’, implicitly or explicitly. To read only books on a thinker, rather than texts by that thinker, is to deny yourself a chance of making up your own mind. Sometimes what makes a significant figure’s work hard to approach is not so much its style or the content as the feeling of not knowing where to start. The purpose of these books is to give you a ‘way in’ by offering an accessible overview of these thinkers’ ideas and works and by guiding your further reading, starting with each thinker’s own texts. To use a metaphor from the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), these books are ladders, to be thrown away after you have climbed to the next level. Not only, then, do they equip you to approach new ideas, but also they empower you, by leading you back to the theorist’s own texts and encouraging you to develop your own informed opinions.

Finally, these books are necessary because, just as intellectual needs have changed, the education systems around the world – the contexts in which introductory books are usually read – have changed radically, too. What was suitable for the minority higher education systems of the 1960s is not suitable for the larger, wider, more diverse, high technology education systems of the twenty-first century. These changes call not just for new, up-to-date introductions but new methods of presentation. The presentational aspects of Routledge Critical Thinkers have been developed with today’s students in mind.

Each book in the series has a similar structure. They begin with a section offering an overview of the life and ideas of the featured thinkers and explain why they are important. The central section of each book discusses the thinkers’ key ideas, their context, evolution and reception; with the books that deal with more than one thinker, they also explain and explore the influence of each on each. The volumes conclude with a survey of the impact of the thinker or thinkers, outlining how their ideas have been taken up and developed by others. In addition, there is a detailed final section suggesting and describing books for further reading. This is not a ‘tacked-on’ section but an integral part of each volume. In the first part of this section you will find brief descriptions of the thinkers’ key works, then, following this, information on the most useful critical works and, in some cases, on relevant websites. This section will guide you in your reading, enabling you to follow your interests and develop your own projects. Throughout each book, references are given in what is known as the Harvard system (the author and the date of a work cited are given in the text and you can look up the full details in the bibliography at the back). This offers a lot of information in very little space. The books also explain technical terms and use boxes to describe events or ideas in more detail, away from the main emphasis of the discussion. Boxes are also used at times to highlight definitions of terms frequently used or coined by a thinker. In this way, the boxes serve as a kind of glossary, easily identified when flicking through the book.

The thinkers in the series are ‘critical’ for three reasons. First, they are examined in the light of subjects which involve criticism: principally literary studies or English and cultural studies, but also other disciplines which rely on the criticism of books, ideas, theories and unquestioned assumptions. Second, they are critical because studying their work will provide you with a ‘tool kit’ for your own informed critical reading and thought, which will make you critical. Third, these thinkers are critical because they are crucially important: they deal with ideas and questions which can overturn conventional understandings of the world, of texts, of everything we take for granted, leaving us with a deeper understanding of what we already knew and with new ideas.

No introduction can tell you everything. However, by offering a way into critical thinking, this series hopes to begin to engage you in an activity which is productive, constructive and potentially life-changing.
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Why Gadamer?

Hans-Georg Gadamer is one of the towering figures in the humanities today. His importance lies in his reinvention of hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation and understanding. Prior to the publication of his magnum opus, Truth and Method (1960), hermeneutics had been considered a method for reading texts, especially biblical texts. In fact, hermeneutics did not pervade the intellectual mainstream at all, being virtually confined to theological disputes concerning the interpretation of the Bible. Moreover, the practice of hermeneutics had not really developed since the days of the Romantic philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), adhering to the view that the task of a reader was to reconstruct the intentions of the author of the text. Gadamer was to change all that, ushering in a ‘new hermeneutics’, one not dependent on the intentions of the author but, rather, acknowledging the differences between the author’s circumstances and ours, and producing an interpretation of texts that negotiates between those differences.

This new version of hermeneutics was to pave the way for many of the more radical practices of literary criticism that were to prevail during the final third of the twentieth century. But Gadamer is much more than an influence on literary criticism: his great achievement is to broaden the concept of hermeneutics beyond the mere practice of reading into a philosophy of life itself. Gadamer takes seriously his mentor Martin Heidegger’s (1889–1976) claim that ‘man is the interpreting animal’: his ‘philosophical hermeneutics’ becomes a means of living life in and through others, constantly striving to interpret and understand the other members of the community with whom we interact. It would be tempting here to say that Gadamer’s is a method of interpreting interactive communication, but one of the most difficult – because it shakes up the very basis of Western ‘scientific’ thought that we have lulled ourselves into taking for granted – aspects of Gadamer’s hermeneutics is that it is not a method, if by ‘method’ we mean a systematic way of doing things.

Hence the reader of Gadamer – or of this book – who looks for a recipe, or prescription, for ‘how to do hermeneutics’ will be disappointed. There is no set way of doing Gadamerean hermeneutics, as if the way were known in advance. Rather, one ‘follows the way’ of whatever one is interpreting, not knowing where it might lead, but confident only that eventually it will arrive at the truth. And this brings us to what is perhaps the most significant of Gadamer’s contributions to theory: the realisation that not all truths – indeed, few of the important truths in life – are reducible to whatever can be deduced using scientific method. While it is an important fact of the external world that a water molecule is comprised of two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen, when Ralph Waldo Emerson writes that ‘The water understands / Civilisation well’ this strikes one as being true in a more profound sense, a truth which the scientist could not establish through experiment, and which the traditional philosopher could not test by ‘verifying the proposition’. It is this truth – poetic truth – that Gadamer reinstates at the heart of our experience of understanding.

Gadamer’s intellectual career began in the 1920s, when he was a pupil of Heidegger and also attended the seminars of Heidegger’s own teacher, Edmund Husserl (1859–1938). Gadamer’s earliest works were on Plato and Aristotle, and were to contain many of the themes that were to become important in his later philosophy. In particular, he took up the Aristotelian concept of phronēsis, or practical wisdom, and showed how it was distinct from technē (skill or science). That philosophy should be practical, in the sense of both being a part of everyday life and learning from it as well as being applicable to it, was to become an abiding theme of his work. In his later years, Gadamer was to become very much a publicly engaged philosopher, popularising his ideas through radio broadcasts, and he would apply his ideas to such diverse areas as mental health and international relations.

But, moreover, Gadamer’s philosophy was ‘public’ in the way in which it conceived of itself – philosophy, for him, was a mode of conversation rather than a solitary investigation. The concept of ‘dialogue’ was to become another important theme in his later philosophy, and again this has its origins in Gadamer’s earlier work on the Greeks, particularly Plato. Gadamer saw the Platonic dialogue, whereby the truth is arrived at by two or more participants arriving at a consensus, as a model of philosophising. In this he departed from Heidegger, who blamed the Greeks for the origins of what he considered to be the ills of ‘Western metaphysics’, which to him were rationalism, where logos (the word) and technē (skill) combine to produce an ordered thought which deludes itself into advancing, one step after another (techno-logy). Gadamer is equally suspicious of ‘Western metaphysics’ but is more forgiving of the Greeks in this regard, blaming the rise of technological thinking on subsequent false interpretations of them. Gadamer brings Plato and Aristotle into dialogue with one another, showing how, contrary to popular belief, their thought is not mutually incompatible. Such a bringing into dialogue, as a model for philosophising as such, requires a certain humility: acknowledging that the opposing party may be right, or a willingness to concede some of one’s own ground. Consensus, for Gadamer, is dependent on agreement, which is to be arrived at through working through philosophical issues in dialogue.

One of the less appealing consequences of Gadamer’s rejection of an oppositional attitude is that he did not publicly oppose the Nazis. During the late 1930s and the Second World War he kept his head down, a stance (or lack of stance) which has drawn criticism. In response we might say that he behaved in the way that most ordinary Germans did. Opposing the Nazis presented real danger of death, and while it would be gratifying were one’s philosophical heroes heroes tout court, it is understandable if they are not. And to Gadamer’s credit, he never advanced his career by signing up to the Nazi programme, either through conviction (as Heidegger did) or through opportunism (as all too many of Gadamer’s other academic contemporaries did). Gadamer himself discusses this candidly in his book Philosophical Apprenticeships (Gadamer 1985: 93–113), and in various later interviews, most notably ‘The Real Nazis … ’ (Gadamer 2001: 115–32) and ‘The 1920s, 1930s, and the Present’ (Gadamer 1991b: 135–53).

Still, Gadamer’s career prospered before and during the War: he was appointed first to an associate professorship at Marburg in 1937, then to a full professorship and the directorship of the Philosophy Institute at Leipzig in 1939. In 1945, because he was not tainted by Nazism, Gadamer was appointed Dean of the Faculty of Philology and History at Leipzig and then Rector of the University in 1946. But Leipzig was in the Russian-occupied zone of Germany, and Gadamer, a political liberal, was as unable to sign up to communism as he had been to Nazism. So he escaped to the West, becoming at first Professor of Philosophy at Frankfurt in 1947, then succeeding Karl Jaspers as Professor of Philosophy at Heidelberg in 1949, where he was to remain until his retirement in 1968.

And that could have been the end of the story: Gadamer had built a successful career, was comfortable and established, and could have become a footnote to history as a minor interpreter of Heidegger. But from 1936 onwards Gadamer had been developing his own theory of hermeneutics, based on a combination of some hints given by Heidegger in his Being and Time (1928) and his own philological work on Plato and Aristotle. Gadamer was an enthusiastic teacher and worked through the philosophical problems he encountered along the way in discussion with his students. With Heidegger’s encouragement, Gadamer began to work his ideas up into ‘a book’ during the vacations (apart from his two dissertations, Gadamer had not published any books, his publications being limited to occasional pamphlets and journal articles). After ten years of work, Gadamer finally published what was to be Truth and Method (the title was only decided upon when the book was in press) in 1960, at the age of sixty.

Truth and Method is divided into three parts. The first is an aesthetics, ‘The question of truth as it emerges in the experience of art’, and it is significant that Gadamer should see the highest truth as being embodied in art, and that he should use art as the starting point for a development of a general theory of human understanding. The second part extends ‘the question of truth to understanding in the human sciences’, so that the truth of the human sciences is founded on the kind of truth to be found in art, rather than vice versa. This second part represents Gadamer’s fullest statement of his theory of hermeneutics, surveying and evaluating his major predecessors in the tradition (Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Heidegger), both taking and rejecting elements from each. In it, too, he develops his major concepts, such as play, prejudice, tradition, situation and horizon, which we shall explore in Chapter 3 below. Part III of Truth and Method is devoted to the question of language, at once extolling language as the only medium through which we can understand the world, and maintaining that language itself can only be understood as a practice, that meaning is developed through social situations and interaction. The sum of all of this is that the important truths in life are to be found precisely there – in life – and that understanding them is an ongoing, ever-incomplete process, unlike the truths discovered by scientific thinking, which are ‘verifiable’. This latter part of the book was to place Gadamer in proximity to trends in philosophy that were very current at the time in the wake of the later work of the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1953), such as the ‘philosophy of action’ of the American philosopher Donald Davidson (1917–2003), thus ensuring the immediate success of Gadamer’s book not only in his native Germany but also abroad. He was particularly influential on the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005), who, on publication of Truth and Method, abandoned the project on which he was working in favour of developing his own hermeneutic practice.

Gadamer spent the 1960s developing, refining and explaining various aspects of Truth and Method in response to this public interest. Then in 1968, on his retirement, he ‘began a whole new life, a life of travel’ (Gadamer 1997b: 18). He learnt English and toured the US and Canada; he gave dozens of TV and radio interviews in Europe, especially Germany and Italy, where he became a celebrity and was usually featured on television when he visited (Palmer 1997: 590): in short, he became a prominent public intellectual. The most important work to emerge from this period was Who Am I and Who Are You? (1973), on the German-speaking poet Paul Celan, which he wrote in remorse for having unintentionally done Celan (with whom he was friendly) a disservice. This work is significant in that it shows Gadamer’s hermeneutics in action, being a sustained close reading of Celan’s poem sequence Breath Crystal. It is here that Gadamer is at his most Heideggerian, seeing poetic truth as an ‘unconcealment’. But Gadamer is more explicit than Heidegger, spelling out what the truth is that is ‘unconcealed’ in a manner that Heidegger falls short of doing; he is also more user-friendly than Heidegger, writing in a straightforward, conversational German prose without making his words bear special ‘Heideggerian’ meanings.

This late period of Gadamer’s career also saw the publication of his Kleine Schriften (three volumes, 1967–73), which collected the short pieces that Gadamer had published up to that point, and his Gesammelte Werke (ten volumes, 1986–95). An English edition of Truth and Method was published in 1975, and from 1976 onwards many of his shorter writings have been published in English translation in various collections, which are surveyed in the ‘Further Reading’ section of this book. Many of these are transcriptions of lectures, interviews and broadcasts Gadamer has given, and are hugely entertaining in the insights they give into the personalities involved in the German intellectual scene through much of the twentieth century. Gadamer was also keen to engage in debate with other prominent thinkers of the day, which he did successfully with the German social theorist Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and less successfully with the French philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) in the early 1980s. Gadamer’s last book, Hermeneutical Essays, was published on his one hundredth birthday in 2000.

Gadamer’s latest ideas can be traced back to his earliest: for example, he re-published his 1931 dissertation, Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, in 1968, when it remained more or less as representative of his thought as it had been decades earlier. Hence this present book does not treat Gadamer’s work chronologically, but rather conceptually, discussing each of his key ideas with reference to his explanations of them taken from across the span of his career. Gadamer’s ‘philosophical hermeneutics’ is ultimately a theory of reading, a theory of understanding based on the experience of art, in which literary art holds the centre stage. Gadamer was as much a ‘philologist’, a literary theorist-critic, as he was a philosopher, and so accordingly I have attempted to draw out Gadamer’s importance for literary studies in my exposition. The ‘After Gadamer’ section then surveys Gadamer’s ongoing influence across the humanities, again particularly in philosophy and literary theory and criticism.


Key Ideas


1

Hermeneutics in theory

From Luther to Heidegger

Gadamer is probably best known as the leading proponent of the theory of hermeneutics – the practice of interpretation. It was his magnum opus, Truth and Method (published in 1960, when Gadamer was sixty years old), which introduced Gadamer’s version of this concept and established him as a philosopher of historical significance. In the ‘Introduction’ to Truth and Method Gadamer (2004: xx) writes that ‘The phenomenon of understanding and of the correct interpretation of what has been understood is not a problem specific to the methodology of the human sciences alone’, and further that ‘The hermeneutic problem is basically not a problem of method at all’. In these remarks are revealed some essential distinctions which we will explore in greater detail in the chapter that follows. All fields of human enquiry, for Gadamer, are dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge and truth, but (and contrary to the views of Gadamer’s predecessor Dilthey) the kind of truth aimed at by humanities disciplines is not arrived at by scientific investigation, and the kind of knowledge it involves is not ‘verifiable’ according to the experimental criteria of science. It is this kind of knowledge and truth – the knowledge and truth sought after by the humanities – that constitutes the ‘hermeneutic phenomenon’ for Gadamer. The problematic nature of that phenomenon lies in the fact that its search for knowledge and truth cannot be reduced to a method, and it is this problem which is to inform much of Truth and Method, and to occupy Gadamer in many of the lectures and articles published in its wake.

In pursuing his investigation, Gadamer is respectful of the hermeneutical tradition, and it is significant for him that it pre-dates modern science in its origin and, with the exception of Dilthey, has always posited an alternative view of truth to that arrived at by scientific methodology. Moreover, for Gadamer, the study of (the history of) hermeneutics itself is one of the proper domains of hermeneutics. Thus to understand Gadamer’s thinking around these fundamental issues, it is necessary to appreciate the history of hermeneutics as seen through Gadamer’s building on it, beginning with Martin Luther, moving through Friedrich Schleiermacher and Wilhelm Dilthey (to whom Gadamer is somewhat indebted, notwithstanding his profound disagreement with him), to Gadamer’s mentor, Martin Heidegger.

Luther

Gadamer was well aware that hermeneutical concepts were latent, so to speak, in the works of the classical philosophers Plato and Aristotle, and, as we shall see, the perceived continuity of a hermeneutical tradition stretching from ancient times to the present day was to become an abiding theme in his philosophy. But hermeneutics in the modern sense – the sense in which hermeneutics is explicitly theorised – has its origins in Martin Luther’s writings of the Protestant Reformation.




Martin Luther (1483–1546)

Martin Luther is generally regarded as the father of the Protestant Reformation. His Ninety-Five Theses were posted on the door of the church at Wittenburg (where Luther was Professor of Theology at the university) in 1517; in them, Luther questions the received authority of the Church, and maintains that salvation can only be achieved through the individual’s knowledge of God. This led to an attack on indulgences (giving money to the Church in exchange for the remission of sins) and on the doctrine of mediation (that a priest or saint could intercede on an individual’s behalf). Luther’s Theses were soon translated from Latin into German, so that their fame spread throughout the Holy Roman Empire and beyond, prompting Pope Leo X to demand their retraction in 1520. When Luther refused, he was excommunicated in 1521. However, by then many churches in Germany had become ‘Lutheran’, and this process was accelerated by Luther’s own translation of the New Testament into German in 1522 (its dissemination was aided by the newly invented printing press), which was consistent with Luther’s idea of personal salvation.





Luther’s central idea, of course, is that Scripture is the only authority in matters of theology or religion – it is this idea which makes his thinking both Protestant and Reformational, insofar as it immediately denies the authority of the Church’s teachings subsequent to the composition of the Scriptures. But apart from this, certain hermeneutical principles follow. Luther did not explicitly set out these principles as a methodology, but they are to be found scattered throughout his writings, particularly his earlier ones.

One of Luther’s most important principles is that each person should be able to have access to the Scriptures for him- or herself. A whole set of subsidiary principles follows from this: that scholars should understand the languages in which the Bible was originally written (and not just the Latin of St Jerome’s translation that was in use in Luther’s day); that the Bible should be translated into vernacular languages so that all may understand it for themselves (pragmatically, not everyone can be a scholar, but it is the duty of the scholar to facilitate understanding among the people, not to set himself up as an ‘authority’ to which the people defer); and that understanding the Scriptures is dependent on their existence as a text: in other words, hermeneutics is a mode of reading, even for those who are strictly speaking illiterate and must hear the words spoken in church. (Implicit in all of this, though, are the ideal desiderata that everyone becomes literate, and that all literate people become scholars.)

A second important principle is that ‘your first duty is to begin by prayer. Entreat the Lord to grant you, of his great mercy, the true understanding of his Word’ (Luther, cited in d’Aubigné 1847: 294). This at first glance may appear irrelevant to an unbeliever, or too specific to the process of reading the Bible as opposed to any other text. But implicit in this axiom is a general point of hermeneutic method: that the reader must be in the right frame of mind to be able to gain understanding of the words read. To adopt a Gadamerian turn of phrase, the reader must be attuned to the text. Luther’s remark further implies a concept that was to become vitally important for later hermeneutics, including Gadamer’s, that of the hermeneutic circle: the reader must be predisposed to understand the text in order to understand the text. In Luther this means that God brings understanding of the Scriptures to the reader, but from a more general, universal and secular perspective we might say that the reader brings his understanding to the text in order to understand the text. Such a formulation brings out the circularity of hermeneutics, as well as making explicit that only a reader who has a whole contextual background of life experience, both encompassing the subject-matter of the text and setting that subject-matter in a broader context, can make sense of a text. As Luther (1958b: 60) writes: ‘Experience is necessary for the understanding of the Word. It is not merely to be repeated and known, but to be lived and felt.’ This secular interpretation of the hermeneutic circle, and the basis upon which mankind is fit for the work of interpretation, will become crucial to the hermeneutics of Gadamer’s biggest influence, Martin Heidegger, as we shall see below.

A third principle following from Luther’s doctrine of the primacy of scriptural authority is that of Sola Sciptura, or ‘only Scripture’. In terms of theology, this entails a position of rejecting the teachings of the Catholic Church or, indeed, any teachings that do not have their basis in the Scriptures themselves. But again, this doctrine is also generalisable from a hermeneutic point of view: the interpretation of the text is to be derived from the text itself. As Luther (1976: 2335) writes: ‘Scripture is its own light. It is a fine thing when Scripture explains itself’, and, further, ‘one passage must be explained by another, namely, a doubtful and obscure passage must be explained by a clear and certain passage’ (Luther 1968: 335). Luther can place his trust in the sacred text because it is sacred, and therefore by definition trustworthy, but in placing that trust Luther establishes a tradition of textual exegesis that trusts texts in and for themselves generally. Gadamer’s hermeneutics is not suspicious of texts: the text is assumed not to be out to trick or deceive the reader. Based on this assumption, a text becomes a trustworthy source of the clues to its own interpretation. As Luther (1823: 14) again puts it: ‘To know that all things in the scriptures are set in the clearest light, and then, because a few words are obscure, to report that the things are obscure, is absurd and impious. And, if the words are obscure in one place, yet they are clear in another.’

Two further principles follow from Luther’s insistence on the primacy of the Scriptures in matters of religion: those of exegesis and dialogue. Making explicit, or explication, exegesis, is one of the primary purposes of hermeneutics, and this is shown in Luther by the fact that the vast majority of his voluminous works are devoted not to abstract points of doctrine but to exegeses of the Scriptures themselves. In this, Luther (1958a: 298) deploys a practical working methodology: ‘First the meaning should be established in such a manner that it is everywhere in agreement, and then philology should be brought into play.’ This immediately shows the connection between exegesis and dialogue: the exegesis is dependent, initially, on an agreement as to the meaning, and only then can philological matters (a mixture of grammatical analysis and scholarly research into textual provenance) come into play. Agreement presupposes dialogue with other readers, which from a theological point of view sets Luther at odds with the established Church, but from the point of view of understanding texts, which is what concerns us here, implies a community of readers with whom the exegete must engage just as surely as he engages with the text as such, and just as surely as he brings his own experience to bear on that text. Once again, Luther is seen to presage an important principle of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, that of arriving at an interpretation in dialogue with one’s contemporaries and peers, and while Luther was no democrat, at least when it comes to interpreting the Bible he sees all as equal before God, rather than claiming a monopoly on understanding, either for himself or for the Church.

Thus far we have repeatedly remarked that various formulations of what hermeneutics consists of make explicit another facet of hermeneutics (as when, for example, the hermeneutic circle makes explicit the need for the reader to bring his experience to the text). And this is the final point to be made concerning Luther’s hermeneutics: that they become a reflection on the hermeneutic principles themselves. There is another sense in which hermeneutics, in Gadamer and following Luther, is circular: it is a hermeneutics of hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is a self-reflexive practice. In other words, understanding what it means to understand is an essential aspect of hermeneutic theory.

Hermeneutics in the three centuries or so following Luther, however, was focused not so much on the theory of hermeneutics itself, but rather on biblical interpretation. Luther’s breakthrough resulted in a host of Protestant interpreters of the Bible, and while this opened up a whole new field which had not formerly existed, it was not until the Romantic philosophy of Schleiermacher that hermeneutics as a discipline would undergo another radical departure and break away from being exclusively devoted to the interpretation of Scripture.

Schleiermacher

Schleiermacher’s major contribution to hermeneutics, at least according to Gadamer (2004: 184–95; 2007: 50), is that he makes it universal. This is not to say that Schleiermacher’s primary intention was not to interpret the Scriptures: he develops his version of hermeneutics in order to rescue the Bible from the onslaught of science, and in particular to demonstrate that biblical interpretation could be placed on a scientific footing, thus ensuring that scriptural interpretation would benefit from the rationalism of the Enlightenment, rather than become its victim.




Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834)

Schleiermacher is perhaps the best known of the Romantic philosopher-theologians. He was instrumental in establishing the University of Berlin in 1810, where he served as Professor of Theology from then until his death in 1834. His magnum opus, The Christian Faith (1821–2; second edition 1830–1), set out to rescue religion in general and Christianity in particular from both superstition, on the one hand, and Enlightenment scepticism, on the other; the result is a psychology whereby the thinking being attempts to subsume himself into the infinite universe of which he is a part, and which is a manifestation of God’s infinite nature. This leads to a theological universalism (there is no erroneous faith; all who have faith in God are led to religious truth), and to a disbelief in Hell as incompatible with God’s infinite love, two positions which mark Schleiermacher out as a founder of liberal theology. But he is better known today for his Hermeneutics and Criticism, a relatively short work published posthumously (1838), in which he universalises Luther’s method of scriptural interpretation into a universal method of interpreting any text whatever.





Schleiermacher (1998: 5) begins his Hermeneutics and Criticism with the observation that ‘Hermeneutics as the art of understanding does not yet exist in a general manner, there are instead only several forms of specific hermeneutics.’ In other words, the hermeneuts of the past have each (following Luther) set about interpreting (scriptural) texts in ways specific to those texts, which follows from Luther’s doctrine of Sola Scriptura and, more specifically, that each scriptural text is capable of explaining itself. In practice, this led Luther and his followers to ‘explicate’ each text in isolation from the other scriptural texts, and from other texts more generally.

As a corrective to this, Schleiermacher develops a method of hermeneutics which is to be applicable in any circumstances – i.e. to any text – whatsoever. It is partly in this respect that Schleiermacher (1998: 6) considers his hermeneutics to be scientific, insofar as having a method as such is a fundamental principle of science: hermeneutics is merely a ‘series of observations’ unless it is supported by a methodology. Schleiermacher (1998: 8) begins his elucidation of this methodology by claiming that: ‘As every utterance has a dual relationship, to the totality of language and to the whole of its originator, then all understanding also consists of the two moments, of understanding the utterance as derived from language, and as a fact of the thinker.’ Thus, on the one hand, hermeneutics interprets the language of the text and, on the other, it interprets the state of mind of the author of the work at the time at which he composed it. The first of these Schleiermacher calls the ‘grammatical’ and the second the ‘psychological’. True understanding of a text – or, indeed, of any utterance – is only achieved through attention to both of these aspects, playing off against one another in what Schleiermacher calls a ‘dialectic’.




Dialectic

‘Dialectic’ is the term given to two arguments or beliefs placed in opposition to one another. Dialectics have their origins in ancient Greek thought, particularly in the works of Plato, which usually consist of a dialogue between Socrates and a younger man who holds contrary beliefs from him; by reasoned argument, the two speakers eventually arrive at the truth. This truth is essentially Socrates’ position but, in arriving at it, the opposing position, while being shown to be unaware of its own absurdities, nevertheless is itself revealed to be partially true and therefore not really an opposing position at all, but merely one which has failed to grasp the full picture: the opposing position is subsumed under the greater truth that the dialectic reveals. This notion of subsumption was to be influential on Schleiermacher’s contemporary G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831), who generalises Plato’s dialectic into a view of how ideas are arrived at through history, and ultimately of how history as such is made (this was to become a big influence on Marxist thinking). For Hegel, knowledge is advanced when two ideas which are not merely opposing, but are contradictory, come together: the dominant idea will prevail by incorporating the lesser, contradictory, idea within it – a process Hegel calls Aufhebung (sometimes rather unsatisfactorily translated as ‘sublation’). Truth, for Hegel then, is arrived at through the overcoming of contradictions, but once a concept has become aufgehebt, another concept will come along to challenge it, in an ongoing historical process. Schleiermacher is not much taken by this historical aspect to Hegel’s thinking, and owes much of his concept of dialectic rather to Plato; nevertheless, he shares with Hegel a desire to generalise dialectic from arguments about specific philosophical cases to a theory of how human understanding is conducted: for him, for example, there is a dialectic between conceptual being and being in action, and true understanding arises from a synthesis of the two.





As Schleiermacher explains, the language of the text is, like all communication, dependent on an assumption of ‘the shared nature of the language’, but ‘every person is on the one hand a location in which a given language forms itself in an individual manner, [while] on the other their discourse can only be understood via the totality of the language’ (Schleiermacher 1988: 8). (Here Schleiermacher is being very modern, anticipating, for example, some of the principles behind what is nowadays called discourse analysis.) For Schleiermacher, the individual’s use of a language – in the composition of a text, for example – can only be understood both in terms of that individual’s idiosyncrasies in expressing himself and in the fact of language being a shared medium which is accessible to all. The dialectical process of interpretation consists of a synthesis between these two facets of language, the idiosyncrasies of personal expression and the shared accessibility of language as such. The study of language as such Schleiermacher terms ‘grammar’, while he calls the idiosyncrasies of expression ‘psychology’. Schleiermacher then refines his concept of psychology in this context to mean the state of mind of the author when he composed his text, so that the idiosyncrasies of expression are merely the manifestations of this, or clues as to what it might be. Understanding, meanwhile, is nothing other than ‘a being-in-one-another of these two moments (of the grammatical and psychological)’ (Schleiermacher 1988: 9).

Schleiermacher (1988: 9) then goes on to explain the relationship between the two halves of this dialectic in greater detail:

1. The utterance is not even understood as an act of the mind if it is not understood as a linguistic designation, because the innateness of language modifies the mind.

2. The utterance is also not understood as a modification of language if it is not also understood as an act of the mind, because the ground of all influence of the individual lies in the mind, which itself develops by utterance.

Thus it may be seen that the dialectic between grammar and psychology in the act of understanding is actually another variant of the ‘hermeneutic circle’: because language is innate to humans (another very modern idea), any psychology (an ‘act of the mind’) can only be understood linguistically, but conversely, because the mind of an individual person causes the language they use to develop as they themselves develop psychologically, any instance of language use can only be understood psychologically. The enormous significance of this for the development of hermeneutics (and subsequently for twentieth-century linguistics and philosophy of language) lies in Schleiermacher’s placing of language at the heart of all thinking and understanding: Schleiermacher’s own thought constitutes a ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy, after which any consideration of the problems not only of interpreting texts but also of understanding as such – understanding the world and our place in it – can only be addressed through consideration of the problem of language. For Schleiermacher himself, though, both psychological and grammatical analysis are completely equal in their importance to hermeneutics.

For Gadamer (2004: 180), what is important about Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics is that ‘The art of understanding came under fundamental theoretical examination and universal cultivation because neither scripturally nor rationally founded agreement could any longer constitute the dogmatic guideline of textual understanding.’ In other words, Luther and his followers did not see any need to enquire after the mind of the author (of a given text), since they were only interested in interpreting the Scriptures, and it was a dogmatic axiom for them that the Scriptures were written by only one entity, the Holy Spirit, whose mind was to remain ineluctably mysterious. Meanwhile, the rationalists of the eighteenth century held that rational thought was by definition in complete accord with the logical structure of the world, and so to understand the world aright one merely needed to think according to rational principles. Since this rationalism is underpinned by logic, if everyone thinks rationally, then everyone will agree, since everyone will be thinking logically. It is Schleiermacher’s contribution, according to Gadamer, to demonstrate that this rational principle does not hold good for the interpretation of texts: the ‘psychological’ dimension of understanding entails that the contingencies of whatever is peculiar to the author’s mind – which is not necessarily always ‘rational’ in the strict sense of adhering to logic – must be brought into play. Moreover, ‘what was in the author’s mind’ – his mental acts – are not strictly speaking knowable to us, but can only be approximated by some sort of historical reconstruction. There is therefore room for error in determining what this psychological input into the text might have been. Actually, that is not entirely an accurate way of putting it, since the category of ‘error’ does not really apply here, as that would imply that there is some ideally ‘correct’ version of the mental act in question to which various competing interpretations would approximate. But the reality, rather, is that such a ‘correct’ version of the mental act is in principle unknowable and therefore merely an abstract ideal. What it might have consisted of is a matter of agreement, but this is an agreement to be arrived at through the free debate of a community of thinkers expressing their respective opinions, not through a determination of which version of interpretation corresponds to a predetermined and known logical truth.

Therefore, Gadamer brings out in Schleiermacher an aspect of his thought which Schleiermacher himself did not consider explicitly: ‘to understand means to come to an understanding with each other’ (Gadamer 2004: 180). As Gadamer explains:

Understanding is, primarily, agreement. Thus people usually understand each other immediately or they make themselves understood with a view toward reaching agreement. Coming to an understanding, then, is always coming to an understanding about something. Understanding each other is always understanding each other with respect to something. From language we learn that the subject matter is not merely an arbitrary object of discussion, independent of the process of mutual understanding, but rather is the path and goal of mutual understanding itself.

Here Gadamer turns Schleiermacher’s project on its head, while still taking his cue from an insight of Schleiermacher’s that Schleiermacher himself was not particularly aware of. Whereas for Schleiermacher people need to engage in discussion with one another in order to arrive at a true understanding of a text, for Gadamer it is the discussion itself which is important, insofar as it facilitates understanding of one another by people. Thus we can see how Gadamer adopts a broad version of Schleiermacher’s notion of the universality of hermeneutics: hermeneutics becomes not only universally applicable to all texts (not just biblical ones), but also universally applicable tout court. Schleiermacher, although principally concerned with the New Testament, arrived at this conclusion himself in a manuscript of 1809–10: ‘Hermeneutics rests on the fact of the non-understanding of discourse: taken in its most general sense, including misunderstanding in the mother tongue and in everyday life’ (Schleiermacher 1988: 227). Taking a cue from Schleiermacher here, for Gadamer hermeneutics becomes a philosophy not merely of texts, but of life as such.

This brings us to a second strand in Schleiermacher’s thinking, which is of fundamental importance to Gadamer: the notion of misunderstanding. In his Hermeneutics and Criticism Schleiermacher (1988: 21) criticises the assumption made by ‘the more lax’ practitioners of explication ‘that understanding results as a matter of course and expresses the aim negatively: misunderstanding should be avoided’. In contrast, ‘The more strict practice assumes that misunderstanding results as a matter of course and that understanding must be desired and thought at every point’ (Schleiermacher 1988: 22). This leads Schleiermacher on to what might be called a taxonomy of misunderstanding, that is, an investigation of the different types or categories of misunderstanding that might occur. Essentially they are misunderstanding of the context (which Schleiermacher calls ‘qualitative’ misunderstanding) and misunderstanding of the tone (which Schleiermacher calls ‘quantitative’). The task of hermeneutics, then, is ‘the avoidance of material (qualitative) and formal (quantitative) misunderstanding’ (Schleiermacher 1988: 22).

Gadamer praises Schleiermacher’s liberation of hermeneutics from scriptural study into a general or universal hermeneutics, for example in an essay of 1977: ‘Schleiermacher’s grounding of understanding on dialogue and on interhuman understanding establishes a foundation for hermeneutics at a deeper level than before, and in a way that allows one to erect on a hermeneutical basis a system that is scientific and scholarly’ (Gadamer 2007: 51). But Gadamer interprets Schleiermacher’s notion of ‘misunderstanding’ in a way that is more radical than perhaps Schleiermacher himself envisaged. For example, in Truth and Method Gadamer (2004: 179–80) writes:

Schleiermacher’s idea of a universal hermeneutics starts from this: that the experience of the alien and the possibility of misunderstanding is universal … Precisely Schleiermacher’s extending the hermeneutical task to ‘meaningful dialogue’, which is especially characteristic of him, shows how fundamentally the meaning of alienation, which hermeneutics is supposed to overcome, has changed in comparison to the task of hermeneutics as hitherto conceived. In a new and universal sense, alienation is inextricably given with the individuality of the Thou.

What does Gadamer mean by his highly condensed formulation ‘alienation is inextricably given with the individuality of the Thou’? Schleiermacher did indeed extend the hermeneutical task to meaningful dialogue, insofar as, before Schleiermacher, hermeneutics was confined to the interpretation of (biblical) texts, whereas Schleiermacher inaugurates a hermeneutics of any discourse whatever. For example, he begins his lecture on ‘General Hermeneutics’ of 1809 with the words: ‘Hermeneutics rests on the fact of the non-understanding of discourse: taken in its most general sense, including misunderstanding in the mother tongue and in everyday life.’ Thus hermeneutics deals not only with texts but also with the discourse of everyday life, and such misunderstandings that it overcomes present themselves in the mother tongue just as easily as they appear in attempting to grasp the meanings of the languages of the Bible. For Gadamer, though, this extension of hermeneutics also extends the alienation which Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics presupposes. Misunderstanding of the Scriptures arises because of the historical distance between us and the producers of the text (so-called ‘qualitative’ misunderstanding), and because the Bible is written in a language that is not only not our own but also no longer used as a first language by a group of native speakers. These two factors intertwine with one another to make us doubly alienated from the texts we are trying to understand. But in the interpretation of any texts – not just biblical ones – we are in a sense distant from their author (in time and space, and more generally through simply not having lived the same life as the author, and so not completely sharing his cultural outlook), and we are also distant from the language he uses: even if an author uses the same native language that we speak, we do not necessarily share his idiosyncrasies of linguistic usage (what modern linguists call ‘idiolect’) or, if he was writing some time ago, the specific shared meanings attaching to words.

Gadamer’s point is that a general hermeneutics – one that is applied to everyday discourse among two or more people talking to one another – also presupposes a degree of alienation between those two people, if it is assumed that hermeneutics is founded on the overcoming of misunderstandings. For Gadamer, this is both right and wrong. Right, in that we do think of another person as a ‘thou’ to distinguish them from the ‘I’ who is speaking when ‘I’ speak. But wrong, in that in order for me to label another person as a ‘thou’ against whom I define myself as an ‘I’, I must already be participating in a common discourse wherein both myself and the other person can understand the terms ‘I’ and ‘thou’. If misunderstanding – and hence the necessity for hermeneutics – begins with disagreement, then I and the other have already agreed to disagree, so to speak, in entering into a discourse whereby we tacitly agree to try to arrive at a common understanding. As Gadamer (1976a: 7) puts it in an essay of 1966:

I am trying to call attention here to a common experience. We say, for instance, that understanding and misunderstanding take place between I and thou. But the formulation ‘I and thou’ already betrays an enormous alienation. There is nothing like an ‘I and thou’ at all – there is neither the I nor the thou as isolated realities. I may say ‘thou’ and I may refer to myself over against a thou, but a common understanding always precedes these situations. We all know that to say ‘thou’ to someone presupposes a deep common accord. Something enduring is already present when this word is spoken. When we try to reach agreement on a matter on which we have different opinions, this deeper factor always comes into play, even if we are seldom aware of it.

This ‘deep common accord’ is of great importance to the liberal strand of Gadamer’s thinking: throughout his philosophical career, Gadamer seeks to promote understanding. This means not only promoting understanding of his own philosophy (which he sought to do in a range of lectures, interviews and broadcasts aimed at a broad, non-academic audience), but also promoting understanding between himself and other philosophers, so that, through the pursuit of philosophy as a common aim, greater understanding of life as such would result.

But let us return to the hermeneutics of texts, which is also a specific concern of Gadamer’s. According to Gadamer (2007: 51), in this respect after Schleiermacher ‘the way is cleared for historicism’. For Schleiermacher (1998: 228), ‘One has only understood what one has reconstructed in all its relationships and in its context. – To this also belongs understanding the writer better than he understands himself.’ To overcome the ‘qualitative misunderstanding’ that arises as a result of being historically distant from an author, one must reconstruct the psychology of that author as closely as it is possible to do. This involves reconstructing the context in which he was writing. (In theory, this could lead to understanding the author better than he understood himself, because we have the benefit of the history that is subsequent to the author’s time to draw upon.) Schleiermacher does not explicitly work out a method for doing this, and his lecture notes are lacking in specific examples of what this would entail. It would fall to the later nineteenth-century German philosopher Dilthey to perform this task.

Dilthey




Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911)

Dilthey was inspired by Schleiermacher, whose letters he edited and of whom he published a two-volume biography (1870–1). Dilthey saw himself as a modern professional philosopher, and so his interests were wide-ranging, but always proceeding from the standpoint of a ‘philosophy of life’: life, for him, ‘is always its own proof’ and the foundation of reality (Dilthey 1996: 131). A major concern was to establish the concept of the ‘human sciences’ and to delimit them from the natural sciences, which he accomplished in such works as Introduction to the Human Sciences (1883) and The Formation of the Historical World in the Human Sciences (1910).





Dilthey begins from the position that people create what he calls ‘psychic nexuses’ during the courses of their lives. For example, a person might at once be a civil servant, support a football team, enjoy real ale, be the parent of a school-age child and do the weekly supermarket shopping. In living in each of those parts of her life, she will come into contact with many other people who engage in similar activities: other civil servants, contributors to sports blogs, people at the pub, etc., and each of the people with whom she comes into contact will also participate in a range of activities aside from the one which brings them into contact with the person of our example. These interests bring the individual into contact with a wide range of social, judicial, historical and cultural institutions which facilitate, regulate and sometimes oppose the activities she is engaged in. The result is a vast network of networks: usually they do not come into contact with one another from the point of view of a participant in any one, but when they do, it can be the occasion for surprise (‘Fancy you [to a workmate] enjoying real ale too!’), happy serendipity (‘We could go to the match together!’) or maybe conflict of interest (‘If I don’t shop at a shop that gives away schools vouchers, my child won’t be able to contribute them to the school’). Dilthey calls the individual who participates in all of these activities a nexus (or, more particularly, Dilthey says that the nexus is in the individual) because the individual herself is the point at which otherwise disparate networks meet; it is a psychic nexus because (i) it is arrived at as a result of the life-choices made by the individual, and (ii) it determines what they are as a person, what their Geist (mind) is.

Subjectively, the individual experiences her life in such-and-such a way according to her nexus, but it is the task of the human sciences to stand back from the subjectivity of the individual and make an objective examination of the whole network or group of networks, using the same rigorous scientific methodology that is employed in the natural sciences:

The subjects of assertions in the human sciences vary in their scope – individuals, families, more complex groups, nations, epochs, historical movements or developmental sequences, social organisations, systems of culture, and other segments of the whole of humanity, and finally humanity itself. They can be the subjects of narratives, they can be described, and theories can be developed concerning them. But they always refer to the same fact: humanity or human-socio-historical reality.

(Dilthey 2002: 102)

Hence, for Dilthey, what we call the ‘humanities’ obey the same laws – the laws of nature – as do the material of the sciences, and can thus be described in the same scientific way, once the observer has attained a detached standpoint.




Human Sciences

The term ‘human science’ is a loose translation of a word coined by Dilthey – Geisteswissenschaft – which is itself a loose translation of the English term ‘moral science’, which was first used by the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–76) in his An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). Being an empiricist, Hume wished to establish a systematic ‘science of human nature’ that was based on observation of phenomena, rather than on metaphysical speculation. Taking up this theme, Dilthey sees the human sciences as entailing primarily a psychological investigation, in the sense that the phenomena to be observed are those arising in the minds of people in their dispositions to behave within certain contexts, such as in the family, in society, or as part of humanity as a whole (the German word Geist does not translate directly into English, but is usually rendered as ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ or ‘soul’). In his The Formation of the Historical World in the Human Sciences [Aufbau der geschichtlichen Welt in den Geisteswissenschaften, 1910], Dilthey lists the human sciences as: ‘History, political economy, the sciences of law and of the state, the study of religion, literature, poetry, architecture, music, of philosophical world-views and systems, and finally, psychology’ (Dilthey 2002: 101); to this list we might add what are today most commonly regarded to be the ‘human sciences’ as a result of their conscious development as such by their founding fathers, who were Dilthey’s younger contemporaries and who were influenced by him: anthropology (Franz Boas, 1858–1942), linguistics (Ferdinand de Saussure, 1857–1913), psychoanalysis (Sigmund Freud, 1856–1939) and sociology (Émile Durkheim, 1858–1917).





This concept of ‘human-socio-historical reality’ is enormously important for Gadamer. In Dilthey, it has its origins in the materialism of Karl Marx (although Dilthey was not a Marxist): all society, and all history, is constructed through the operations of nature, which themselves are determined by the physical material that constitutes them. Even the actions of people are determined by this natural, material physicality, according to Dilthey: for all his talk of Geist, the mind for him is a direct product of the physical matter that comprises the brain. Dilthey construes Geist physically, not metaphysically. For Gadamer, though, what is significant about this is that it paves the way for a hermeneutic understanding of truth that is not the same as mere correspondence of a statement with a given state of affairs. For him, understanding is socio-historical, and he owes to Dilthey the conception of how that understanding is itself to be understood:

The structure of the historical world is not based on facts taken from experience which then acquire a value relation, but rather on the inner historicity that belongs to experience itself. What we call experience and acquire through experience is a living historical process; and its paradigm is not the discovery of facts but the peculiar fusion of memory and expectation into a whole.

(Gadamer 2004: 217)

In other words, Dilthey allows Gadamer to turn the traditional understanding of what history consists of on its head: instead of us gaining experience which we then ‘tick off’ against known historical facts to see if they are in accord, experience itself is historical; it has ‘historicity’ (= ‘historical-ness’), in the sense that history is being made all the time (it is not an archive of facts). Moreover, ‘experience’ itself is not merely a collection of things that I have done, or that have happened to me, in the past, but is, rather, both memory and expectation (a looking forward to the future) fused into a whole. If history is part of experience, it follows that history, too, is influenced by expectation of the future in its making.

If this thinking on the part of Gadamer is influenced by Dilthey, there is equally a point at which Gadamer and Dilthey part company, and that is in the special status that Dilthey grants history among the human sciences. What singles out the historian for especial scrutiny by Dilthey is that the historian, like all humans, is a living part of the history that he explains. For Dilthey, this makes the historian unique in his self-reflexivity or self-consciousness. Being influenced by Hegel in this respect, Dilthey sees the grand aim of humanity as being towards absolute self-knowledge, or self-understanding.




G.W.F. Hegel (1770–1831)

Hegel believed that the dialectical process of history was progressive: each Aufhebung places mankind on a higher footing than the previous state. Thus Christianity is the Aufhebung of the punishing God of primitive religion and the redemption offered by Christ; the constitutional monarchy of the Prussian state (in Hegel’s time) was the Aufhebung of feudal kingship and the will of the people, etc. Hence Hegel’s is a teleological and speculative philosophy: it anticipates a final Aufhebung, when the capacity for man to think of God will be united with God Himself (the Absolute), in an end of history.





As Dilthey (1988: 129) puts it: ‘We would like to know … reality itself, as a living whole. And so we are increasingly thrown up against the most general and ultimate problem of human studies: is there a knowledge of this whole of historico-social reality?’

Gadamer (2004: 214) calls this Dilthey’s ‘epistemological problem’ (i.e. it is a problem of knowledge, of what it is possible to know), and Gadamer is somewhat disparaging of Dilthey’s attempts to solve it: ‘Even when we exclude the early and great influence of British empiricism and of the epistemology of the natural sciences on Dilthey as being a distortion of his real intentions, it is still not easy to understand what these intentions were.’ The difficulty arises from Dilthey’s insistence that humanity is above all, definitively, historical:

Understanding is a rediscovery of the I in the Thou; spirit rediscovers itself at ever higher levels of connectedness; this selfsameness of spirit in the I and the Thou, in each subject of a community, in each cultural system, and, finally, in the totality of spirit and universal history, makes possible the cooperation of the various functions of the human sciences. The knowing subject is, here, one with its object.

(Dilthey 2002: 213)

Here Dilthey overcomes the problem of ‘alienation’ that Gadamer was to find through his reading of the works of Schleiermacher: once again, it is through connectedness with others that the individual arrives at understanding. But the hierarchy of community, cultural spirit and especially ‘the totality of spirit and universal history’ is for Gadamer a Hegelian fantasy: Gadamer does not see how this advances from the Hegel Dilthey was claiming to build on. Gadamer quotes another of Dilthey’s remarks, along similar lines to the one cited above: ‘The first condition of possibility of a science of history is that I myself am a historical being, that the person studying history is the person making history’ (Dilthey, cited in Gadamer 2004: 217). Although Gadamer admires this idea somewhat, it ‘is no solution to the … problem’. The real question for Gadamer (2004: 217) with regard to history is ‘how the individual’s experience and the knowledge of it come to be historical experience’. The problem for Gadamer (2004: 217) is that ‘Dilthey’s argument applies only to the experiencing and re-experiencing done by the individual … By elaborating the way an individual’s life acquires continuity, Dilthey hopes to obtain constitutive concepts that will serve to ground both historical continuity and the knowledge of it.’ This says much about the individual, but not so much about history. In what sense is the individual making history? The answer is a disconcerting mix of the profound and the trivial. On the one hand, the individual is making history all the time, history being the grand sweep of collective life over time in which we all participate. On the other hand, the contribution of the majority of individuals as individuals to history as we understand it is tiny: only by achieving extraordinary power or by becoming part of a mass movement does the individual contribute to the kind of history that the historian writes about. And that historian writing about history might feel she is making history by writing about it, but that feeling of self-consciousness does not project itself out into the world, so to speak: the history of the Second World War, for example, is not only greater than but also to some extent qualitatively different from all of the histories that have been written about it.

For Gadamer, Dilthey is in danger of not doing hermeneutics at all: Dilthey’s philosophy starts to look like a kind of psychology instead, insofar as it describes the effect of history (and of the other human sciences) on individuals, without making the journey sufficiently in the other direction and describing how the human sciences are constituted by the individuals who conduct them. As Gadamer (2004: 221) puts it: ‘It is still not clear whether Dilthey’s grounding of hermeneutics in “life” really avoided the implicit consequences of idealist metaphysics’ (original emphasis here and elsewhere, unless indicated otherwise). By ‘idealist metaphysics’ Gadamer means the philosophy of Hegel, with its (for him) undesirable consequences of teleology, i.e. an end of history whereby human understanding becomes completed in its own collective self-understanding. In Gadamer’s interpretation of him, Dilthey escapes this Hegelianism through an insistence on the centrality of historical consciousness as opposed to speculative knowledge. For Hegel, spirit becomes absolute when it attains absolute knowledge of spirit – in other words, when it arrives at a philosophy that is able fully to comprehend such notions as ‘absolute spirit’ (by happy coincidence, Hegel thought his own philosophy was just such). For Dilthey, meanwhile, spirit can only become absolute through absolute knowledge of history. Thus, as Gadamer points out, Dilthey replaces Hegel’s metaphysics by history: ‘Historical consciousness appropriates what seemed specially reserved to art, religion, and philosophy … Historical consciousness discerns historical spirit in all things. Even philosophy is to be regarded only as an expression of life’ (Gadamer 2004: 224).

The difficulty with this theory, says Gadamer, is that complete historical knowledge – absolute historical consciousness – is impossible. Hegel overcame this difficulty, since for him speculative knowledge supersedes history. But since Dilthey insists that this is not the case, he is stuck in history, and history is ‘inexhaustible’. Life is an ‘inexhaustible, creative reality’ (Gadamer 2004: 225), and history is made out of life, out of all of the individuals’ lives that are continuously being poured into it. History therefore keeps changing, and not only in the sense of being added to but also insofar as each of these additions provides further context through which existing history is reinterpreted. ‘Is it not the case, then,’ Gadamer (2004: 225) asks, ‘that historical consciousness is ultimately a utopian ideal, containing an internal contradiction?’

Dilthey’s attempts to answer this question are, for Gadamer, the weakest points of his theory. Dilthey puts his faith in ‘universal sympathy’, the notion that ‘you must be like that’ – in other words, the notion that all human beings have something fundamentally human in common that we presuppose when we are dealing with one another and which makes at least potential understanding of one another possible. For Dilthey, this universal sympathy extends over time as well as from person to person or community to community. Hence when we read, say, classical authors, there is a ‘con-genial intuitive bond’ between us and them that allows us to understand them in principle. For Dilthey, scientific method enables this understanding to work in practice and always. Gadamer’s objection to this is that scientific method, as applied to history, is thereby held to make both sides of the comparison (between us and, say, Thucydides) equally knowable. The historian thus becomes a third party who can gaze upon both us and Thucydides with detached objectivity. But this ‘makes both things contemporary’, says Gadamer (2004: 227), and ‘hence we must doubt whether the method of comparison really satisfies the idea of historical knowledge’. As a scientific method this sort of comparison works fine when the phenomena under scrutiny really are contemporary with one another, as is the case with modern languages, for example, but to adopt this procedure in the case of history ‘gives false legitimacy to superficial and arbitrary reflection’ (Gadamer 2004: 227). As Gadamer (2004: xxi) points out in his ‘Introduction’ to Truth and Method, ‘the human sciences are connected to modes of experience that lie outside science: with the experiences of philosophy, of art, and of history itself. These are all modes of experience in which a truth is communicated that cannot be verified by the methodological means proper to science.’

What Gadamer takes from Dilthey, therefore, is the notion of ‘historical consciousness’, which ‘adopts a reflective posture toward both itself and the tradition in which it is situated. It understands itself in terms of its own history. Historical consciousness is a mode of self-knowledge’ (Gadamer 2004: 228). Gadamer (2004: 229) also admires the way in which ‘Dilthey starts from life: life itself is ordered toward reflection’. The interconnection between history and life, and a suspicion that traditional metaphysics in the sense of knowledge and reflection are in some sense opposed to life, are what Gadamer finds valuable in Dilthey’s thought. However, Dilthey was unable to follow through his ideas with an adequate conception of historical understanding, and he was therefore unable to break free from the Hegel who had influenced him. Gadamer thus searches for a thinker to articulate a new way of doing philosophy that is not ‘metaphysical’ in the Hegelian sense, a philosophy that lends itself to a hermeneutics built on the understanding of life, rather than one which seeks to overcome or transcend the life we live in the world. Gadamer finds that philosophy in the work of Heidegger, who was his teacher in the 1920s and who was by far his biggest influence.

Heidegger




Martin Heidegger (1889–1976)

Like Descartes some three hundred years earlier, Heidegger attempted nothing less than a revolution in philosophy, sweeping away what he characterised as ‘Western metaphysics’ and beginning his own philosophising from first principles. Unlike Descartes, however, Heidegger did not ask ‘What can I know?’, but rather ‘What does it mean to be?’ For him, the ontological question – the question of Being – is the most fundamental. In his great work Being and Time (1926) Heidegger introduces the ‘ontico–ontological distinction’ (the distinction between Being and beings) and the concept of Dasein, the human being who is aware of his being-in-the-world. This awareness is articulated in Dasein’s relatedness to everyday objects and experiences. In later, shorter, works, Heidegger turns his attention to the question of Being as such, pointing out that while an object may be said to have being, and a person may be aware of their own being, Being itself is unique insofar as it cannot be said of it that it has being. Heidegger attempts to overcome this paradox of existence through hermeneutic investigations of poetry, which he exalts as the highest of human creations.

Heidegger has been enormously influential, not only on the existential and phenomenological movements in philosophy but also in such disparate fields as architecture, literary theory and artificial intelligence. He remains, however, a controversial figure, not least because of his explicit allegiance to Nazism.





Gadamer was Heidegger’s pupil at the time at which Heidegger was preparing Being and Time. This was, at the time of its publication, a unique work, and one which attempted something then unheard of in philosophy: to uncover the nature of Being itself. In attempting this investigation, Heidegger turns his back on the whole of philosophy – what he calls ‘metaphysics’ – from Plato to the present, on the grounds that such philosophy is already presupposing too much: it takes for granted what is essential for all philosophical speculation, the essence of Being, without having analysed it. Heidegger begins his own investigation with an analysis of what he calls ‘Dasein’, a German term which could very roughly be translated as ‘human being’, but which is usually left untranslated for reasons which will soon become apparent. Dasein is an entity, but it is a unique entity insofar as it is the only one for which Being itself is an issue – such entities are ‘delivered over to their own Being’. This immediately leads to an essential distinction. When we say that entities exist, we mean, says Heidegger, that they are present-at-hand. But we are not present-at-hand to ourselves. So the kind of existence we have is not a present-at-handness, but rather something that is essential to ourselves. And furthermore, this existence ‘is in each case mine’ – Dasein’s existence is expressed as an ‘I am’ or ‘You are’, as opposed to those entities that are present-at-hand, which are never addressed in such a way.

From this starting point it may readily be seen how Heidegger was to have a huge influence on the existentialist movement, although he was somewhat disparaging of that movement himself – he was more concerned with investigating the nature of Being itself, rather than addressing the Angst or ‘nausea’ that can arise from an inauthentic way of being, in the manner of Sartre. And in attempting to investigate Being itself, Being as such, the focus on the ‘I am’ already implicitly shifts philosophical attention away from Descartes’ ‘I think therefore … ’, which had guided modern philosophy for the three hundred years up to Being and Time. Again, influenced by Nietzsche on this point, Heidegger believed that Descartes had already said too much too soon in the assertion ‘I think’; it is the ‘I am’ which has priority for Heidegger.

Without necessarily following Heidegger’s ‘destruction’ of metaphysics so rigorously, Gadamer is interested in where Heidegger is led having established these first principles. Heidegger devotes Section 32 of Being and Time to ‘Understanding and Interpretation’. For Heidegger, we understand something as something (and this formula carries a faint echo of Heidegger’s own teacher Edmund Husserl, who asserted that ‘consciousness is consciousness of something’ (Husserl 1931: 242)). Dasein deals with what is ready-to-hand ‘circumspectively’: ‘we “see” it as a table, a door, a carriage, or a bridge’ (Heidegger 1962: 189). Seeing as is what is originary: for Heidegger, we never just see things in the abstract, but always see things as whatever specific thing they are. It is this as that constitutes interpretation for Heidegger. So, the relationship between interpretation and understanding is one of making explicit: ‘In interpretation’, he says (1962: 188), ‘understanding does not become something different. It becomes itself.’ It is this understanding that is essential to Dasein: man is the interpreting animal. Everything I encounter is always already interpreted: in seeing-as, my interpretation makes explicit that which I have always already understood. ‘The “as” makes up the structure of the explicitness of something that is understood. It constitutes the interpretation’ (Heidegger 1962: 189).

Now, this might sound like a circular argument: as a being in the world, I cannot help but understand the world, and when I encounter something in the world around me, I interpretively see it as something, and thus understand it. The only change that has happened is that what was implicit is now explicit: I implicitly understand the world always already, and my encounters with aspects of it make that understanding explicit. But this circularity is precisely Heidegger’s point. For him, ‘circumspective interpretation’ is grounded in something we have in advance, something we see in advance, and something we grasp in advance: fore-having, fore-sight and fore-conception. It is this structure of the ‘fore’ that is essential to understanding for Heidegger. In a passage which has become famous not least because of Gadamer’s commentary on it, he writes:

All interpretation … operates in the fore-structure … Any interpretation which is to contribute to understanding, must already have understood what is to be interpreted … According to the most elementary rules of logic, this circle is a circulus virtuosis [virtuous circle] … If we see this circle as a vicious one and look out for ways of avoiding it, even if we just ‘sense’ it as an inevitable imperfection, then the act of understanding has been misunderstood from the ground up.

(Heidegger 1962: 194)

The ‘virtuous circle’ of which Heidegger speaks – that any interpretation which is to contribute to understanding, must already have understood what is to be interpreted – has since become known as the hermeneutic circle and is a fundamental principle of hermeneutics, including Gadamer’s. Gadamer cites Heidegger’s following remarks concerning this circle:

In this circle is hidden a positive possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing, and we genuinely grasp this possibility only when we have understood that our first, last, and constant task in interpreting is never to allow our fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception 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.

(Heidegger 1962: 195; cited in Gadamer 2004: 269)

Gadamer (2004: 269) remarks that ‘what Heidegger is working out here is not primarily a prescription for the practice of understanding, but a description of the way interpretive understanding is achieved’. Gadamer’s advance on Heidegger is to apply his thinking to specific situations. Gadamer slips from speaking of understanding in general – understanding the world – to understanding texts, including literary texts. Paraphrasing Heidegger’s words, he writes that ‘all correct interpretation must be on guard against arbitrary fancies and the limitations imposed by imperceptible habits of thought, and it must direct its gaze “on the things themselves”’, but he then goes on to add, in parentheses, ‘which, in the case of the literary critic, are meaningful texts, which are again concerned with objects’. This parenthesis is Gadamer’s own and is no longer a paraphrase of Heidegger. It reveals a practical application of Heidegger’s thinking on the part of Gadamer – to literary texts – which Heidegger himself did not necessarily intend. In applying Heidegger, Gadamer moves from Heidegger’s description of what constitutes understanding to a prescription of how understanding should be conducted. Having introduced the idea of the literary critic in his parenthesis, Gadamer (2004: 269) moves seamlessly into discussing understanding as applied to texts as such:

A person who is trying to understand a text is always projecting. He projects a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial meaning emerges in the text. Again, the initial meaning emerges only because he is reading the text with particular expectations in regard to a certain meaning. Working out this fore-projection, which is constantly revised in terms of what emerges as he penetrates into the meaning, is understanding what is there.

Heidegger’s description of what it is like to understand the world thus becomes in Gadamer’s hands a methodology for doing literary criticism or, at least, a simultaneous description of what it is to understand a literary text, and a method for doing so. Gadamer has introduced a new element to the fore-structure – fore-projection – which again goes beyond Heidegger insofar as it describes how the hermeneutic circle becomes, in the act of understanding a text, not a conservative force holding the interpreter back in his past understanding, but a dynamic force which enables him to enhance that understanding. This fore-projection plays off against the fore-having, fore-sight and fore-conception of Heidegger in the process of coming to understand a (literary) text. (As we shall see in Chapter 4 below, Gadamer will go on to re-characterise Heidegger’s fore-structure as ‘prejudice’, which will become an important constituent of Gadamer’s subsequent hermeneutic theory.)

But there is another aspect of Heidegger’s work that is important to Gadamer: his discussion of language. In Section 34 of Being and Time Heidegger (1962: 203) asserts that: ‘The existential-ontological foundation of language is discourse or talk [Rede].’ Again, this is a surprising inversion of the standard, or ‘metaphysical’, view by Heidegger. According to most thinking about language prior to Heidegger, language is learnt or acquired according to a determined process, so that ‘discourse’ becomes its final manifestation in the human being. For Plato, for example, language was essentially functional and was developed by humans out of imitation of the sounds made by objects or actions they were trying to describe. For Descartes in the seventeenth century, language was the expression of innate ideas, whereas for Locke it was learnt by a mind coming to know that words stand for ideas of objects (two opposing views which initiated the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate). A host of eighteenth-century philosophers and philologists, meanwhile, partook of the project to find ‘the origins of language’, which assumed language to have been acquired by man in an earlier state of his existence (a theme taken up again in post-Darwinian times by the discipline of ‘evolutionary linguistics’). So on the face of it, then, it is odd that Heidegger should consider discourse – everyday language as spoken by ordinary people all of the time in conversations etc., and therefore language in its most fully developed state – as primordial. But this is entirely consistent with his already-stated views on Dasein and understanding: from the point of view of Dasein – the point of view of a Being in the world – it is discourse that we encounter first, both in terms of our entry into the world and in terms of our going about our day-to-day business. Only by thinking about language in an artificial sort of way – as a professional linguist or ‘philosopher of language’, say – do we encounter language as a collection of words, as a set of names, as a grammatical structure, or whatever else professional analysts have described it as.

Thinking of discourse in this way – i.e. existentially – we can soon see in what way ‘language’, for Heidegger (1962: 203), is intimately connected with understanding: ‘Discourse’, he writes, ‘is existentially equiprimordial with state-of-mind and understanding.’ In other words, in terms of our (Dasein’s) existence, having a state of mind, having discourse and having understanding all come equally first. ‘Discourse’, he goes on, ‘is the articulation of intelligibility. Therefore it underlies both interpretation and assertion.’ Moreover, ‘the intelligibility of Being-in-the-world – an intelligibility which goes with a state-of-mind – expresses itself as discourse’ (Heidegger 1962: 203–4). Only when we have grasped this are we ready to comprehend what language is: language is ‘the way in which discourse gets expressed’ (Heidegger 1962: 204). Again, traditional thinking is turned on its head, since this is an inversion of the common-sensical notion that discourse is dependent on, or is derived or developed from, language. For Heidegger (1962: 206): ‘Even if one were to put these various [existing] fragmentary definitions [of language] together in syncretistic fashion, nothing would be achieved in the way of a fully adequate definition of “language”.’

In similar vein, for Heidegger ‘hearkening’ is more primordial than ‘hearing’, or at least the hearing defined by psychology as the sensing of tones and the perception of sounds:

What we ‘first’ hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the creaking waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling. It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure noise’.

(Heidegger 1962: 207)

As an aside, we might remark that only someone who lives a romanticised kind of life would typically hear those particular examples that Heidegger enumerates; the things that most people hear are rather more banal. But Heidegger’s underlying point surely holds: hearing is originarily hearing-as, just as surely as seeing is seeing-as. Hence, in Heidegger’s (1962: 207) own terms, ‘Dasein, as essentially understanding, is proximally alongside what is understood’.

Gadamer devotes the lengthy final chapter of Truth and Method to ‘language as the medium of hermeneutic experience’. This culminates in a return to the principle that underlies all of Gadamer’s thinking: ‘the universal aspect of hermeneutics’ (Gadamer 2004: 469). Gadamer (2004: 469) writes: ‘Our enquiry has been guided by the basic idea that language is a medium where I and world meet or, rather, manifest their original belonging together’, which is a more ordinary-language rewriting of Heidegger’s point. But language has a more central place in Gadamer’s philosophy than it does in Heidegger’s, since for him it confirms the centrality of hermeneutics to philosophy, whereas Heidegger’s purpose is to propose a corrective to philosophy itself, to replace ‘metaphysics’ by a fundamental ontology (the enquiry into being as such). The difference between Heidegger and Gadamer here is that Gadamer is less radical, less keen to ‘destroy’ metaphysics. Rather, his notion of mutual understanding, or the overcoming of alienation through understanding one another, which he inherits from Schleiermacher, is applied to philosophy itself. Hermeneutics is, for Gadamer, as central to philosophy as it is to any other mode of being in the world. In the case of philosophy, it facilitates the rapprochement between ontology and more traditional modes of philosophising. And it does this because philosophy is a medium conducted through language, and language is central to hermeneutics:

By seeing that language is the universal medium of [our] meditation, we were able to expand our enquiry from its starting point, the critiques of aesthetic and historical consciousness and the hermeneutics that would replace them, to universal dimensions. For man’s relation to the world is absolutely and fundamentally verbal in nature, and hence intelligible. Thus hermeneutics is … a universal aspect of philosophy, and not just the methodological basis of the human sciences.

(Gadamer 2004: 470–71)

Hence by the end of Gadamer’s magnum opus, Truth and Method, we can see how he has traversed the field of hermeneutics both conceptually and historically to arrive at a conception of hermeneutics which is universal in the sense of being both a description and a philosophy of understanding anything whatever.




Summary

Gadamer’s hermeneutics is built on both the ideas of his predecessors and an interpretation of the history of hermeneutics itself, articulated as a critique of those predecessors. From Luther he gains the notion that any text invites interpretation, has to-be-interpreted as part of its constitution. From Schleiermacher he understands that hermeneutics can be liberated from the mere interpretation of texts as narrowly construed, and can be extended to the understanding of life itself. Hermeneutics is thereby construed as an overcoming of misunderstanding, and is close to dialogue and conversation as modes of overcoming the alienation one might feel towards others who are different from ourselves. And from both Luther and Schleiermacher Gadamer takes the notion of projection into the situation, or context, of the author who created the work to be interpreted. From Dilthey Gadamer takes the notion of hermeneutics as constitutive of the human sciences, which at once call for a conception of truth different from that to be found in the natural sciences while still retaining their methodology, and he also recognises in Dilthey a problem of history – that (even if for Gadamer history is not the most fundamental of the human sciences, as it was for Dilthey) understanding is to some extent bound by the accrual of meanings that have formed around a work up to the present. Moreover, history as such consists of nothing other than a constant ongoing interpretation: past events do not ‘exist’ in the same way that an object such as a table exists. And from Heidegger, finally, Gadamer gains a deeper understanding of the universality of hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is universal not only in the sense that anything whatever can be interpreted, but also in the sense that all human being is constitutively hermeneutic. To paraphrase Heidegger in his later ‘Letter on Humanism’, man is the interpreting animal. Man (‘Dasein’) is unique in that for him interpretation is originary, is always-already. We cannot merely see an object: we cannot help but see it as something; we cannot merely hear a sound: we cannot help but hear it as something. Moreover, language, as the way in which discourse expresses itself, is a universal component of human understanding, is co-present with understanding. Thus any mode of enquiry, including philosophy, because it is conducted through language, must have hermeneutics as a constitutive, originary feature. Thus Gadamer finally arrives at a hermeneutics which fosters the understanding of texts, fosters the mutual understanding of people, and fosters philosophy’s understanding of itself. Such is his radicalisation of Schleiermacher’s formula that all understanding is self-understanding.






2

The Greeks

Plato and Aristotle; dialogue and phronēsis

Already in his first book, Plato’s Dialectical Ethics (1931), Gadamer sought to distinguish himself from a certain excessive dismissal of Platonic philosophy to be found in Heidegger’s thinking, as he was to explain much later: ‘I was trying to do something different at the time, something that Heidegger couldn’t do at all’ (Gadamer 2003: 20). This ‘something’ was to be a development of Aristotle’s concept of phronēsis (‘practical wisdom’), as we shall see later in the chapter, but, in order to arrive at that, Gadamer found it necessary to work through the philosophy of Aristotle’s predecessor Plato.




Plato

Plato (c. 428–348 BC) is considered to be one of the founders of Western philosophy, best known for his dialogues, of which thirty-six survive. These dialogues take the form of a series of conversations between Plato’s own teacher, Socrates, and younger characters who seek to learn from him. Typically, Socrates will question his interlocutor, and the line of questioning will gradually lead the younger man into an impasse or contradiction, whereby, by contrast, the truth of Socrates’ own position is revealed. Plato never directly addresses his reader in person, and the reader is always left to infer, without ever being told, that, of all the characters in the dialogue who speak, it is Socrates who speaks truth and wisdom. Plato’s influence in philosophy has been enormous, ranging from ethics, to theories of love and sexuality, to political philosophy and to the philosophy of mathematics, among others.





Dialogue and dialectic

Gadamer is as much concerned with the form of Plato’s philosophy as he is with its content – and, we might add, with the way in which that form makes problematic the relationship between philosophy and other modes of writing, such as literature. Almost all of Plato’s surviving works are in the form of dialogues, typically between Socrates and one or more other participants. This gives rise to a dialectic, whereby two opposing viewpoints are presented, and the reader is left to decide which more accurately reflects the truth (although Plato’s writing subtly guides the reader towards taking the side of Socrates). It is this dialectical aspect of Plato’s work that is of especial interest to Gadamer, and he focuses on Plato’s dialogue Philebus (360–347 BC), since the first part of that work (Plato 1993: 4–5) explicitly sets out what the dialectical method is to be. Towards the beginning of Plato’s Dialectical Ethics Gadamer writes: ‘Dialectic … lives from the power of dialogical coming to understanding – from the understanding of others who go along – and is sustained every step of the way by making sure of the partner’s agreement’ (Gadamer 1991a: 18). This is indeed a lasting impression gained by anyone who reads Plato’s dialogues: whenever he asserts a stage in his argument, Socrates typically asks his interlocutor, ‘Do you not agree?’, to which the reply comes, ‘Why yes, Socrates’, allowing Socrates to proceed to the next point. And we can see why this is an attractive model to Gadamer: the Platonic dialectic is a forerunner of his own concept of hermeneutic dialogue, whereby mutual understanding (which Gadamer more or less equates with agreement) is reached between two partners in conversation.

Having made this initial assertion, Gadamer (1991a: 18) goes on to point out that, ‘among the Greeks, dialectic is not a uniform phenomenon but can appear in diverse forms’. One way in which the Greeks characterised dialectics was ‘essentially negative’, in that ‘it does not present the reality itself but seeks out what speaks for it and what speaks against it’; ‘it states a hypothesis and develops it into manifestly impossible consequences and then makes the opposite assumption and develops this, too, to the point where it cancels itself out’ (Gadamer 1991a: 18). This mental exercise has the effect of ‘laying bare’ all aspects of the object under discussion, but it does not have the virtue of giving a positive description of what that object actually is, which is why Aristotle is not in favour of such dialectics. But for Gadamer Plato’s great accomplishment is to give dialectic a positive character. Paradoxically, it is the ‘tentativeness’ of Plato’s writings that enable them to do this, since they reveal a ‘kind of speech that progressively discloses the object, continually addressing it as something different’ (Gadamer 1991a: 19). This leads Gadamer (1991a: 19–20) to make a bold claim for and about Plato:

It is from the perspective of this positive capacity that dialectic in the Platonic sense receives an unusual scope. For everything that is defined by logos [‘word’, or language in general], and is thus within the realm over which knowledge has a disposition, gets its binding certainty from dialectic. All science and all technē (art, skill) is this kind of positive dialectic.

Thus, for Gadamer, Platonic dialectic is the means whereby the truth of anything that can be known – which is to say, anything that can be expressed through language – is revealed. This in turn reveals a complex relationship between Gadamer and Heidegger. The Heideggerian slant to Gadamer’s argument is apparent – language is the medium of interpretation, all knowledge is dependent upon it – and yet Gadamer finds the model for this ‘hermeneutic’ way of thinking in Plato, whom Heidegger held responsible for initiating the kind of ‘metaphysical’ thinking he set out to destroy. There is here a generosity of spirit in Gadamer, and in his hermeneutics, that is perhaps lacking in Heidegger: hermeneutics, through seeking understanding between potentially conflicting viewpoints, is central to philosophy not least because it has the capacity to reconcile philosophy itself with its other, or with its opponents.

For Gadamer, the way in which this is achieved in Plato is through Plato’s deployment of literary techniques. That Plato should write his philosophy as literature is indispensable to its capacity to reveal the truth. It is because Plato’s dialogues have a literary structure that they do not comprise the (to the Greeks) traditional dialectic of disputation, in which a group of philosophers dispute back and forth, over whatever arguments happen to come to mind. ‘Rather’, says Gadamer (1991a: 20), ‘Socratic dialogue itself has a stylised uniformity’, and it is precisely this which gives it its positive, rather than negative, aspect.

Gadamer then goes on to discuss how, in the Socratic dialogues, Socrates refutes the claims of his opponents. The most radical way that Socrates deploys is to develop the opponent’s thesis logically to the point where it contradicts generally accepted opinions that the opponent himself holds, so that the opponent is led into an absurdity. Thus the refuting conversation ends in a proof of the opponent’s ignorance. Typically, Socrates will adopt the role of questioner in this, and hence the role of the ignorant one, while the opponent is granted the role of the knower. Thus, at the end of the conversation, there is an irony in that the one presumed to know is revealed to be ignorant, and that the claim to knowledge he makes in order to allow himself to be questioned is revealed to be empty. ‘Ironic perplexity’ is the feeling that the opponent is left with, and thus on the face of it this appears to be a negative outcome: the claims of the opponent are negated (to his embarrassment). But Gadamer (1991a: 59) reads this Socratic structure of argumentation positively:

This agreement regarding ignorance is the first precondition for gaining genuine knowledge. For the precondition implies two things: a shared ignorance and a shared need to know – that is, an understanding of the necessity of being able to make a genuine, rationally defensible claim to knowledge. To that extent already, then, refutation in the Socratic style is positive: not a process of reducing the other person to silence so as, tacitly, to mark oneself out as the knower, in contrast to him, but a process of arriving at a shared enquiry.

Again, then, the Socratic method becomes a blueprint for the hermeneutic understanding to be gained through Gadamer’s shared conversation with the other. But there are other ways, too, in which Socratic refutation is positive (it is symptomatic of Gadamer’s thinking style that he should find something so negative as refutation as positive, and that he should always, like Socrates, be seeking a shared outcome of the good): ‘first in that, through the refutation, what the thing that is sought after is sought as is laid bare; and second in that from this understanding a methodological conduct of research and questioning emerges, and with it the steadiness of progress toward a shared understanding’ (Gadamer 1991a: 59).

Scientific versus everyday speech

Gadamer’s purpose in Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, however, is not merely to explicate Plato, or to demonstrate him to be a kind of forerunner to hermeneutics. It is, rather, to develop a more refined theory of hermeneutics of his own, advancing upon the hints already provided by Heidegger, and specifically using Heidegger’s views on language to explain a distinction between scientific and everyday speech, a distinction he finds being made first implicitly by the Greeks, with their emphasis on logos. By ‘scientific’ speech Gadamer means a discourse of rational, logical process, involving an understanding that is determined by the possibilities of language, and which in turn enables not only what we now call ‘scientific’ discovery in the narrow sense, but also anything that requires skill or artistry, what the Greeks called technē (whence we get the term ‘technology’). So, in Greek thinking, according to Gadamer, logos combines the modern senses both of ‘logic’ and of ‘words that are spoken’: as he puts it, ‘for the Greeks, “logos” means what is enunciated, just as much as it means the reason or cause’ (Gadamer 1991a: 35).

How, then, does ‘scientific’ speech in this sense differ from everyday speech? All speech, says Gadamer (1991a: 35), ‘has the character of “speaking with someone”’; in other words, it intends to be understood by another person. This is so even if I am just thinking to myself; moreover, if I am really speaking with another person, he may not answer through speech as such, but nevertheless his response (a gesture, a look) will indicate that he has understood, and we would consider our speech a failure were this not to be the case. But ‘scientific’ speech ‘makes an additional, specific claim to understandability and a corresponding response’ (Gadamer 1991a: 35) over and above these characteristics of everyday speech. Every ‘scientific’ statement ‘does not simply assert that a state of affairs exists but exhibits it as necessary for a reason’ (Gadamer 1991a: 36; my emphasis). This makes a claim to the other person’s agreement. The other person either ‘takes the speaker up on it’ – agrees – or contradicts the speaker, as he is free to do. If he contradicts the speaker, this can be on the grounds either that the necessity is inadequate (lacks the ‘evidentness’ implicitly claimed by the first speaker) or that the reason is so (the line of argument is faulty). What is important about this for Gadamer (1991a: 36), however, is that in either case ‘the contradiction is directed not at the matter of fact itself but at the reasons given for it – that it takes the roundabout path of reasons’.

Now, Gadamer is not claiming one form of speech, the everyday, to be superior or inferior to the other, the ‘scientific’: he is merely seeking to describe the essential differences between them, and to point out the respective advantages of each. What is attractive about everyday speech for Gadamer is that it facilitates ‘being with one another’. As Gadamer (1991a: 37) points out:

in speaking about something, Dasein always expresses itself at the same time. Even more than the words actually spoken, the speaker’s intonation and gestures express his inner state at the same time. In understanding what is said and meant, the other person always understands this inner condition of the speaker as well, and it modifies his understanding.

Thus:

the idea of shared understanding which guides this activity [of conversation] is not one in which agreement is reached about the matter under discussion, and its motive is not to secure the disclosure in this matter, but, rather, to enable the participants themselves to become manifest to each other in speaking about it.

(Gadamer 1991a: 37)

In other words, the primary purpose and great advantage of everyday speech, for Gadamer, is that it enables people to understand one another, not in the relatively trivial sense of understanding what each other is saying or what it means, but in the more profound sense of understanding the persons themselves, understanding what their feelings are and what motivates them as human beings. Such ‘shared understanding’ is the great aim of hermeneutics.

‘Scientific’ speech, by contrast, looks a poor relation and a ‘degenerate’ form of speaking, since, in being only concerned with the matters of fact themselves, ultimately other people are not necessary to its conduct: ‘In scientific conversation’, writes Gadamer (1991a: 40), ‘the other person is needed solely for the sake of coming to an understanding about the facts of the matter – which is to say, he is needed insofar as he is able and willing to listen to reasons and to respond with reasons.’ But this being the case, ‘the other person with whom one seeks to reach agreement is in no way different from any other person, or better, he is needed only in the ways in which he is precisely not different from others’ (Gadamer 1991a: 41). Concentrating on the matters of fact makes the individuality of one’s interlocutor irrelevant, since one is not seeking to understand them or to get them to understand us. In fact, this being so, I can play the role of the other person myself, and thus make them redundant:

Thought that is not expressed is also speech, except that the other person with whom I speak is in this case myself. But the only reason why this is possible is that even in a real [scientific] conversation, the other person is not needed for anything other than what I can do for myself: to return to an explication that has been given and to test it against my understanding of the facts of the matter.

(Gadamer 1991a: 41)

Thus Greek scientific thinking (and we can simply say ‘thinking’, because the manifestation of thought in speech is no longer necessary to it), which we have inherited, looks a lonely kind of affair, whereby we come to understand matters of fact at the expense of understanding people. But this kind of speech and understanding is no less valuable than everyday speech, since it is the means by which knowledge is advanced. In fact, it is the only kind of logos that can be taught. Understanding-one-another, understanding people as people, cannot be taught, but can only come about through experience. It is scientific knowledge (in the broad sense of ‘scientific’) that is teachable, and it is this teachability that allows others back in to the speech and prevents it from becoming merely an exercise in private thought. In teaching, the teacher tries to transmit not just ‘knowledge’ in the abstract, but the same reasons whereby he came to his understanding of the matter. In this way the erasure of the individuality of the other person in the conversation becomes a virtue in teaching and learning, since for something to be teachable it must not be something that one person, but not another, can learn, but rather something that can be learnt by anyone. This ‘means that the other person who is the learner is not called upon in his otherness but rather in the sameness that teachers and learners have in common’ (Gadamer 1991a: 43). According to Gadamer (1991a: 44): ‘This function of the other person within the tendency of conversation toward coming to a substantive understanding constitutes the very essence of the dialectical.’

Aristotle and phronēsis

But how does this connect with Aristotle’s concept of phronēsis, which was to become one of Gadamer’s central concerns? In a later interview, Gadamer (2003: 20) remarks that what he ‘later developed in the form of phronēsis was already taking shape’ in Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, and Gadamer is unusual in seeing Aristotle as being in accord with Plato on essential points (including this one) rather than as trying to overturn Plato, as traditional commentary would have it: ‘we see how close the knowledge of the good sought by Socrates is to Aristotle’s phronēsis’ (Gadamer 1986a: 33). What is important about phronēsis for Gadamer (1986a: 33) is that, as practical knowledge, it is distinguished ‘from both theoretical and technical knowledge’. The most important Aristotelian text for Gadamer, as it had been for Heidegger (cf. Gadamer 2003: 20–1), is the Nichomachean Ethics (335–323 BC) (Aristotle 2002). Its importance for Heidegger had been in drawing attention to the reasonableness of practical knowing, but Heidegger had ultimately rejected the Aristotelian model of virtue. Gadamer, meanwhile, finds the basis for phronēsis not in virtue but in dialogue, and it is in this way that his work on Plato becomes a preparation for his work on Aristotle.




Aristotle

Aristotle (384–322 BC) was Plato’s most famous pupil and, along with Plato, is considered a founding father of Western philosophy. Although he too wrote dialogues, they have survived only as fragments, and Aristotle is best known for his treatises, in which he addresses the reader directly (they were probably intended to be lectures). These treatises cover almost every branch of learning that existed at Aristotle’s time, including physics, metaphysics, ethics, politics, aesthetics, economics and logic. Aristotle is often thought of as turning Platonic philosophy on its head, since he advocated proceeding from the particular to the universal (observing what we can know and then drawing general inferences from these observations), rather than from the universal to the particular (taking what we can know to be imitations of an ideal form).





Gadamer calls one of his later books Die Idee des Guten zwischen Plato und Aristoteles, literally The Idea of the Good between Plato and Aristotle, the word ‘between’ here signalling that he is thinking of the whole tradition of Greek thought, and of the ways in which Plato and Aristotle share a common heritage, rather than of what distinguishes them: Gadamer’s task in this book is, he says, ‘to make comprehensible what Aristotle shares with Plato even when he critically separates himself from him’ (Gadamer 1986a: 34). Hence, even though Plato uses the word phronēsis much more loosely than does Aristotle – in Plato it can sometimes be interchangeable with either technē (art, skill) or epistēmē (scientific knowledge) – there is still a discernible difference in Plato between technical-theoretical reasonableness and practical reasonableness. In the exercise of practical reason, says Plato,

one cannot rely on previously acquired general knowledge, and yet one still claims to reach a judgement by one’s own weighing of the pros and cons and to decide reasonably in each case. Whoever deliberates with himself and with others about what would be the right thing to do in a particular practical situation is plainly prepared to support his decision with nothing other than good reasons.

(Gadamer 1986a: 35–6)

Already we can see in Gadamer’s summary of Plato here a hint at a model for hermeneutics in his formula of deliberating with oneself and with others. But what is significant about Plato in this respect for Gadamer (1986a: 36) is that he ‘holds fast to this characteristic of practical knowledge, and that he distances himself from technical knowledge’, regardless of his actual terminology. Moreover, as we shall see in more detail below, phronēsis is neither general nor teachable knowledge, and Plato sometimes calls dialectic ‘phronēsis’ too: ‘Dialectic is not something that one can simply learn. It is more than that. It is “reasonableness”’ (Gadamer 1986a: 37).

When it comes to Aristotle’s use of the term phronēsis in his Nichomachean Ethics, then, he is remaining true to Plato’s linguistic usage. But one must appreciate that Plato had already expanded customary usage to include dialectical knowing – ‘he took what was called practical reasonableness and expanded it to include the theoretical disposition of the dialectician’ (Gadamer 1986a: 38) – and so, in using the word phronēsis, Aristotle is consciously echoing Plato’s usage and accepting dialectics as part of its meaning. Gadamer’s word ‘disposition’ is important here, signalling as it does that for him, as for Plato, dialectic is not a technē but ‘a way of being’ (Gadamer 1986a: 39). While dialectic may require the technē of differentiating things and thereby exposing confusions, true dialectic also entails providing ‘practice in holding undisconcertedly to what lies before one’s eyes as right, and in not allowing anything to convince one that it is not’ (Gadamer 1986a: 41). Such true dialectic is, Gadamer points out, also called phronēsis by Plato, because when it comes to the question of the good, or of aretē, ‘there is no body of knowledge at one’s disposal’ (Gadamer 1986a: 41).




Aretē

In ancient Greek culture, Aretē was that to which all citizens aspired. It originally meant ‘excellence’ (and so even rather mundane objects could have it), but in Plato and Aristotle it became associated with noble thinking, so that in their thought it might roughly be translated as ‘virtue’ or ‘being the best you can be’. Aretē is both the end achievement of (moral) excellence and also, because this is a near-impossible ideal, a process of becoming, of constantly striving for a higher good and trying to fulfil one’s true potential.





‘Aretē’, says Gadamer (1986a: 41), ‘requires self-understanding’, and this again places it in proximity to the hermeneutic project, as seen, for example, in Gadamer’s reading of Schleiermacher (see Chapter 1). And this self-understanding entails dialectic, according to Gadamer’s reading of Plato:

Plato gives self-understanding a more general meaning: wherever the concern is knowledge that cannot be acquired by any learning, but instead through examination of oneself and of the knowledge one believes one has, we are dealing with dialectic. Only in dialogue – with oneself or with others – can one get beyond the mere prejudices of prevailing conventions.

(Gadamer 1986a: 43)

Thus Plato’s dialectic is made to appear a forerunner of Gadamer’s hermeneutics through its affinity with Aristotelian phronēsis. To emphasise this point, Gadamer returns once again to Plato’s Philebus, almost fifty years after his first reading of it, but in order to reach the same conclusion: dialectic is not a technē but a way of thinking, and thus although there is a certain sense in which thinking is an art, it is ‘an art that is practiced by everyone and that one is never finished learning’ (Gadamer 1986a: 121). Moreover, ‘the conduct of human life that is guided by practical reason … also has the good in it only insofar as the good is concretised in the actual doing of it’. All of these arguments add up for Gadamer to the consequence that ‘human life is eo ipso [i.e. in and of itself] dialectical’(Gadamer 1986a: 122).

Aristotle, hermeneutics and ethics

Gadamer has made a bold claim here for dialectics in the Platonic sense. But we can see the attraction of Platonic philosophy for him in the light of hermeneutics: like hermeneutics, it is a form of dialogue, and like hermeneutics, it is self-reflexive, being not only a philosophy of whatever the topic under discussion is but also a philosophy of itself, of its own philosophical method or practice. This much for Plato. But the relevance of Aristotle for hermeneutics, meanwhile, lies in that ‘understanding … is a special case of applying something universal to a particular situation’ (Gadamer 2004: 310). Gadamer concedes that ‘Aristotle is not concerned with the hermeneutical problem’, but rather ‘with the right estimation of the role that reason has to play in human action’. But that is precisely what is important to Gadamer: the reason and knowledge of which Aristotle speaks both determine and are determined by Dasein – they are not abstract knowledge detached from being. Thus while Heidegger was suspicious of Aristotle as ‘metaphysical’, Gadamer (2004: 310) credits Aristotle with being ‘the founder of ethics as a discipline independent of metaphysics’.

In Truth and Method, Gadamer (2004: 311) summarises Aristotle’s opening position thus:

Human civilisation differs essentially from nature in that it is not simply a place where capacities and powers work themselves out; man becomes what he is through what he does and how he behaves – i.e., he behaves in a certain way because of what he has become.

This being so, the sphere of ethics differs from the sphere of physics, where the laws of nature operate. That is not to say that it is a sphere of lawlessness, but rather one of ‘human institutions and human modes of behaviour’, which, unlike the laws of physics, are ‘mutable’, i.e., subject to change. Now, for Gadamer (2004: 311) as for Aristotle, ‘the question is whether there can be any such thing as philosophical knowledge of the moral being of man and what role knowledge … plays in the moral being of man’. This is where the relationship of the particular to the general comes in. ‘The task of moral knowledge’, which is a general knowledge, is to determine what I should do in a given particular situation, ‘or, to put it another way, the person acting must view the concrete situation in the light of what is asked of him in general’ (Gadamer 2004: 311). But conversely, ‘knowledge that cannot be applied to the concrete situation remains meaningless and even risks obscuring what the situation calls for’. This makes ‘philosophical ethics’ ‘methodologically difficult’. Unlike mathematics, ethics cannot be an exact science (as Plato thought it was, at least according to Aristotle). The best that can be hoped for is an outline or sketch to help the moral consciousness of the person in the given situation. ‘But’, says Gadamer, ‘how such help is possible is already a moral problem. For obviously it is characteristic of the moral phenomenon that the person acting must himself know and decide, and he cannot let anything take this responsibility from him.’ Therefore, philosophical ethics must be careful not to use a purely theoretical approach to usurp the role of the moral consciousness of the person in the particular situation.

Here, then, is the relevance of this kind of philosophical ethics – one governed by phronēsis, practical wisdom – for hermeneutics:

The person who is to receive this help, namely the person listening to Aristotle’s lecture … must be mature enough not to ask that his instruction provide anything other than it can and may give. To put it positively, through education and practice he must himself already have developed a demeanour that he is constantly concerned to preserve in the concrete situations of his life and prove through right behaviour.

(Gadamer 2004: 311–12)

The person listening to Aristotle’s lecture is in a hermeneutic situation: in order to act upon Aristotle’s advice, he must bring to the lecture a degree of experience such that the lecture confirms the wisdom he has gained from experience – which is itself what the lecture says phronēsis means. Thus we are presented once again with the hermeneutic circle. As Gadamer (2004: 312) writes, ‘the hermeneutical problem too is clearly distinct from “pure” knowledge detached from any kind of being’.

Hermeneutics versus science

For Gadamer, modern science alienates the interpreter from what is interpreted – such is the very essence of scientific methodology, in its objectivity. Nineteenth-century hermeneutics (presumably he is thinking of Dilthey) went wrong in attempting to bring the humanities, such as historiography, into the domain of the sciences. The purpose of Gadamer’s (2004: 312) examination of Aristotle is to act as a corrective to this: ‘For moral knowledge, as Aristotle describes it, is clearly not objective knowledge – i.e., the knower is not standing over against a situation that he merely observes; he is directly confronted with what he sees. It is something that he has to do.’ Hermeneutics is an activity, a doing, and not merely an observing.

This brings us to one of Gadamer’s central points, one which is captured in the very title of his most significant work, Truth and Method. The ‘distinction that Aristotle makes between moral knowledge (phronēsis) and theoretical knowledge (epistēmē)’ is essentially a simple one, but the point is that a hermeneutics of the human sciences ‘has nothing to learn’ from the natural sciences: ‘The human sciences stand closer to moral knowledge than to that kind of “theoretical” knowledge. They are “moral sciences”’ (Gadamer 2004: 312). Thus much we may have learnt already, but what Aristotle shows us is that the purpose of the active being’s knowledge is to govern his action. By analogy, the purpose of the hermeneut’s knowledge is to govern his action, the action in arriving at an understanding, but the knowledge deployed in this action is a contingent, practical one, not an objective, theoretical scientific one, and hence the understanding gained will be subject to further practical interpretation: it will not have imposed upon it the finitude of absolute certainty. ‘Admittedly’, says Gadamer (2004: 313), ‘hermeneutical consciousness is involved neither with technical nor moral knowledge, but these two types of knowledge still include the same task of application’.

Moral knowledge versus technical knowledge

At this point Gadamer takes a detour through Aristotle’s distinction between moral and technical knowledge, since, of the two, hermeneutics is closer to the structure of moral knowledge. There are three essential differences between technical and moral knowledge. Firstly, ‘We learn a technē (skill, art) and can also forget it. But we do not learn moral knowledge, nor can we forget it’ (Gadamer 2004: 315). Secondly, ‘moral knowledge has no merely particular end but pertains to right living in general, whereas all technical knowledge is particular and serves particular ends’ (Gadamer 2004: 318). Moreover, whereas technical knowledge sometimes requires deliberation in its application, moral knowledge always does. This is because it is a characteristic of moral knowledge that it ‘can never be knowable in advance like knowledge that can be taught’; hence ‘the right end is not a mere object of knowledge either’ (Gadamer 2004: 318). So, while technical knowledge carries with it a certainty – if I have learnt what a certain operation will do, I can be certain of the outcome if I apply it – there is always a degree of uncertainty attaching to moral knowledge. And thirdly, ‘the self-knowledge of reflection has, in fact, a unique relation to itself’ (Gadamer 2004: 319). It requires what Aristotle calls ‘sympathetic understanding’. A ‘man of the world’ who gets by through tricks and dodges does not have such an understanding for the person acting, since it only comes if he too is seeking what is right, ‘i.e., that he is united with the other person in this commonality’. An example that brings this out for Gadamer is the seeking of advice in ‘questions of conscience’:

Both the person asking for advice and the person giving it assume that they are bound together in friendship. Only friends can advise each other or, to put it another way, only a piece of advice that is meant in a friendly way has meaning for the person advised.

(Gadamer 2004: 320)

Applying oneself to the text; applying the text to oneself

Gadamer’s (2004: 320–1) summary of all of this is that Aristotle’s ‘analysis in fact offers a kind of model of the problems of hermeneutics’. Application is not ‘a subsequent nor merely an occasional part of the phenomenon of understanding, but determines it from the beginning’. Likewise, when an interpreter tries to apply a text to himself,

this does not mean that the text is given for him as something universal, that he first understands it per se, and then afterwards uses it for particular applications. Rather, the interpreter seeks no more than to understand this universal – the text – i.e., to understand what it says, what constitutes the text’s meaning and significance. In order to understand that, he must not try to disregard himself and his particular hermeneutical situation. He must relate the text to this situation if he wants to understand it at all.

(Gadamer 2004: 321)

In a later essay, ‘Hermeneutics as Practical Philosophy’, Gadamer writes of practical philosophy that ‘it does not merely master an ability, like technical expertise’, but it also ‘expressly asks the question of the good’, which ‘demands of the person learning it the same indissoluble relationship to practice that it does of the one teaching it’. And then Gadamer goes on to exclaim, ‘All this holds true for hermeneutics as well!’ (Gadamer 2007: 232). Hermeneutics is, then, a practical philosophy. But we should not be seduced by this into thinking that it is therefore not theoretical. That would be to mistake the nature of phronēsis: ‘It is to mistake the obvious when the virtue of reasonableness, of phronēsis, is reduced to practicality, prudentia, cleverness in life’ (Gadamer 1999: 115). The phrase ‘virtue of reasonableness’, which by 1982 phronēsis has become in Gadamer’s thought, indicates again a strong link between Plato and Aristotle, that Aristotle’s practical wisdom has its roots in Plato’s shared reasonableness that constitutes Socratic dialectic. But just as this is so, so also is practice grounded in theory:

Not just that ‘theoria’ is itself a kind of praxis, which Aristotle well knew. Where ‘praxis’ becomes the object of ‘theoria’, and such is the case in ‘practical philosophy’, the ‘method’ of conceptual analysis is grounded upon the commonalities that bind us all – these represent the real thing for which we are one and all called to account as human beings: our own practical reasonableness.

(Gadamer 1999: 118)

Friendship

The ultimate ‘commonality that binds us all’ for Gadamer is friendship. Friendship was the topic of Gadamer’s inaugural lecture at the University of Marburg in 1928, a lecture he revised and re-presented nearly half a century later, in 1985 – and so it is an abiding theme in his philosophy. Again, friendship is accorded a special place in Plato’s philosophy and occupies several pages of discussion in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, but since classical times it had fallen out of favour as a topic for discussion in philosophy, as a result of the promotion of courtly love during the late medieval period and of romantic love thereafter. Gadamer attempts to reinstate friendship as more important than love, since it is something which various relationships – such as a business partnership or a love affair – can develop into. Partnerships and love affairs are reciprocal and based on two parties being well disposed to one another, but what makes friendship – true friendship – distinct is that the partners in friendship ‘cannot remain concealed from one another’ (Gadamer 1999: 134).

This unconcealedness is an important concept in Gadamer’s hermeneutics: it is for him a characteristic of truth in general, and of the truth of art, in particular poetry, as we shall see in Chapter 4 below. But for now we can remark that friendship is a form of understanding, so that the structure of friendship mirrors the structure of hermeneutics. True friendship, says Aristotle, is based on self-love, not in the narcissistic sense but in the sense that only someone with self-worth can recognise the worth of another. Understanding the other through one’s self-understanding is the route to friendship; perfect friendship ensues when the worth of the friend is recognised as being equal to one’s own worth. Understanding in general – hermeneutics – shares this structure, insofar as my self-understanding and my understanding of the text mutually sustain and reinforce one another in what Gadamer calls a ‘fusion of horizons’, which will form the subject of the next chapter.




Summary

Gadamer sees Plato’s dialectics as a forerunner of hermeneutics, since they arrive at the truth through agreement between two parties. The literary form of Plato’s dialogues is indispensable to bringing this about. Moreover, they bring out a distinction between scientific (or technological) and everyday speech. All speech has the characteristic of speaking with someone. Technological speech combines the Greek concepts of technē and logos, in that the practical end of the discourse (the technē) is arrived at through reasoning from grounds (the logos): what is said is thus understood. Everyday speech, meanwhile, facilitates ‘being with one another’; through shared conversation, we get to learn something of the other’s mind, and the understanding of both parties is modified: thus not only what is said, but also the persons who are saying it, are understood. Technological understanding advances knowledge and is learnt through teaching, whereas understanding one another is learnt through experience.

Gadamer reads Aristotle against the grain of received wisdom, as being essentially in agreement with Plato. Aristotle’s concept of phronēsis (practical wisdom) is an expansion, rather than a rejection, of Plato’s concept. The important point about phronēsis for Plato is that it is not technē – it cannot be taught. As a form of wisdom, it can only be acquired through dialectic, which is a way of thinking involving a constant process of learning from opposing positions. Human life as such is dialectical, and the ‘good life’ is determined by aretē, which is not only an ideal of absolute goodness, but also its pursuit. Hermeneutics, meanwhile, has something in common with Aristotle’s phronēsis, too: hermeneutics is a practical wisdom in that it is not ‘pure’ theoretical knowledge detached from being. Hermeneutics is a doing rather than a mere observing. Hermeneutics, like phronēsis, is not a skill that can be taught; it can only be learnt through the experience of trying to do it. But, again like phronēsis, hermeneutics is not exclusively practical either: it is grounded in what Aristotle calls theoria, which Gadamer translates as ‘reasonableness’. This reasonableness is a ‘commonality that binds us all’, and its ultimate expression, for Gadamer, is in friendship. True friendship lies in being unconcealed in the face of the other, and unconcealedness is the kind of truth towards which hermeneutics also aims.






3

Play; prejudice and tradition; situation and horizon

Thus far we have seen how Gadamer situates himself in relation to the tradition of hermeneutics, and how he appropriates, but also develops, the theories of important predecessors such as Luther, Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Heidegger. We have seen, too, how he rehabilitates the Greeks, who had been condemned as ‘metaphysical’ by Heidegger, to bring out a concept of practical wisdom (phronēsis) founded on reason as both a constituent of the working method of hermeneutics and part of its desired achievement in the promotion of understanding. But this is not sufficient for Gadamer; in his most important work, Truth and Method, he sets himself the task of not only describing how the human sciences can come to understand themselves (and, in parallel, how people can come to understand themselves and one another), but also discovering what their mode of understanding in truth is. This for him is a higher task of hermeneutics, and one which, when it comes to discovering the truth of artworks – the truth they contain, and true understanding of them – requires an entirely different kind of understanding from that to be found in the natural sciences. Understanding of art, he writes, ‘belongs to the encounter with the work of art itself, and so this belonging can be illuminated only on the basis of the mode of being of the work of art itself’ (Gadamer 2004: 87).

In investigating this ‘mode of being’, Gadamer is once again inspired by Heidegger’s ‘call to Being’, while nevertheless departing from Heidegger’s trajectory of thinking in working out what that mode is. This working-through introduces some of Gadamer’s best-known and most important concepts: play; prejudice and tradition; and situation and horizon.

Play

For Gadamer (2004: 102), play is a ‘clue to [the] ontological explanation’ of art (by ‘ontological’ he means ‘the mode of being of’). ‘Play’ might seem an odd, or non-serious, concept with which to be concerned, but one of the important facets of it is the relationship between the concepts of serious and non-serious that it entails, as we shall see below. In his Philosophical Investigations (1953) the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein famously used the concept of a game in order to elucidate his notion of ‘family resemblances’: a game of chess is vastly different from a game of football, but all games are related, some more closely than others (soccer is close to rugby but is a distant relative of draughts, which, however, is close to chess, etc.). Wittgenstein’s point is that we are hard pressed to say what all of these games have in common – what is the essence of the concept ‘game’ – since we cannot even say, for example, that a game must have a winner (counting games played by children do not). Games are linked together by family resemblances rather than by one overarching defining concept.

Gadamer was well aware of Wittgenstein’s work in this area, but chooses instead a wholly different approach. Wittgenstein’s approach focuses on the essentially disparate nature of one game from another; in choosing to discuss ‘play’, Gadamer is focusing on an even broader concept (play can be of a game, but not necessarily), and yet he consciously discusses what all kinds of play have in common. This commonality transcends even the distinction between literal and metaphorical meanings of the word play. And what is important about play for Gadamer is that it overcomes the notion of art being an aesthetic object, which is to say an object to be detachedly contemplated by a consciousness which has already developed a skill in its interpretation (what the Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant called ‘taste’).

Gadamer’s (2004: 102) first distinction is between ‘play and the behaviour of the player’, which goes hand in hand with the distinction between the serious and the non-serious. The behaviour of the player is subjective: he plays in order to have the subjective experience of not being serious (that’s what playing is). But even though we play for the sake of recreation, ‘play itself contains its own, even sacred, seriousness’ (Gadamer 2004: 102). ‘Play fulfils its purpose only if the player loses himself in play’ (Gadamer 2004: 103), which establishes a ‘curious’ relationship between the serious and the non-serious: the notion that the play is not serious is suspended for the player, but it does not entirely go away. We can only understand seriousness if we already have an understanding of play, and vice versa, but they are not in simple opposition to one another. The player does not know that the play is serious in the sense of his actively intending it to be so, but nevertheless this seriousness can be called to his attention: ‘Seriousness in playing is necessary to make the play wholly play. Someone who doesn’t take the game seriously is a spoilsport’ (Gadamer 2004: 103). The upshot of this is that ‘the player knows very well what play is and what he is doing is “only a game”; but he does not know what exactly he “knows” in knowing that’ (Gadamer 2004: 103).

This means that if we want to know the ‘mode of being’ of play as such, we cannot look to the subjectivity of the player for an answer. Gadamer wants to say that the same is true if we want to know the mode of being of a work of art; it is useless to enquire into the subjectivity of the ‘aesthetic consciousness’, i.e. the Kantian Enlightenment person of taste who is perceiving the work: ‘The work of art is not an object that stands over against a subject for itself. Instead the work of art has its true being in the fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who experiences it’ (Gadamer 2004: 103). Just as ‘play has its own essence, independent of the consciousness of those who play’, so also does art have its own essence, independent of the aesthetic consciousness. It is the player, or the aesthetic consciousness, who changes during the course of a game or the experience of an artwork; the essence of art, or of play, is immutable.

So far Gadamer’s is an argument by analogy: art is like play. But mere analogy does not demonstrate truth: Gadamer goes further and shows how play and art have a shared structure such that each is co-implicated in the other. This is demonstrated through the language we use to talk about play and art. Here, ‘the metaphorical usage has methodological priority’. Gadamer (2004: 103) likes metaphors, since they are an instance in which language has already performed ‘the task of conceptual analysis’ by transferring the word’s use from its original sphere of meaning to a new one, so that ‘thinking need only make use of this advance achievement’. But, as we shall see, art and play are two areas in which the distinction between the literal and the metaphorical breaks down.

Gadamer (2004: 104) gives as examples of metaphorical uses of the word play ‘the play of light, the play of the waves, the play of gears or parts of machinery, the interplay of limbs, the play of forces, the play of gnats, even a play on words’. What all of these have in common is that they are not goal-directed: there is a to-and-fro movement that is not intended to bring the activity to an end: ‘the movement backward and forward is obviously so central to the definition of play that it makes no difference who or what performs this movement’ (Gadamer 2004: 104). So, although at first glance we might think that ‘the mode of being of play’ is that ‘there must be a subject who is behaving playfully’, this is actually incorrect: the primordial sense of play is, rather, what Gadamer calls the ‘medial’ one: ‘something is playing’ in the same sense that ‘something is going on’ or ‘something is happening’ (this is reinforced by Gadamer’s German, whereby the word for ‘playing’, spielt, is echoed in the words for ‘going on’, im Spiele ist (literally, ‘is in play’), and for ‘is happening’, sich abspielt). Thus ‘the spirit of language’ shows us that ‘play is not to be understood as something a person does’ (Gadamer 2004: 104), however much we might have forgotten this by becoming so accustomed to relating phenomena to the sphere of subjectivity. This ‘primacy of play over the consciousness of the player’ means that ‘it is part of play that the movement [to-and-fro] is not only without goal or purpose but also without effort. It happens, as it were, by itself’ (Gadamer 2004: 105). By this Gadamer does not mean that ‘there is any real absence of effort’ when players play a game – of course the players make an effort and exert themselves in some way or other – but ‘phenomenologically’ there is an ‘absence of strain’ which ‘is experienced subjectively as relaxation’: ‘The structure of play absorbs the player into himself, and thus frees him from the burden of taking the initiative, which constitutes the actual strain of existence’ (Gadamer 2004: 105).

This allows Gadamer (2004: 105) ‘to draw an important methodological conclusion’:

It is obviously not correct to say that animals too play, nor is it correct to say that, metaphorically speaking, water and light play as well. Rather, on the contrary, we can say that man too plays. His playing too is a natural process. The meaning of his play, too, precisely because – and insofar as – he is part of nature, is a pure self-presentation. Thus in this sphere it becomes finally meaningless to distinguish between literal and metaphorical usage.

However, what is even more important is that ‘the being of the work of art is connected with [this] medial sense of play’ (and it is necessary at this point to remember that the German word Spiel also translates as game and drama): ‘Inasmuch as nature is without purpose and intention, just as it is without exertion, it is a constantly self-renewing play, and can therefore appear as a model for art’ (Gadamer 2004: 105).

Now, ‘in cases where human subjectivity is what is playing, the primacy of the game over the players engaged in it is experienced by the players in a special way’ (Gadamer 2004: 106). Gadamer explains this by turning to another metaphor: that of someone playing with possibilities or with plans. In this case, the metaphor means that the person has not committed himself to the possibilities as serious aims: ‘he still has the freedom to decide one way or the other, for one or the other possibility’ (Gadamer 2004: 106). But this is risky: such a ‘game’ can only be played with serious possibilities, and one might become so engrossed in these ‘that they outplay one … and prevail over one’. This risk constitutes the very attraction of the game, which lies in the freedom of decision, which really means the freedom to decide to put off making a decision. However, if someone enjoys this freedom to the extent that they never decide, then the risk disappears, and they are merely ‘playing with life’. For Gadamer (2004: 106), this is symptomatic of all playing as such: ‘all playing is a being-played … The attraction of a game, the fascination it exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game masters the players.’ Hence the ‘proper spirit’ of a game lies not in the ‘mental state of those who play the game. Rather, the variety of mental attitudes exhibited in playing various games … is the result and not the cause of the differences among the games themselves’ (Gadamer 2004: 107).

Moreover, it is characteristic of human play (as opposed to the play of nature or the play of animals) ‘that it plays something’ (Gadamer 2004: 107). (This recalls the famous assertion by the founder of phenomenological philosophy, Edmund Husserl, that ‘all consciousness is consciousness of something’, and, following him, Heidegger’s assertion that all understanding is understanding of something.) This entails choice on the part of the player: choosing (wanting) to play, and also choosing what to play. Human play also requires a playing field, whether it be literally a field, as in many ball games, or more broadly any delimited area in which the play is to take place. And thirdly, in human play the player ‘comports’ himself, in other words, behaves in a particular manner, which is true ‘even if the proper essence of the game consists of his disburdening himself of the tension he feels in his purposive comportment’ (Gadamer 2004: 107): in other words, even if a person behaves in a certain manner in his everyday life, such as might be determined by his particular line of work, and he then plays a game in order to forget this, he still comports himself in the game – only in a manner that is proper to the game, rather than to his life outside it. And this shows even further the way in which all playing is a playing of something: ‘Every game presents the man who plays it with a task. He cannot enjoy the freedom of playing himself out without transforming the aims of his purposive behaviour into mere tasks of the game’ (Gadamer 2004: 107).

The relaxation and relief we feel from play arises, according to Gadamer, from solving the particular task the game has set for us. But this has no use outside the context of the game itself. Thus ‘play is really limited to presenting itself … Its mode of being is self-presentation’ (Gadamer 2004: 108). However, the ‘meaning’ of the game does not depend on the goals set for the player being achieved. Rather, claims Gadamer (2004: 108), ‘in spending oneself on the task of the game, one is in fact playing oneself out’. By playing something – which we now know means by presenting something – the player achieves his own self-presentation. Here we see how play is central to hermeneutics, since it is hermeneutics’ principal task to become self-aware, to ‘present’ itself to itself, which really means for the person who is doing hermeneutics to achieve self-understanding. Engaging in play has a similar goal: we might say, then, that hermeneutics is a form of play. But Gadamer does not make this point explicitly, since his primary aim here remains to discover what hermeneutics has to say about the truth of art. So far, we have reached a stage in the argument whereby play is revealed to be a presentation. Now, just as all play is a playing of something, so ‘all presentation is potentially a representation for something’, and when this possibility of being represented for someone is intended, this is ‘the characteristic feature of art as play’ (Gadamer 2004: 108). Thus art is not merely analogous to play in its structure; it is a form of play. Of course, we know that, in general, ‘games are not presented for anyone – i.e., they are not aimed at an audience’ (Gadamer 2004: 108). We tend to think of such games as are aimed at an audience as being derivative of true games, since they are in danger of becoming merely a show, or spectacle, instead of a game. But actually, as we have seen, it is part of the essence of a game that the player is ‘filled with the spirit’ of the game; the game takes him over, as it were. According to Gadamer, this is even more the case when the game is intended to be presented to an audience. It is as if the ‘fourth wall’ of the playing surface is opened up to the audience. The audience is no mere detached, objective spectator, but also part of the game. In this way, play becomes a play: ‘the play itself is the whole, comprising players and spectators’. Only in this case do the players not merely fulfil their roles in any game, but ‘they play their roles, they represent them for the audience’. It is no longer the players, but the audience that becomes absorbed in the game when play becomes a play: ‘It puts the spectator in the place of the player’ (Gadamer 2004: 109). Gadamer calls this phenomenon, whereby the spectator is put in the place of the player, transformation into structure, and it raises play into its ideality, by which Gadamer means that only in this case is play intended and understood as play. When this happens, the play has the character of a work – it is repeatable and permanent – and it is this having the character of a work that Gadamer calls ‘structure’ in this context. Art is the transformation of the structure of play into a work.

This has some far-reaching consequences for aesthetics. For example, a football match is closer, in this view, to a symphony than is chamber music, since in performing chamber music the performers sit in a circle and are essentially playing for themselves as a group, enclosed within the chamber, whereas in both the football match and the symphony the work is intended to be seen or heard by the spectators, who are an integral part of the performance. It is not for nothing that football is called the beautiful game! Of course, football differs from a symphony in many respects, not least in that (betting scandals aside) the game is not scripted in the former, and so the permanence and repeatability of the football match lies in the rules of the game, rather than in the instantiation of a particular performance of it. But from a hermeneutic point of view, the essential feature is the presentation-for-another – this is what representation means.

It is not surprising, then, that drama holds a special place among the arts for Gadamer, and he sometimes writes as if poetry and music are to be understood in terms of drama – the poet and the composer are to be considered players and, as with players in the Shakespearean sense of actors, in a successful play they no longer exist from the point of view of the spectator. The art of playing in this sense is to make oneself invisible. From the point of view of an actor (and, by extension, we might also say poet, composer, playwright, author, etc.) what he is doing is adopting a disguise: ‘In the eyes of others he no longer wants to be himself, but to be taken for someone else’ (Gadamer 2004: 111). Thus ‘play itself is a transformation of such a kind that the identity of the player does not continue to exist for anybody. Everybody asks instead what is supposed to be represented, what is “meant”. The players (or playwright) no longer exist, only what they are playing’ (Gadamer 2004: 111).

‘But, above all’, Gadamer (2004: 111) continues, ‘what no longer exists is the world in which we live as our own’. This is not to say that ‘transformation into structure’ is simply transposition into another world, so that the world presented in the play may be compared to our world to see if it is ‘true’. This is not where the truth of drama, and hence of all art, lies. The pleasure of drama is, rather, ‘the joy of knowledge’, which supersedes any mere comparison between reality and what is represented. So, when Gadamer (2004: 111) speaks of ‘transformation of structure’:

The transformation is a transformation into the true. It is not enchantment in the sense of a bewitchment that waits for the redeeming world that will transform things back to what they were; rather, it is itself redemption and transformation back into true being. In being presented in play, what is emerges.

Moreover, he goes on, because the being of all play is self-realisation, ‘the world of the work of art, in which play expresses itself fully in the unity of its course, is in fact a wholly transformed world. In and through it everyone recognises that that is how things are’ (Gadamer 2004: 111). There is therefore a dichotomy between reality and art: reality is what is untransformed, and art is what is transformed. Through the transformation of structure, art is the Aufhebung of reality into truth (Aufhebung is defined in the ‘Dialectic’ box in Chapter 1).

The joy of knowledge that is the pleasure to be derived from art is, says Gadamer, a joy of recognition. Here once again Gadamer becomes quite close to the Greeks, Plato and Aristotle, in his thinking. It is significant for Gadamer (2004: 113) that ‘a child begins to play by imitation’, but it is important to realise that when a child dresses up and pretends to be someone else, the disguise is similar to an actor’s disguise, in that, for the child, only what is represented exists. We are not supposed to recognise the child behind the disguise: the child intends us, rather, to guess what ‘it’ is. And so it is in our understanding of adult drama. The skill of the actor in acting (and of the make-up artists, etc.) is only of secondary interest in our appreciation of a play: in fact, if we notice that the actor is acting, then it is bad acting. We don’t want to recognise the actor, and so we don’t want to recognise our world in watching a play or a film or, by extension, by apprehending any artwork. If this were the case, then we would only be interested in artworks that were directly representational in the sense of being a picture of the world, and our interest would be confined to the extent to which this was a ‘true’ picture in the sense of accuracy, so that a photograph would always be a more accurate, and therefore truer, picture than a painted portrait. And yet we know this not to be the case – only a philistine would judge an artwork on such a narrow criterion of representation and of recognition.

What, then, does representation of the true consist of in art, and what is recognition recognition of? Recognition is recognition of the true, but, following Plato, Gadamer (2004: 113) asserts that

we do not understand what recognition is in its profoundest sense if we only regard it as knowing something again that we know already – i.e. what is familiar is recognised again. The joy of recognition is rather the joy of knowing more than is already familiar. In recognition what we know … is known as something.

Art, therefore, is not merely an imitation of something – it is a revelation.

Gadamer summarises his thinking on play up to this point thus:

We must recognise that ‘presentation’ is the mode of being of the work of art. This was prepared for by deriving the concept of presentation from the concept of play, for self-presentation is the true nature of play – and hence of the work of art also. In being played the play speaks to the spectator through its presentation and it does so in such a way that, despite the distance between it and himself, the spectator still belongs to play.

Various what Gadamer calls ‘ontological consequences’ follow from this position. His main point is that art cannot be defined as ‘an object of aesthetic consciousness’, in other words, as an object that someone with trained taste can look at objectively and arrive at a correct judgement upon. This is because the aesthetic consciousness is itself, as spectator, part of the being that occurs in the art as presentation, and so the spectator having aesthetic consciousness himself ‘belongs essentially to play as play’. This is why Gadamer starts from drama as a paradigm of the work of art, although what he says can easily be extended to music, for example. Even if a drama is considered as literature, ‘the performance of a play … cannot be detached from the play itself, as if it were something that is not part of its essential being’; rather, ‘it is in the performance and only in it … that we encounter the work itself’ (Gadamer 2004: 115). Thus there is a two-way relationship between play and the ‘structure’ of the phrase ‘transformation into structure’. Play is a structure insofar as it is a meaningful whole which obeys a set of rules ensuring that it can be presented over and over again, repeatedly. But structure is also play, insofar as, notwithstanding these rules, ‘it achieves its full being each time it is played’ (Gadamer 2004: 116). On the one hand, this means that there is such a thing as a ‘right’ representation. Each time a play is played, there will be variations in its presentation, and, more significantly, there will be quite large differences between one production of a given work and another (Julius Caesar played in Roman dress, or in Elizabethan dress, or in modern dress, for example). But, on the other hand, these kinds of choices in presentation are not free and arbitrary – a performer of music cannot perform a work that is not in some way sanctioned by the work itself, for example by inserting arbitrary ad-lib effects. The ‘true binding nature of a work’ is such that it does not make things easy for its interpreter: the performer would do justice to a work neither by setting one particular performance in stone as the ‘correct’ one, nor by taking liberties with it. So, while there is a ‘right’ interpretation, equally ‘there is something absurd about the whole idea of a unique, correct interpretation’ (Gadamer 2004: 118).

Gadamer then goes on to examine whether what he has said of art in general can also be applied to literature. A difficulty lies in that ‘reading is a purely mental process. It seems to exhibit a complete detachment from the occasional and the contingent – by contrast to public reading and performance, for example’ (Gadamer 2004: 153). But this is only so if we maintain a sharp distinction between reading aloud and silent reading, a distinction which Gadamer questions. ‘Meaning and the understanding of it’, he says, ‘are so closely connected with the corporeality of language that understanding always involves an inner speaking as well’ (Gadamer 2004: 153), so that reading with understanding is itself a kind of performance or representation, but to ourselves when done silently.

Therefore, the novel, which Gadamer calls literature’s ‘proper art form’, also ‘has its original existence in being read’, just as drama or music have their original existences in being performed. The experience of reading is part of the unity of the text: ‘being read belongs to literature by its nature’ (Gadamer 2004: 154). One might think that a public reading is a secondary thing that one does to literature, but in fact it is an original mode of its being, from which the silence of reading to oneself is derived. Literature is like all of the other arts in that it is a performance. Moreover, we might think that the fact that some works are handed down through history is accidental to their being as art, but in fact that too is essential: ‘Literature is a function of being intellectually preserved and handed down, and therefore brings its hidden history into every age.’ Thus ‘the effective grandeur that we call “classical literature” remains a model for all later writers’ (Gadamer 2004: 154).

This might seem an elitist position to adopt with respect to literature – only the very best qualifies – but actually the reverse is true for Gadamer (2004: 156): he conceives of literature ‘as broad[ly] as possible’. While ‘classical’ literature might be the ideal template for literature, all writing – all text – is to some extent founded on this model. Therefore, any writing has the capacity to be ‘literary’. Even scientific writing, which has empirical truth as its object and is therefore written for a different purpose than literature as such, can attain the status of the ‘literary’ if it is eloquently written. (Hence the scientific writings of Michael Faraday, for example, might still be read today for their literary merits, notwithstanding the desire of some chemists to throw them away.) It is thus at this point in his argument that Gadamer slips from talking about ‘literature’ to talking about ‘texts’: from this perspective, the two become interchangeable.

Just as, as we have seen in Chapter 1, hermeneutics is universal, so too is literature. Indeed, literature and hermeneutics are in a symbiotic relationship: ‘it is universally true of texts that only in the process of understanding them is the dead trace of meaning transformed back into living meaning’. Literature’s power to embody this ‘dead trace of meaning’ is something of which Gadamer (2004: 156) waxes positively lyrical:

Nothing is so strange, and at the same time so demanding, as the written word … The written word and what partakes of it – literature – is the intelligibility of mind transferred to the most alien medium. Nothing is so purely the trace of mind than writing, but nothing is so dependent on the understanding mind either. In deciphering and interpreting it, a miracle takes place: the transformation of something alien and dead into total contemporaneity and familiarity … A written tradition, once deciphered and read, is to such an extent pure mind that it speaks to us as if in the present. That is why the capacity to read, to understand what is written, is like a secret art, even a magic that frees and binds us. In it time and space seem to be superseded. People who can read what has been handed down in writing produce and achieve the sheer presence of the past.

Gadamer, then, is a passionate advocate of literacy as a means to understanding the human condition: for him it is no mere accident of language that being able to read is called being literate. But being literate is also, and thereby, a precondition of hermeneutics, of being the hermeneutic being who understands others and, through that understanding, also understands himself.

Gadamer’s next task is to describe what the hermeneutic experience – the experience of the reader who understands a text – consists of. It is time now to turn to two of the concepts that perform the double action of freeing and binding the human subject in the act of reading, ‘prejudice’ and ‘tradition’.

Prejudice and tradition

We recall that Gadamer accepts Heidegger’s concept of the ‘fore-structure of understanding’ (fore-sight, fore-having and fore-conception) as informing the ‘hermeneutic circle’ (that ‘any interpretation which is to contribute to understanding, must already have understood what is to be interpreted’). If reading is a magic, then one of its tasks is to ‘break the spell of our own fore-meanings’. The task is to ‘derive our understanding of the text from the linguistic usage of the time of the author’. In reading, we are ‘pulled up short by the text. Either it does not yield any meaning at all or its meaning is not compatible with what is expected’ (Gadamer 2004: 270). Our fore-understanding consists of our acceptance of meanings (of words, phrases, etc.) that are part of our usage; our lack of understanding of a text (which increases the older a text is) stems from the fact of the same words and phrases being used with a different accepted meaning at the time at which the text was written, by an author who is someone other than ourselves. The task of understanding – hermeneutics – is to get from the meanings of our fore-understandings to the meaning of the text, and then to incorporate this recovered meaning into our own meaning (so that, ultimately, our own meaningfulness is enhanced and we have a greater understanding of ourselves). How is this achieved?

The reader (and even in a direct contemporary conversation with another person, one is a ‘reader’ in Gadamer’s sense) is helped in this task by the fact that meaning is delimited by certain parameters. What the other person is saying – be it another person I am in conversation with or the author of a text – cannot mean just anything. It is circumscribed by what it is possible to think:

The fact is that meanings represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities … but within this multiplicity of what can be thought – i.e., of what a reader can find meaningful and hence expect to find – not everything is possible; and if a person fails to hear what the other person is really saying, he will not be able to fit what he has misunderstood into the range of his own various expectations of meaning.

(Gadamer 2004: 271)

Being guided by this expectation, the reader can be ‘open to the meaning of the other person or text’. This does not mean, explains Gadamer (2004: 271), that we must forget all of our own fore-meanings, but it does mean that we include ‘our situating the other meaning in relation to the whole of our own meanings or ourselves in relation to it’. This means that we must not stubbornly remain attached to our own accidental fore-meanings; rather, we must be prepared to let the text ‘tell us something’. To be ‘hermeneutically trained’ means to be sensitive to the text’s otherness, its ‘alterity’. ‘But’, explains Gadamer (2004: 271–2),

this kind of sensitivity involves neither ‘neutrality’ with respect to [the] content [of the text] nor the extinction of oneself, but the foregrounding and appropriation of one’s own fore-meanings and prejudices … The important thing is to be aware of one’s own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth against our own fore-meanings.

Now, for Gadamer (2004: 272), ‘It is the tyranny of hidden prejudices that makes us deaf to what speaks to us in tradition’, but the hermeneutic task is not necessarily to get rid of our prejudices, but rather to bring them out into the open, so that, without disappearing, they nevertheless do not obstruct the road to understanding. Once again, this entails breaking free from Enlightenment thinking: ‘The recognition that all understanding inevitably involves some prejudice gives the hermeneutical problem its real thrust … There is one prejudice of the Enlightenment that shares its essence: the fundamental prejudice of the Enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itself, which denies tradition its power’ (Gadamer 2004: 272–3). Hence prejudice is neither a good nor a bad thing, or, more precisely, from a hermeneutic point of view judgement is suspended as to the moral status of prejudice: ‘The history of ideas shows that not until the Enlightenment does the concept of prejudice acquire the negative connotation familiar today’ (Gadamer 2004: 273). Gadamer (2004: 273), by contrast, reclaims an earlier, pre-Enlightenment concept of prejudice, meaning ‘a judgement that is rendered before all elements that determine a situation have been fully examined’, which means that prejudice ‘does not necessarily mean a false judgement, but part of the idea is that it can have either a positive or a negative value’. The Enlightenment made the mistake of dismissing prejudice on the grounds that it was without (rational) basis, which elevates rationalism above the criterion that something ‘might actually be correct’. So, a prejudice might be correct but would nonetheless be dismissed out of hand by Enlightenment thinking on the grounds that, as a prejudice, it lacked grounding in argument and was therefore irrational. (This forms the basis of the Enlightenment critique of religion, and the rationalism of science is its modern-day successor.)

Gadamer sees it as his task to turn those concepts that the Enlightenment and, following it, modern science attach negative value to into positive concepts, beginning with the concept of prejudice. This is not to say that Gadamer takes a Romantic view. For Gadamer, Romanticism merely tried to reverse the findings of the Enlightenment by ‘restoring’ an undetermined past of ‘olden times’. The Romantics had ‘a tendency to reconstruct the old because it is old, [a] conscious return to the unconscious, culminating in the recognition of the [allegedly] superior wisdom of the primeval age of myth’. But this is equally unsatisfactory, since ‘the romantic reversal of the Enlightenment’s criteria of value actually perpetuates the abstract contrast between myth and reason’, so that ‘all criticism of the Enlightenment now proceeds via this romantic mirror image of the Enlightenment’ (Gadamer 2004: 275). But in fact, says Gadamer, ‘the presupposition of a mysterious darkness in which there was a mythical collective consciousness that preceded all thought is just as dogmatic and abstract as that of a state of perfect enlightenment or of absolute knowledge’ (Gadamer 2004: 276). Hence while hermeneutics must overcome the Enlightenment prejudice that all prejudice must be overcome, it must not do so at the expense of retreating into a romantically mythologised past of mythology.

What, then, is the alternative for hermeneutics? Answering this question demands an acknowledgement that man is a historical being and that he is situated within traditions as an ineluctable part of that being. According to Gadamer (2004: 278), ‘the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgements, constitute the historical reality of his being’. This is because ‘long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society, and state in which we live’. In what is by now a familiar motif of hermeneutics, derived from Heideggerian thinking, what we might presuppose to be the case is inverted: our understanding of our being-in-the-world among others (family, society, state) precedes, not succeeds, our understanding of ourselves to ourselves; by extension, history precedes autobiography (because history is public and autobiography is history made private), and therefore ‘history does not belong to us; we belong to it’ (Gadamer 2004: 278).

For Gadamer (2004: 278), it follows from this that prejudices are ‘conditions of understanding’, and they must be ‘rehabilitated’, as must ‘authority and tradition’. If we acknowledge that there are legitimate prejudices, the question then becomes, ‘What is the ground for the legitimacy of prejudices?’, or, in other words, ‘What distinguishes legitimate prejudices from the countless others which it is the undeniable task of critical reason to overcome?’ (Gadamer 2004: 278). According to Gadamer, the Enlightenment distinguished two types of prejudice: that of ‘authority’ and that of ‘overhastiness’. In each case, it is the task of reason to overcome them: overhastiness is the incorrect deployment of reason, whereas authority is the result of not using one’s reason at all. Gadamer essentially accepts this Enlightenment division, and he has little to say about the prejudice of overhastiness, implicitly accepting the Enlightenment view that it is a bad form of prejudice that should be overcome by the correct use of reason. He is more concerned with unpicking the Enlightenment concept of the prejudice of authority. ‘The Enlightenment’s distinction between faith in authority and using one’s own reason is, in itself, legitimate’, he says, since ‘if the prestige of authority displaces one’s own judgement then authority is in fact a source of prejudices’. However, ‘this does not preclude [authority’s] being a source of truth, and that is what the Enlightenment failed to see when it denigrated [it]’ (Gadamer 2004: 280).

To demonstrate this, Gadamer seeks to uncover ‘the essence of authority’ which, he believes, the Enlightenment misunderstood. What the Enlightenment failed to grasp is that authority is based on the acknowledgement of knowledge – ‘the knowledge, namely, that the other is superior to oneself in judgement and insight and for this reason his judgement takes precedence … over one’s own’ (Gadamer 2004: 281). This is so even in the case of, for example, when one must obey an order, such as in the military. In such a case, the superior’s authority derives from his office – he is the commanding officer, and you are the commanded – but even here this authority is not ultimately based on the hierarchy between the two parties, ‘but on what makes it possible’ (Gadamer 2004: 281). This is acknowledged by whomever is obeying the order: it is not a blind obedience to command, but an acknowledgement that the superior officer has gained his superiority ‘because he has a wider view of things or is better informed – i.e. … because he knows more’ (Gadamer 2004: 281) (against Gadamer at this point we might muse as an aside: would that this were always true in the real world!), and so even such an act of obedience is ultimately an exercise of freedom and reason. ‘Thus’, says Gadamer (2004: 281), ‘acknowledging authority is always connected with the idea that what the authority says is not irrational and arbitrary but can, in principle, be discovered to be true’. Hence the prejudice involved when authority is accepted is prejudice in favour not just of a person, but of a content: in other words, we think that what we believe in accepting the authority we could also believe by another route, namely by the acceptance of good reasons.

Now, the authority of ‘the teacher, the superior, the expert’ can be attributed to a named individual, but there is one form of authority that is nameless, and that is ‘that which has been sanctioned by tradition and custom’. Gadamer (2004: 281) agrees with the Romantics, who, he says, criticised the Enlightenment on this point for its failure to acknowledge that ‘the authority of what has been handed down to us … always has power over our attitudes and behaviour. All education depends on this.’ And morals, too, gain their ‘real force’, their validity, from tradition: we freely take our morals from tradition, claims Gadamer (2004: 282), rather than from our own insight or reasoning.

However, Gadamer questions whether there is really an antithesis between tradition and reason, just as he questioned whether authority and reason are truly opposed. The Romantic faith in tradition is just as prejudiced (in the negative sense of being unthinking) as the Enlightenment faith in reason. To overcome this prejudice, we must recognise that ‘even the most genuine and pure tradition does not persist because of the inertia of what once existed’; rather, ‘it needs to be affirmed, embraced, cultivated’ (Gadamer 2004: 282). Tradition must be actively maintained, and this maintenance is an act of preservation of the tradition in the now. And preservation, as Gadamer (2004: 282) points out, ‘is an act of reason’. Thus even tradition contains reason within it, rather than being antithetically opposed to it.

Gadamer’s (2004: 283–4) conclusion from this is that: ‘At the beginning of all historical hermeneutics … the abstract antithesis between tradition and historical research, between history and the knowledge of it, must be discarded.’ What he means by this is that we cannot free ourselves from tradition in examining the past. Since we are historical beings ourselves (and this is what our having our behaviour conditioned by tradition entails), we cannot objectify history as if it were something alien that we ourselves are not a part of, or can become detached from. Rather, ‘understanding in the human sciences … lets itself be addressed by tradition’ (Gadamer 2004: 283). And this is yet another distinction between the human sciences and the natural sciences: ‘scientific research as such derives the law of its development … from the law of the object it is investigating’ (Gadamer 2004: 284), which is an abstract way of saying that the scientist is not interested in the history of how scientific knowledge got to the point at which he is contributing to it, and still less is he interested in the various false starts and wrong turnings others have made along the way; he is only interested in the value to knowledge of what he discovers. The humanities scholar, meanwhile, is not primarily concerned with an end of research culminating in a final result which can be called ‘progress’; the value of humanities scholarship, rather, lies in the handing down of the tradition of which it is a part and to which it contributes, which, says Gadamer (2004: 285), ‘is shown by the fact that the great achievements in the human sciences almost never become outdated’.

Gadamer illustrates this through the example of the ‘classical’. What do we mean by the ‘classical’? In answering this question, Gadamer deliberately blurs the distinction between ‘classical’ and ‘classic’. The main point is that for him the classical is not, or is not primarily, a historical period. To call it so would be the historian’s view, and it would be to take the ‘classical’ as something that we could objectify or, in other words, stand back from and look upon as if it were an object independent of us. This in turn would allow us to make a value-judgement of it: looking at the classical from the outside, as it were, we can say what is good and bad about it. But this is precisely the error of attempting to treat history simply as a natural science, and denying tradition, of which Gadamer speaks. Rather, for him, if the classical is truly a historical category, it is so ‘precisely because it is more than a concept of a period or of a historical style’ (Gadamer 2004: 287): what is significant about the classical is that, through ‘proving itself’ in ‘historical preservation’, it ‘allows something true to come into being’ (Gadamer 2004: 288). For Gadamer, the classical is something that ‘resists historical criticism’, that is, resists the historian’s attempts to judge its value, and this is because, through the ‘binding power’ of its being handed down, it ‘precedes all historical reflection and continues in it’ (Gadamer 2004: 288). The classical is therefore not merely a historical period, or a style associated with that period: ‘Rather, when we call something classical, there is a consciousness of something enduring, of significance that cannot be lost and that is independent of all the circumstances of time – a kind of timeless present that is contemporaneous with every other present’ (Gadamer 2004: 288). The timelessness of the classical is a mode of its being; any work that is ‘classic’ is ‘classical’ in this sense. The ‘classic(al)’ preserves itself through interpreting itself: it does not say something primarily about its time, but about any and all time; ‘it says something to the present as if it were said specifically to it’ (Gadamer 2004: 290). In this way the classical is a paradigmatic case of what Gadamer means by ‘tradition’: through the classical, we arrive at not only an understanding of past events, but also an understanding of what ‘understanding’ is. The classical understands itself, and understanding oneself is also the ultimate goal of hermeneutics. Therefore, if whoever is engaged in hermeneutics is ‘con-genial’ with the classical, i.e. shares its common heritage in a spirit of openness to what it has to say, the classical speaks our own self-understanding. Through tradition, precisely: ‘Understanding is to be thought of less as a subjective act than as participating in an event of tradition’ (Gadamer 2004: 291).

Thus far we have seen how Gadamer ‘rehabilitates’ prejudice. But, we recall, he does not want to say that all prejudice is a good thing, merely that some prejudices might contain the truth, notwithstanding the fact that they are prejudices. This being so, the problem then becomes one of ‘how to distinguish the true prejudices, by which we understand, from the false ones, by which we misunderstand’ (Gadamer 2004: 298). To overcome this, ‘the hermeneutically trained mind … will make conscious the prejudices governing our own understanding, so that the text, as another’s meaning, can be isolated and valued on its own’ (Gadamer 2004: 298). This ‘making conscious’ of the prejudice means ‘foregrounding’ it, which is where once again prejudice is linked to tradition. A ‘traditionary’ text (the classical text being its paradigm) provokes this foregrounding: it is one of its properties that it draws attention to our prejudices, which otherwise would go unnoticed. Hence Gadamer’s argument has turned full circle: from acknowledging that some prejudices are legitimate (since they may be true), Gadamer (2004: 298) is now in a position to claim that understanding is dependent on ‘the fundamental suspension of our own prejudices’. Even the legitimate prejudices must still be suspended in order to arrive at understanding. One might wonder, this being the case, why Gadamer has taken the trouble to defend the concept of prejudice against its Enlightenment attackers in the first place. The clue is in Gadamer’s term ‘suspension’. This means not that prejudices are discarded, devalued or forgotten; rather, it means that we decline, during the process of interpreting a text, to make a judgement as to their validity. Hence all suspension of judgement includes all suspension of prejudice. In turn, the suspension of judgement ‘has the logical structure of a question’, and ‘The essence of the question is to open up possibilities and keep them open’. Gadamer (2004: 298) goes on:

If a prejudice becomes questionable in view of what another person or a text says to us, this does not mean that it is simply set aside and the text or the other person accepted as valid in its place. Rather … our own prejudice is properly brought into play by being put at risk. Only by being given full play is it able to experience the other’s claim to truth and to make it possible for him to have full play himself.

We recall that, for Gadamer, play in art revealed its truth. Now, in interpretation, prejudice is brought into play, and so it is that its truth (or otherwise) is revealed.

Situation and horizon

So far Gadamer has been attacking what he calls ‘historical objectivism’, by which he means the idea that a historian, following the method of the natural sciences, can stand back from a historical event or period and examine it objectively, as if he himself were not part of the same stream of history as the event or period he is examining. But this is not to say that Gadamer wishes to deny the place of history altogether in hermeneutics. Far from it: man is, he says (following Heidegger), fundamentally a historical being. It is part of the mode of being of mankind that it is historical. History is ‘effective’ in the sense that we would not be who we are without the effects that history has upon us (Gadamer carefully falls short of saying, with Marxists, that history determines who we are). This effectiveness of history is tied in with our finitude, i.e. the fact that we are mortal. Only an infinite being – one not bound by history – could comprehend history itself in its totality. Since we are not such infinite beings, we must accept that our understanding of history is only partial, and that we ourselves are part of the history which we are trying to understand.

All of which is a way of saying that, as human beings, we are situated in history. Gadamer goes on to explore what it means to be situated as such. To be conscious of being affected by history is to be ‘conscious of the hermeneutical situation’ (Gadamer 2004: 301); in other words, once we are aware that we are situated in history, we cannot help but be aware also that this situation is a condition of hermeneutics, ‘condition’ in the double sense of being what makes hermeneutics possible and of being the state of affairs that characterises us. Being situated, then, is an important part of hermeneutics or, more precisely, an important aspect of what it is to be a being capable of hermeneutics, and ultimately a being who is capable of knowing oneself. But being aware of our situation is difficult, since ‘The very idea of a situation means that we are not standing outside it and hence are unable to have any objective knowledge of it’ (Gadamer 2004: 301). The task of ‘throwing light’ on the fact of our always being within a situation ‘is never entirely finished’: ‘To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can never be complete’ (Gadamer 2004: 301).

This is not a defeatist standpoint on Gadamer’s part, but merely an acknowledgement of how life is. Our task is to make the best of it, to be aware of our limitations and to work within them. It is with this in mind that Gadamer (2004: 301) defines the concept of ‘situation’: ‘it represents a standpoint that limits the possibility of vision’. Here Gadamer is taking the concept of vision more metaphorically than he is literally (bearing in mind his caveat about metaphors being closer to authentic meaning than the literal meanings from which they are derived): seeing, here, means understanding, as in the exclamation ‘I see!’, meaning I understand, or I grasp the concept.

Having arrived at this conception of situation allows Gadamer (2004: 301) to introduce one of his most important concepts, that of horizon: ‘The horizon is the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen from a particular vantage point.’ Gadamer (2004: 301) then goes on to apply this concept to ‘the thinking mind’, so that in this context we speak of ‘narrowness of horizon, of the possible expansion of horizon, of the opening up of new horizons, and so forth’. On the one hand, following a certain tradition of philosophical thinking, ‘horizon’ can mean that one’s vision is limited in the sense of bounded, that one cannot ‘see’ far enough and hence over-values what is nearest. ‘On the other hand, “to have an horizon” means not being limited to what is nearby but being able to see beyond it’ (Gadamer 2004: 301). In this sense, ‘A person who has an horizon knows the relative significance of everything within this horizon, whether it is near or far, great or small’ (Gadamer 2004: 301–2). The same is true, says Gadamer (2004: 302), of the ‘hermeneutical situation’, which is worked out by ‘acquiring the right horizon of enquiry for the questions evoked by the encounter with tradition’.

It follows from this that ‘we must place ourselves in the other situation in order to understand it’: in the case of attempting to understand history, we must ‘transpose ourselves into the historical horizon from which the text speaks’ (Gadamer 2004: 302). While this is necessary, however, it is still not adequate. Gadamer draws a comparison between this kind of adoption of a historical horizon and the kind of conversation a doctor might have with a patient. In such a case, the doctor is trying to ‘understand’ the patient, but only in the limited sense of discovering his ailment: the patient becomes intelligible, but the doctor doesn’t have to agree with him (in fact, the whole issue of agreeing or disagreeing is not raised). Similarly, a text that is understood ‘historically’ in the sense of its reader being aware of the horizon in which it was produced becomes intelligible, but the higher hermeneutic level of understanding whereby the interpreter attains a greater knowledge of himself through dialogue or conversation with that text is not attained; in other words, in such a purely detached historical analysis the text ‘is forced to abandon its claim to be saying something true’ (Gadamer 2004: 302). By this Gadamer does not mean that we cannot find out some true facts or information from reading a text historically in this way, but nevertheless ‘we have given up the claim to find in the past any truth that is valid and intelligible for ourselves’ (Gadamer 2004: 303).

The solution to this difficulty is to see the horizon as being open rather than closed. In other words, when the reader of a text from the past transposes herself into the ‘historical horizon from which the traditionary text speaks’, this does not mean that there are two discrete, closed horizons – the text’s and the reader’s – and that one is put in the place of the other. Rather, we should consider that history is not a series of fixed points in succession, but a continuous movement, and we are continuously moving through history. For a person who is moving, horizons change. Thus ‘the horizon is … something into which we move and that moves with us … The horizon of the past, out of which all human life lives and which exists in the form of tradition, is always in motion’ (Gadamer 2004: 303).

Once we have this concept of horizon as something moving, and hence something subject to expansion and change, then the whole notion of ‘transposing’ ourselves into the situation of the past in order to understand it becomes subject to question. Again, Gadamer draws a parallel with the hermeneutic situation of understanding another person. If we ‘put ourselves into someone else’s shoes’, then we understand that person. But this does not mean that we necessarily have empathy with the other person – it is ourselves we put in his position, not that we become just like the other person. Neither is it the case (which would be the same thing, inverted) that we subordinate the other person to our own standards. Rather, in putting ourselves into another person’s situation, we come to understand the otherness, the ‘indissoluble individuality’, of the other person. Thus the true meaning of ‘transposing ourselves’ is to rise ‘to a higher universality that overcomes not only our own particularity but also that of the other’ (Gadamer 2004: 304). And this is just as true of our coming to an understanding of a traditionary text as it is of our coming to an understanding of another person. From this we may see why Gadamer (2004: 304) chooses the concept of ‘horizon’ to articulate what he is trying to get at as the essence of hermeneutics:

it expresses the superior breadth of vision that the person who is trying to understand must have. To acquire a horizon means that one learns to look beyond what is close at hand – not in order to look away from it but to see it better, with a larger whole and in truer proportion.

However, if the horizon of the past is always in motion, then the same is true of our own horizon of the present (Gadamer 2004: 305): ‘It is important to avoid the error of thinking that the horizon of the present consists of a fixed set of opinions and valuations, and that the otherness of the past can be foregrounded from it as from a fixed ground.’ In fact, he says, ‘the horizon of the present is continually in the process of being formed because we are continually having to test all our prejudices’. Hence, once again, there is an interconnection between Gadamer’s various hermeneutic concepts: in this case, prejudice is linked to horizon by the fact that our constant overcoming of our prejudices causes our horizons to move – to be optimistic, we could say that they are expanded. And this leads to another of Gadamer’s most important concepts: that of the fusion of horizons. An important part of our testing of our prejudices ‘occurs in encountering the past and in understanding the tradition from which we come. Hence the horizon of the present cannot be formed without the past’ (Gadamer 2004: 305). The horizon of the past is not fixed and isolated, and neither is the horizon of the present. The lack of fixity of the horizon of the past derives from our putting ourselves in the situation of the past. The lack of fixity of the horizon of the present derives from our constant striving to overcome our prejudices, and in doing this we are informed by the past. It is this which constitutes a fusion of the past and the present. The past is foregrounded by the present, and vice versa. If something is foregrounded, it is the thing in the background that is doing the foregrounding: something cannot be foregrounded in isolation, but only against something else. And so it is with the past and the present from a hermeneutic standpoint: we cannot understand one without the other, in a constant to-ing and fro-ing between their two horizons, in other words, between what it is possible to see (understand) of each. As Gadamer (2004: 305) puts it, ‘understanding is always the fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by themselves’.

This talk of a ‘fusion of horizons’ might lead one to question the purpose of distinguishing between a horizon of the past and a horizon of the present: after all, if they are ‘fused’, is this not tantamount to saying that they are one and the same horizon? But this would be to take away the very point of hermeneutics, which is to bring out the ‘tension between the text and the present’ (Gadamer 2004: 305). The task of hermeneutics, its ‘central problem’, for Gadamer (2004: 306), is to bring about the fusion of horizons ‘in a regulated way’, not by blindly accepting that, to put it simply, the past is understood through the present and the present is understood through the past, but to go through the experience of seeing how this is so. That is interpretation. In this it is important to remember that understanding a text consists not in ‘reconstructing the way the text came into being’ (Gadamer 2004: 390), but rather in understanding the text itself. The ‘fusion of horizons’ means that ‘the interpreter’s own thoughts too have gone into re-awakening the text’s meaning’, but this is achieved not through imposing one’s own point of view as a reader, but rather by bringing into play ‘an opinion and a possibility’ that ‘helps make truly one’s own what the text says’. The model here is one of conversation, but it is the text itself that is being understood by the interpreter and not, as is the case in a real conversation, the speaker of the text.

Reading, then, is, for Gadamer, a hermeneutical conversation. From this it will have become clear that, for Gadamer, to understand a text is quite other than understanding what the author intended and, moreover, the written form of language is more important to the hermeneutic enterprise than the spoken: ‘written texts present the real hermeneutical task’, he writes (Gadamer 2004: 392). Indeed, these two facets of the hermeneutic conversation – the text itself and the reader – are mutually dependent. Gadamer has already pointed out the importance of tradition for understanding. But ‘the essence of tradition is to exist in language’ (Gadamer 2004: 391). There are, of course, various traditions that are non-linguistic, in the arts, painting and sculpture, for example, which require interpretation and understanding. But each of these examples is in effect a remnant of the past, something which is left over, and which had a contemporary meaning to the people who instituted them, but the meaning of which we can now only attempt to reconstruct. But true interpretation, for Gadamer, lies not in reconstruction – the restoration of a fixed, past meaning – but rather in construction – the construction of a meaning between the work and the interpreter in dialogue. Only a linguistic tradition can be open to this, since it is through language that artefacts are ‘handed down’ in the true sense of the phrase, which is to say, created with a purpose of being passed on for posterity. Linguistic artefacts are the most authentically traditional.

But, moreover, written tradition holds a special place for Gadamer within linguistic tradition precisely because written artefacts embody more fully than can speech this ‘will to continue’, or will for permanence. While, of course, there is such a thing as oral tradition, once there is literacy, there is a ‘free form’ of tradition, that is, a tradition that is free from ‘the mere continuance of the vestiges of past life, remnants from which one human being can by inference piece out another’s existence’ (Gadamer 2004: 393). So, when Gadamer writes about a written tradition, he has in mind specifically a literate tradition, one in which literature plays a central role. Mere signs or inscriptions that have survived from the past (a ‘No Through Road’ sign on a building site, for example, where there is no longer any ‘road’ to be ‘through’, or an inscription on a gravestone), while being strictly speaking written, are not ‘literary’ in the sense of escaping from the specific circumstances of their production and being able to speak to us universally. They are ‘contemporary’ in the sense of being contemporary to the people who made them, but not in the sense of speaking to our ‘now’.

Gadamer thus accords literary texts a special status as being the true repositories of tradition, and therefore the true objects of hermeneutics. But in grasping this we must grasp also that alienation is, for Gadamer, a positive virtue in this regard. The concept of alienation had had negative connotations prior to Gadamer: for Marx, it was the consequence of mechanical reproduction, whereby the labourer no longer had any connection with his work; for the playwright Bertolt Brecht, it was a theatrical technique for disturbing the audience. But for Gadamer (2004: 391), it is an indissociable characteristic of writing that it alienates: ‘The detachability of language from speaking derives from the fact that it can be written.’ This is a positive outcome, since once there is writing, there is no need for oral retelling, which mediates past knowledge with the present. Liberated from this, the reader (as opposed to the listener) has ‘a genuine opportunity to change and widen [their] horizon, and thus enrich [their] world by a whole new and deeper dimension’ (Gadamer 2004: 391).

An unkind criticism of Gadamer here would be to accuse him of doing nothing more than advocating the teaching of literacy, and it is true that there is a certain missionary zeal about his claims for writing which does not address the values to be found in so-called ‘pre-literate’ cultures. But to be more charitable to Gadamer here we might think of the experience of ‘learning to read’ that most children in developed societies go through. In learning to read, the child does not simply learn how the sounds of speech are represented by their respective written symbols or combinations of symbols (although this is a fundamental part of the experience); the child also, and inextricably, learns what it means to read, in other words, what the experience of reading consists of. To read, one does not simply match written symbols to sounds – one immerses oneself in a world. There is a purpose to reading in that it enables one to see the whole world in a new, larger dimension, which is why the child who has just learnt to read experiences a joy in doing so. Gadamerian reading ever recaptures that joy anew. The world that is opened up by reading is an ideal world insofar as it exists only in the mind, and it is written language – what Gadamer calls the ‘ideality of the word’ – that opens up this possibility. A child who has not yet learnt to read has a consciousness of the present-day world, but once reading is possible, so is historical consciousness:

Reading consciousness is in potential possession of its history. It is not for nothing that with the emergence of a literary culture the idea of ‘philology’, ‘love of speech’, was transferred entirely to the all-embracing art of reading, losing its original connection with the cultivation of speech and argument. A reading consciousness is necessarily a historical consciousness and communicates freely with historical tradition.

(Gadamer 2004: 392–3)

Gadamer is thus led into a position of according the highest praise to writing, and he sees it as being one of his tasks to restore writing to its rightful place in the hermeneutic tradition, its having been played down by Schleiermacher.

In actual fact writing is central to the hermeneutical phenomenon insofar as its detachment both from the writer or author and from a specifically addressed recipient or reader gives it a life of its own. What is fixed in writing has raised itself into a public sphere of meaning in which everyone who can read can have an equal share.

(Gadamer 2004: 393)

Or, to put it more succinctly, ‘Writing is self-alienation’, and ‘overcoming it, reading the text, is thus the highest task of understanding’ (Gadamer 2004: 392).

To enable one to grasp this fully, Gadamer elaborates on the character of writing. Writing is not, he asserts, an accidental or secondary feature of language, but is, rather, intrinsic to language’s very nature: language would not be language if it did not have a capacity for being written down, even if that capacity is not realised in the actuality of pre-literate societies. Language embodies an ideality of meaning, which is to say that what it means is eternally repeatable and is independent of the circumstances in which it is produced. Bee communication, by contrast, is not ideal, but is, rather, existentially dependent on the circumstances of its production and reception: when the scout bee tells his comrades where to find nectar, the communication only makes sense when that nectar source is indicated at that particular time. But if I say ‘last summer there was a nectar source on top of Box Hill’, that sentence can have meaning to anyone at any time. Bees can communicate with their fellow bees in the here and now, but, like the communications of other animals, their communication is not language. Only humans have language, which is to say, a communication system that embodies an ideality of meaning. The meaning of ‘last summer there was a nectar source on top of Box Hill’ survives for as long as someone is around who is capable of apprehending the sentence: even if all copies of this book were destroyed, the meaning of ‘last summer … ’ would survive so long as someone could remember that it contained that sentence. In fact, not even that: rather, so long as someone could reproduce the sentence ‘last summer … ’, regardless of its sometime context. The sentence has the potential, at least, of outliving both this book and me. The bee communication, meanwhile, is utterly dependent both on the context in which it is uttered (put the bees in a different place at a different time, and the directions to the nectar source would make no sense to them) and on the ‘speaker’ (dancer, in the case of bees) of the communication: the meaning of the scout bee’s communication dies with the bee. The point here for Gadamer is that animal communication is distinguished from human language by being a mere tool. (Gadamer disagrees with the established view that the use of tools is confined to higher animals, since that depends on a narrow definition of ‘tool’ as something manufactured with a specific purpose in mind, which in turn would require hand-like bodily appendages, etc. But Gadamer construes ‘tool’ as an instrument used to satisfy an immediate need, and animal communication meets this definition, while being natural to the animal and not consciously manufactured by it.) Morse Code is a tool for humans, just as dolphin ‘songs’ and bee ‘dances’ are tools for those animals: its purpose is mere communication. However, language is so much more than that: ‘The possibilities which language allows us humans, the possibilities of language which we all use, surpass the possibilities of a tool and the use of tools. Language signifies memory’ (Gadamer 1991b: 90).

Indeed, it is through language that humans have a world at all; as Gadamer (generously crediting the nineteenth-century philologist Wilhelm von Humboldt with the idea) puts it, ‘a language-view is a worldview’:

Language is not just one of man’s possessions in the world; rather, on it depends the fact that man has a world at all. The world as world exists for no other creature that is in the world. But this world is verbal in nature.

(Gadamer 2004: 440)

All living beings in the world have an environment, but only humans can be free from their environment in the sense of having an attitude towards the things around them rather than being merely dependent upon them. It is this having an attitude – what Gadamer calls ‘orientation’ – that constitutes having a world. In other words, I see the world as a world; it is not simply the case that there’s stuff around me that I interact with in order to survive. Animals drink from springs and eat leaves from plants, but as a human I can mentally ‘stand off’ from springs and plants and all of the other things in the world, and see those things for what they are. It is not merely the case that language enables me to do this (although it does); it is also the case that having language is part of the phenomenon of having a world:

Unlike all other living creatures, man’s relationship to the world is characterised by freedom from environment. This freedom implies the linguistic constitution of the world. Both belong together. To rise above the pressure of what impinges on us from the world means to have language and to have ‘world’.

(Gadamer 2004: 441)

Animals might ‘move over the whole earth without severing their environmental dependence’, but ‘man can always rise above the particular environment in which he happens to find himself … because his speech brings the world into language’, and so ‘to rise above the environment has from the outset a human – i.e. a verbal – significance’ (Gadamer 2004: 442).

This freedom, which is nothing other than the exercise of reason as such, is, moreover, a hermeneutics. The ‘hermeneutic experience is verbal in nature’ (Gadamer 204: 440), and hermeneutics is itself an intrinsic part of the experience of what it is (like) to be human. To be human we live in the world as linguistic creatures. Hermeneutics is not an afterthought that some educated people decide to do once human society has become developed enough; it is, rather, something that all humans do by virtue of their being human, which is to say, by virtue of being the beings that dwell in language, as Heidegger might have put it.

A consequence of this is that the understanding that comes from dwelling in language is not of the same order as that which comes from science. Once again Gadamer elevates the truth of hermeneutics above the method of science. Science merely understands the ‘being-in-itself’, as Gadamer calls it, of the object of its study: hence physics understands the being-in-itself of matter from the sub-atomic to the cosmic, biology understands the being-in-itself of living organisms, etc. It is theoretically possible within these disciplines to achieve comprehension, i.e. comprehensive understanding – to know everything there is to know about matter or living organisms. Such knowledge would be a collection of facts, and each fact would be true. But a massive, comprehensive collection of little truths would not add up to one big truth in any profound sense: if an überscientist were to comprehend the whole of physics, biology, etc., he would comprehend the entirety of physical reality. But he would still not comprehend being in the world as Gadamer understands it; he would not comprehend the meaning of being, of what it means to be. Scientific investigation is objective in the sense of taking an aspect of physical reality as its object of research, about which it can state facts. In this way the scientist is akin to the animal: both are bound to the environment, or to physical reality, which is tantamount to the same thing. The scientist’s discourse is the mere communication of information about the environment. The scientist says nothing about being in the world:

The world that appears in language and is constituted by it does not have, in the [scientific] sense, being-in-itself, and is not relative in the same sense as the object of the natural sciences. It is not being-in-itself, insofar as it is not characterised by objectivity and can never be given in experience as the comprehensive whole that it is.

(Gadamer 2004: 449)

As an aside, this leads Gadamer (2004: 449) to praise the learning of foreign languages, since ‘by learning a foreign language men do not alter their relationship with the world’, but rather ‘while preserving their own relationship to the world, they extend and enrich it by the world of the foreign language’. But Gadamer’s main point is that language gives us experience: we experience the world through language. The scientist is not interested in experience: experiencing the phenomenon that the scientist describes is not part of the scientist’s project (‘What is it like to be a bat?’ is not a scientific question); neither is the scientist’s own experience, or the experience of others, relevant to his scientific research (the scientist does not need to know that Scheele discovered oxygen or that he himself breathes it in order to examine its chemical properties). This is by no means to say that Gadamer is a subjectivist or a relativist; on the contrary, he acknowledges the objective truth of scientific discoveries. It is merely that such discoveries leave what is really important for Gadamer – the experience of living life through dialogue with others – untouched. Science, for Gadamer, calculates or measures what is present-at-hand, but ‘verbally constituted experience of the world’ expresses ‘what exists, what man recognises as existent and significant’ (Gadamer 2004: 452). What has led Gadamer’s discussion to the relationship between language and world is that ‘the linguistic nature of … bringing [things] into language is the same as that of the human experience of the world in general’ (Gadamer 2004: 452). Because it ‘depends on the character of language as event’, he writes, ‘the structure of the hermeneutical experience … totally contradicts the idea of scientific methodology’ (Gadamer 2004: 459).




Summary

Gadamer distinguishes the kind of truth discovered by the natural sciences from the truth to be found in art, and sets himself the task of understanding how the truth of art can be understood. The concept of play is important to this. Art and play are similar insofar as each changes the person who experiences it; moreover, both art and play break down the distinctions between the serious and the non-serious, and the literal and metaphorical. Neither play nor art is goal-directed in the sense of existing in order to bring about something else – they are useless, in a positive sense. This means that players become absorbed in the game for its own sake. Art is a form of play: in art, it is the spectator rather than the player who becomes absorbed in the play, and so the play becomes transformed into a work. Art is a representation, which is to say, a presentation for another. And what the other recognises in a work of art is the truth. The appreciation of art lies in recognition, the recognition that something is seen as something. Literature is a special art form in that it transforms ‘the dead trace of meaning … back into living meaning’, and being literate is a precondition of being able to do hermeneutics.

Prejudice is ‘a judgement that is rendered before all elements that determine a situation have been fully examined’. Gadamer rehabilitates prejudice by distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate prejudices. A legitimate prejudice is one founded on authority, since authority is usually derived from the greater experience of the person holding it. Accepting the word of such an authority would be rational; hence hermeneutics does not accept an antithesis between reason and authority, or reason and prejudice. Moreover, hermeneutics accepts the validity of tradition. For the natural sciences, tradition is irrelevant, since it is the finding of the scientific discovery that is important, not how the scientist got there. But in the humanities, the scholar does not seek an ‘end’ to research which, when achieved, could be called ‘progress’: the truths that the humanities scholar discovers are timeless. We call artworks that embody these timeless truths ‘classical’.

Moreover, the humanities scholar trying to understand an artwork is caught in a historical situation – the timeless character of art is in interplay with the bound-by-time existence of the interpreter. This situatedness of the interpreter means that he has a horizon, which ‘is the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen from a particular vantage point’. In hermeneutics, we must encounter tradition by adopting the right vantage point, so that our horizon encompasses what we need to know to understand the work presented to us. This means putting ourselves in the situation of the text that has been handed down to us, but also we must allow our horizon to be ‘open’, which is to say, allow the text to change our understanding, rather than our understanding being merely something we apply to a text. In understanding, a fusion of horizons takes place, whereby a greater understanding of the text is achieved by the text allowing me to understand myself better: the past is understood through the present, and the present is understood through the past.

Language is the medium through which this is achieved. It is inherent to the nature of language that it is capable of being written down. Language, therefore, as manifested in writing, is what enables us to have a historical consciousness, and thus enables this fusion of horizons to take place. Language enables us to have a world-view; hermeneutics concerns itself with understanding world-views, whereas science merely discovers information that can be communicated in much the same way as animals transmit information signals.






4

Hermeneutics in practice

Reading texts

In the previous chapter we saw how Gadamer, in Truth and Method, develops his central concepts – play, prejudice and tradition, situation and horizon – in order to understand the task of hermeneutics. But in grasping these concepts, we must not forget the relationship between truth and method that lies behind the title of Gadamer’s great work. In the natural sciences, the investigator follows a particular method in order to discover an empirical, verifiable truth. In the human sciences, meanwhile, the goal is not the same. It is not to discover a series of truths (facts) which increase our understanding quantitatively, as it were, so that the sum of human knowledge progresses, and prior theories are discarded as they become disproved. Rather, the goal of the human sciences is to increase our understanding qualitatively: the quality of our understanding becomes enhanced through our interpretations. Thus in the human sciences the past does not become out of date, but rather constantly informs our present, just as our present constantly informs our understanding of the past. It follows from this that, contrary to what goes on in the natural sciences, in the humanities no one particular method of conducting one’s enquiries is more appropriate than another. In the natural sciences, once Francis Bacon has established the ‘deductive’ method of testing hypotheses through experiment, that becomes the method of doing natural science: any ‘science’ that does not follow this method is fraudulent science, or not science at all. But the same is not true in the humanities, where a number of competing methods vie for attention and credibility.

This being the case, when it comes to hermeneutics – the art of interpretation – there can be no method at all. Hermeneutics seeks to understand and, ultimately, to understand itself. Gadamer seeks merely to describe (describing is itself a mode of understanding!) what goes on in this process of understanding: he does not – cannot – prescribe a method for understanding. As he writes much later: ‘There is no hermeneutic method. All the methods developed by scholarship can be hermeneutically profitable – if one uses them correctly’ (Gadamer 1997a: 161). Truth and Method is not an instruction manual on ‘how to do hermeneutics’.

This being so, Gadamer’s reader could be forgiven for feeling a little perplexed: ‘What am I to do?’ How should one go about reading texts according to Gadamer’s hermeneutical principles? On one level, of course, the question is unanswerable. The best we can hope for is to see what Gadamer himself does, especially when he applies himself to literary texts, which was to become his major preoccupation in his later years following the publication of Truth and Method.

Writing and literature

So far we have seen why language is important to Gadamer. But language is merely one segment in a hierarchical order, thus: communication → language → writing → literature → poetry. Let us now turn to writing and literature. While higher animals have memories, they do not have collective, cultural memory that can be handed down from one generation to another in a tradition. It is language that allows this, and it does so because it is repeatable. ‘Repetition’ here is to be understood in a special sense: ‘It does not mean referring back to the original source where something is said or written’; rather, understanding in language consists not of ‘a repetition of something past[,] but the sharing of a present meaning’ (Gadamer 2004: 394). Now, while this is true of language as such, ‘writing has the methodological advantage of presenting the hermeneutical problem in all its purity’; whereas ‘the spoken word interprets itself to an astonishing degree, by the manner of speaking, the tone of voice, the tempo and so on, and also by the circumstances in which it is spoken’, writing is ‘detached from everything psychological’ and thus liberated from all of that. This is why it can be somewhat off-putting to hear a writer read their own work: our attention is directed away from ‘what our understanding should really be directed toward’ – the meaning of the text as such – and towards the various inflections the writer gives to the work in speaking, which is really someone else’s interpretation given a false veneer of authenticity by the accidental circumstance of that ‘someone else’ happening to be the person who originally wrote the text (Gadamer 2004: 394–5). In fact, autonomy from the producer of the writing is what makes literature literature. In the case of literature, that

we are dealing with a work that has become autonomous … is shown by the fact that any reproduction – even on the part of the author or reader – contains an inappropriate contingent moment. A genuine text in this eminent sense is never measured against the original way in which it was originally said. There is always something disturbing about hearing a poet reading his own works: we ask why the poet sounds just like this and why he performs it in just this kind of way. Every speaker of a ‘text’ knows that no possible vocal realisation – not even his own – can ever completely satisfy our inner ear. The text has acquired an ideality that cannot be obviated by any possible realisation.

(Gadamer 1986b: 146)

What is special about literary texts for Gadamer – indeed, what makes them ‘literary’ as opposed to everyday texts – is precisely this ‘ideality’ or ‘autonomy’ that they possess. The task of hermeneutics in what one might call everyday circumstances is to make the text disappear in our understanding – this is what the ‘fusion of horizons’ entails. When the horizon of the text and the horizon of the reader are fused, the alienating nature of the text – its strangeness and otherness resulting from its having been written in a different time and place from our own – is overcome. But this is not the case with literature. Literary texts ‘do not disappear in our act of understanding them, but instead stand there confronting our understanding with normative claims, and stand continually before every new way the text can speak’ (Gadamer 2007: 180). Literary texts ‘come back into themselves’, which is to say that they speak. This means that it is not the author that is speaking, but the text itself: this is the true and authentic meaning of the word ‘text’ for Gadamer. ‘Literature’ means ‘what is written’. All cultures, even cultures in which oral recitation is the dominant mode of rendering their great works, have ‘literature’, since these works become ‘what is written’ in memory. Hence ‘a literary text is not just the rendering of a spoken language into a fixed form’ (Gadamer 2007: 181). On the contrary, it is the other way around: a literary text is already a fixed form when it is created, and it is rendered into a spoken language when it is read.

Hence ‘a literary text does not refer back to an already spoken word at all … Instead, the literary text is text in a most special sense, text in the highest degree, precisely because it does not point back to the repetition of some primordial act of oral utterance’ (Gadamer 2007: 181). This has consequences when it comes to ‘doing hermeneutics’ with regard to literary texts. In such hermeneutics, ‘the text must be detached from all contingent factors and grasped in its full ideality, in which alone it has validity’ (Gadamer 2004: 396). One such ‘contingent factor’ to be avoided is what the author intended:

It sounds at first like a sensible hermeneutical rule – and is generally recognised as such – that nothing should be put into a text that the writer … could not have intended. But this rule can be applied only in extreme cases. For texts do not ask to be understood as a living expression of the subjectivity of their writers. This, then, cannot define the limits of a text’s meaning.

(Gadamer 2004: 396)

‘Texts do not ask to be understood as a living expression of the subjectivity of their writers’ because texts are written, and Gadamer has already demonstrated that the ideal nature of (meaning within) writing precludes this – once a text has been written, it cannot help but enter the public sphere in principle, even if in practice it is locked away in a drawer somewhere. Rather, it is ‘precisely because it entirely detaches the sense of what is said from the person saying it’ that ‘the written word makes the understanding reader the arbiter of its claim to truth’ (Gadamer 2004: 396).

But who is this reader? It is important not to fall into the opposite trap – and this was Schleiermacher’s error – of thinking that the meaning of a text is to be found in the reader to whom the text was originally addressed. Such a reader is, according to Gadamer, merely another ‘contingent factor’ that detracts from the ideality of the text, wherein the text’s validity is to be found:

If one tries to determine the meaning of a text … in relation to its original reader … one does not get beyond an accidental determination. The idea of the contemporary addressee can claim only a restricted critical validity. For what is contemporaneity? Listeners of the day before yesterday as well as of the day after tomorrow are always among those to whom one speaks as a contemporary. Where are we to draw the line that excludes a reader from being addressed?

(Gadamer 2004: 396)

But, in any case, the idea of the original reader is challenged by the nature of the literary tradition which, as we have seen, is defined by its being written down for posterity. It is easy to summon examples of writing that is addressed to the contemporary situation – journalism springs readily to mind – but such writing is not literature: it does not endure. (To answer a possible objection: George Orwell’s journalism has endured because of its literary qualities, not because of its journalistic ones.) The enduring, ‘for posterity’ nature of literature makes a nonsense of the appeal to the original reader in any hermeneutics. It is also what makes not just language, but literature, essentially human, or, rather, what makes literature the paradigm of what is human about language and what distinguishes it from animal communication or Morse Code. It is the expression of what it is to be human: ‘To keep in memory means to be human’ (Gadamer 1991b: 89). The capacity for holding memory and the capacity for writing for the future which is signified by language are two sides of the same coin (a culture remembers what past generations have committed to posterity), and the value of that coin is held in literature. Literature is a work, which is to say, like all work, it is the deferral of desire: instead of immediately satisfying our desires, we work, which is to say, ‘we live inasmuch as we orient ourselves to our future in expectation and hope’ (Gadamer 1991b: 90).

Language forces us out of ‘the living creation bounded by nature’, but this in turn entails our being bounded instead by what Gadamer calls (following Plato and Aristotle) nómos. ‘Nómos is not just law and man-made order. Nómos is the allotted, the measure. To know about it is human’ (Gadamer 1991b: 90–1). In advanced societies captivated by a belief in progress we tend to forget this, which is to say, forget what is allotted to us as humans, the ‘human condition’, as another of Heidegger’s students, Hannah Arendt, called it. Literature serves as a reminder of ‘the whole in which we are and who we ourselves are’; it fulfils a ‘continual task of return [to what is essentially human] and self-communion’ (Gadamer 1991b: 90). It may be seen from this that Gadamer is not interested in ‘personal’ literature, in the sense of literature expressing merely the personal thoughts of whoever created it (what Andrew Motion has called ‘Mills & Boon poetry’ springs readily to mind), or which strikes a merely personal chord in the mind of an individual reader (‘Wow! This poem really says something about how I feel!’). Rather, true literature for Gadamer speaks the universal, being embodied in a public language.

In this, Gadamer is once again heavily influenced by Heidegger. In a famous lecture of 1951, Heidegger tries to get at the essence of language. By ‘essence’ Heidegger does not mean the nature of language. The nature of language can be investigated and described by linguistics, and this scientific investigation of language characterises it in three ways: language is an expression of internal thoughts; language is an activity; and language is a (re)presentation of reality. All scientific investigation of language asks questions about language which are answered in terms of these three characteristics. Heidegger does not challenge the ‘correctness’ of this approach. However, his concern is to circumvent this correctness, which is to say, to position himself outside the norms that scientific discourse on this issue have established, in order to get at something more fundamental; he is not addressing the question, ‘What is the nature of language?’, but rather the question, ‘What is language as such?’ Heidegger seeks neither to describe nor to explain language, but rather to reflect upon language as language, which means, he says, ‘to reach the speaking of language in such a way that this speaking takes place as that which grants an abode for the being of mortals’ (Heidegger 1975: 192). The ‘speaking of language’ that ‘takes place as that which grants an abode for the being of mortals’ is to be found in ‘what is spoken purely’.

Heidegger’s essay is deliberately somewhat obscure: it is itself an attempt at this ‘pure speaking’ and, as such, does not seek to explain, but rather to show through its own example, what this ‘pure speaking’ consists of. But Gadamer is explicit in spelling out what this ‘pure speaking’ is: it is literature. Literature is a special case of discourse insofar as, in reading it, the ‘fusion of horizons’ whereby the text disappears does not take place: rather, it ‘stand[s] there confronting our understanding’ (Gadamer 2007: 180). Literary texts, he says, are ‘texts in the original and authentic sense’, and it is in this way that Gadamer’s thought is once again reunited with Heidegger’s, whose entire oeuvre can be said to be a search for the original and authentic. And what is ‘original and authentic’ about literary texts is that, as Heidegger also said, they speak. This speaking of the literary text is Gadamer’s most important concept in his later work on literary theory. By it he means that the literary text demands to be listened to when read aloud, and demands repeated listening so that it becomes inscribed in the memory, ‘as if written in the soul’. Literary texts are ‘on the way to scripturality’, having a status of a writing that is sacred. It is important here, however, to realise that, in literature, it is the text itself that is speaking – it is not ‘the rendering of a spoken language into a fixed form’. There is no already-spoken version of a piece of literature that its written form represents. In literature, it is not the case that words are spoken and then written down; rather, literature speaks because it is originally written – it is not ‘the repetition of some primordial act of oral utterance’ (and so it is not the task of hermeneutics to attempt to reconstruct such a primordial utterance). Literature, says Gadamer (2007: 181), ‘in its own right prescribes all repetitions and speech-acts out of itself’.

In literature, then, we find that ‘language itself comes to appearance in a very special way’ (Gadamer 2007: 181): in literature, words have ‘self-presentation’; they have both a ‘discursive meaning’ and a special way of being said. The special meaning of literature arises from both of these aspects. On the side of the discursive meaning, the relation of the literary text’s assertions to reality is suspended: we are not interested in whether what is being claimed is true in the referential sense. (Did Wordsworth really see a host of golden daffodils? Who cares?) On the side of the way of saying, ‘a literary text demands to become present in its linguistic appearance and not just to carry out its function of conveying a message’ (Gadamer 2007: 182). This is what Gadamer calls the ‘full self-presence’ of the word. But the distinction between the discursive meaning and the way of saying is an artificial one: in the reality of reading literary texts, ‘the actuality of words and of discourse as sound is always indissolubly bound up with the transmission of meaning’:

In a literary work, a peculiar tension is generated between the directedness to meaning inherent in discourse and the self-presentation inherent in its appearing. Every part of speech, every member, every individual word that submits to the unity of meaning in the sentence, represents in itself a kind of unity of meaning insofar as through its meaning something meant is evoked. So far as the word issues forth from the play within its own unity and does not function merely as a means of conveying the meaning of the discourse as a whole, to that extent the multiplicity of meaning within the word’s own naming power is allowed to unfold.

(Gadamer 2007: 182)

Thus the experience of reading literature is quite different from that of reading ordinary discourse. In ordinary discourse, we are in a hurry to get to the final meaning – ‘we are continually running ahead in thought searching for the meaning, so that we let the appearance of the words disappear’ (Gadamer 2007: 182). In reading literary texts, by contrast, ‘one does not hurry impatiently and unswervingly to the end meaning, the grasping of which signals that one has gotten the message’ (Gadamer 2007: 188). Rather:

We leaf back through the text, begin again, read anew, discover new dimensions of meaning. At the end what stands is not the secure consciousness of having understood the matter so that now one can leave the text behind, but rather just the opposite. The deeper one goes into the text, the more the charges of meaning and sound in it enter our consciousness. We do not leave the text behind but allow ourselves to enter into it.

(Gadamer 2007: 188)

Poetry

In his essay ‘Text and Interpretation’ Gadamer moves almost seamlessly from speaking of ‘literature’ to speaking of ‘poetry’, and it is clear that the poem is the paradigmatic case of literature for him. Again he is influenced by Heidegger (1975: 194) here, who claims that ‘what is spoken purely is the poem’. (Heidegger’s lecture is itself as much a poetic rhapsode as it is philosophy, and what is rhapsodised is poetry itself.) In his earlier (1931–2) lecture course The Essence of Truth, Heidegger, like Gadamer in Truth and Method after him, promotes art over science in the search for truth: ‘What is essential in the discovery of reality happened and happens not through science, but through … great poetry and its projections’ (Heidegger 2002: 47). Hence what is ‘essential’ about poetry is not its capacity for doing something like science – ‘depicting reality more accurately and more precisely’ – which, of course, it does badly, or becomes bad art when it attempts it. Rather, ‘the artist possesses essential insight for the possible, for bringing out the inner possibilities of beings, thus for making man see what it really is with which he so blindly busies himself’, so that ‘poetry makes beings more beingful’ (Heidegger 2002: 47). Thus the kind of truth which art, and especially poetry, reveals is not scientific truth in the sense of an accurate description of reality, or of a correspondence of what is said with the facts of the matter. If I say ‘my chair is black’ and it really is black, then I have uttered a true sentence; if I say ‘two plus two equals five’, then I have uttered a false sentence, since two plus two always equals four. Heidegger does not deny the validity or usefulness of this kind of truth, but it is not his primary interest, nor is it the interest of art and poetry. The kind of truth that poetry reveals is, rather, truth as unhiddenness or unconcealedness (Heidegger 2002: 48). This, for Heidegger, is the essence of truth, and poetry, in its capacity for bringing beings to an understanding of being, brings it to light.

Gadamer accepts this Heideggerian notion of truth (Heidegger insists that it is not a definition of truth, since such would be to reduce it to a sentence that could be repeated, checked against the original and determined to be ‘true’ in the scientific, rather than essential, sense), and he accepts, too, Heidegger’s privileging of poetry as articulating this truth. In his essay ‘On the Contribution of Poetry to the Search for Truth’, Gadamer explains why he privileges poetry so. He again points out that, in reading a poem, ‘it never occurs to us to ask who it is who wants to say something to us or why’; rather, ‘we are wholly directed toward the word as it stands’. He then goes on to ‘ask in what sense there can be truth in such a word’ (Gadamer 1986b: 107). The answer lies in the fact that the poetic word is ‘unique and irreplaceable’: ‘If this is not our impression and the words seem to have been arbitrarily chosen, then we judge the poem a failure’ (Gadamer 1986b: 107). Such a poem would not be true. A true poem is like a true friend, or the word ‘true’ in the phrase ‘true poem’ has the same meaning as it has in the phrase ‘true friend’:

When we say that someone is a ‘true friend’[,] we mean by this that someone has proved himself or herself to be a friend and not simply given us the impression of friendly support and sympathy. It has emerged that this is a real friend. He is now ‘unconcealed’, as Heidegger would say.

(Gadamer 1986b: 108)

The truth of the poetic word, for Gadamer, is like this (and so it is ‘a long way from the kind of question posed by information and communication theory’). ‘The poetic word’, claims Gadamer (1986b: 115), ‘by being there bears witness to our own being’.

Mimesis

It is clear from Gadamer’s account that, for him, poetry cannot be a form of mimesis, or at least not mimesis as it has been understood since the Enlightenment. It is Gadamer’s contention that post-Enlightenment thinking has misunderstood the essence of mimesis, and has misunderstood the meaning of the Greeks – Plato and Aristotle – who introduced the concept. It is well known that Plato banishes poets from his ideal Republic because they merely imitate things, and are therefore one step removed from the truth. Gadamer believes that Plato should be read ironically here, and that Aristotle was aware of Plato’s irony and underlines its truth. According to Gadamer (1986b: 99), ‘the essence of imitation consists precisely in the recognition of the represented in the representation’, which is why there is a joy in recognition – ‘nothing annoys children more than someone failing to take their disguise seriously’ (Gadamer 1986b: 98). We are not supposed to recognise the child, but rather what is being represented in the disguise. Grasping this requires an analysis of the structure of recognition; recognition ‘does not mean simply seeing something that we have already seen before’, because ‘I cannot say that I recognise something if I see it once again without realising that I have already seen it’. Rather, ‘recognising something means … that I now cognise something as something that I have already seen’ (Gadamer 1986b: 99). Thus Gadamer returns recognition to cognition, in other words, returns it to the fundamental structure of consciousness (consciousness as consciousness of something) that had been important to him in his theory of play: indeed, dressing up, which is a form of mimesis, is the form of play par excellence. This recognising is not a question of memory, but of knowledge. When I recognise something as something, it is only trivially the case that I remember it is that thing. Far more importantly, I know the thing that is recognised. I see what is ‘permanent and essential’ in it, and that knowledge is a permanent and essential feature of me. Recognition, then, ‘does not simply reveal the universal, the permanent form, stripped of all our contingent encounters of it. For it is part of the process that we recognise ourselves as well’ (Gadamer 1986b: 99–100).

Mimesis considered in this way is not mere mimicry: in fact, it follows from this conception of mimesis that what is valuable in a work of art is not its capacity to imitate or mimic. A painting does not become a great painting because it looks exactly like whatever it is depicting: if it did, then 3D photographs and trompes l’oeil would be the highest form of visual art, and onomatopoeia the most valuable literary trope. Mimesis is more universal than this. It is a revelation of the essence of things, whereby the essence of the human condition of which I partake is also revealed. Thus this concept of mimesis applies to art – such as much modern visual art and poetry – which does not represent any thing at all.

Celan

Late in his career Gadamer shows us what a hermeneutics that understands poetry’s revelation of the essence of beings looks like, through a series of literary critical readings. The German-speaking Romanian-Jewish poet Paul Celan holds a special place for Gadamer, precisely because his poems are obscure, in the sense that they do not themselves make explicit what they are about.




Paul Celan (1920–70)

Celan is a cosmopolitan poet, being born in German-speaking Bukovina (which passed from Romanian to Soviet-Ukrainian control during his lifetime), but spending most of his adult life in France. He survived a concentration camp during the Second World War, although both of his parents were murdered. All of his mature poetry, dating from after the war, is conditioned in some way by the Holocaust and his experiences of it. Celan’s mature poetic output coincides with his reading of Heidegger, and to some extent his poetry might be seen as an attempt to put Heidegger’s poetic principles into practice. Celan’s attitude towards Heidegger was ambivalent, since Heidegger was an unrepentant Nazi. This ambivalence was manifested in a personal awkwardness on the occasion of their only meeting, in 1967, when Celan was a guest at Heidegger’s hut in the Black Forest – an occasion which became the subject of one of Celan’s most famous poems, ‘Todtnauberg’.





They thus pose the very questions which get to the heart of Gadamer’s hermeneutic practice. How do we understand authentically what the poem speaks, when what it says is decontextualised, removed from a provision of background information about the world to which it refers? A simpler variation on this question is: how much extra-textual knowledge – of the poet, or of the circumstances in which the poem was written – is it legitimate to bring to bear in interpreting a poem?

Gadamer addresses these questions in a late essay, ‘Under the Shadow of Nihilism’ (1988), where he discusses the Celan poem ‘Todtnauberg’:

Todtnauberg

Arnica, eyebright, the

drink from the spring with the

starred cube on it,

in the

hut,

in the book

– whose name is recorded

before mine? –,

in this book

the written line of

a hope, today,

for a thinker’s

coming

word

heartfelt,

forest sward, unlevelled,

orchis and orchis, singly,

crude, later, while driving,

distinct,

he who drives us, the person,

who listens in

the half-

trodden log-

path in the high moor,

dampness,

plenty.

(Celan, cited in Gadamer 1991b: 121–2)

Gadamer (1991b: 120–2) begins his interpretation by giving an account of its composition: ‘In his book of poetry, Lichtzwang, Celan includes a poem written after a visit with Martin Heidegger in the Black Forest. He also sent the poem to Heidegger … The rumour is that this poem documents an unhappy conclusion to the visit.’ However, Gadamer (1991b: 122) immediately rejects the relevance of this: ‘This may be left to the biographers’ wisdom – even if it should include the autobiographer, the poet himself. The poem knows nothing of this – and further, it knows better.’ But nevertheless there is much that Gadamer tells us in order to make sense of the poem. He explains that Heidegger owned a hut on the edge of the Black Forest, where eyebrights grow. There is no running water; water is obtained from a nearby spring, and ‘the top of the spring’s post is a cube carved into the wood, into which a star-shaped ornament is engraved’. It was Heidegger’s custom to have his guests sign the visitors’ book. After his visit to the hut, Celan is driven home in a car, and Heidegger accompanies him.

Gadamer intersperses his account with such remarks as ‘naturally one need not know this’, and ‘one should not drive to the Black Forest to study the landscape in order better to understand the poem’. Gadamer (1991b: 123) eventually gets to what he sees as being, by contrast, what is important about the poem:

It is a reference to Heidegger’s not claiming and not being able to have a coming word, a hope for today – he tried to take a few steps along a risky path. It is a risky path. One who steps falsely steps into the moor and is threatened by sinking into the dampness. It is a description of the risky paths of this thinker’s thought.

But even this is not the ultimate meaning of the poem – it is not what makes the poem authentic and true. What makes it authentic and true is that it describes ‘a situation in which we all, as humans today, more or less consciously stand and which necessitates our thinking to travel risky paths’. The poem, says Gadamer, became a poem not only because the experience expresses the poet, but because ‘it expresses us all’. Hence although this is one of Celan’s many ‘autobiographical’ poems, it

is not an invitation for biographical research. This reference to a situation, which lends the poem something occasional and appears to demand elaboration through knowledge of the particular situation, is, in truth, elevated to the realm of the meaningful and true, and thereby allows it to become an authentic poem. It speaks for us all.

(Gadamer 1991b: 123)

Speaking for us all is, then, the criterion of an authentic, true poem. But this leaves begging the question of how the reader is to attain this ‘elevation’ to the higher level of understanding, that of the universal aspect of the poem, disregarding its reference to a particular situation. Surely the lower stage – that of knowing what particular situation the poem is immediately about – has to be passed through in order to attain the higher? Would it be possible to grasp the universal experience that the poem describes – that of the necessity of taking risky paths in one’s thinking – without first understanding that the poem is based on Heidegger’s hut in the Black Forest and its surrounding landscape or, more basically, that an arnica and an eyebright are one and the same thing, namely a flower that grows in the Black Forest? Is it possible to short-circuit the hermeneutic process and go straight to the universal meaning of the poem while disregarding (because we don’t know what the poet is referring to) the particular? This really comes down to the question of whether or not the reader can recognise that the pathways through the Black Forest serve as an allegory of the pathways of thought without this particular knowledge of the situation of the poem. This question is impossible to answer, because all future interpretations of Celan’s ‘Todtnauberg’ must incorporate Gadamer’s – we cannot ‘disremember’ the knowledge that Gadamer has provided us with. But it is significant that, while dismissing this knowledge as irrelevant, Gadamer spends some two pages elaborating on it, whereas the claim that the poem ‘speaks to us all’ scarcely gets beyond mere assertion. Clearly Gadamer is at a huge advantage over most readers when it comes to this poem, since he, like Celan, knew Heidegger, visited him at his hut, etc. The dismissal of extra-textual knowledge in understanding a text is easier for someone who has that knowledge than for someone who hasn’t.

Perhaps further guidance on this point can be found in another late Gadamer essay on Celan, ‘Who Am I and Who Are You?’, which discusses Celan’s poem-sequence Breath-Crystal. The ‘I’ and ‘You’ to be found in Celan’s text are not named by the text itself, and so the poem-sequence is a perfect opportunity for Gadamer to find meaning in the text while testing the limits of the amount of extra-textual information required (of the author’s biography, for example) to make sense of it.

In practice, what Gadamer does in his literary criticism here again looks remarkably Heideggerian. The second half of Heidegger’s lecture ‘On Language’ is devoted (and devoted is the right word here) to discussion of a poem by Georg Trakl, ‘A Winter Evening’. Heidegger’s discussion of this twelve-line poem extends over several pages – this is close reading with a vengeance, an initial meditation on a few words extending out in an ever-widening hermeneutic circle. Likewise, Gadamer’s interpretation of Breath-Crystal far outweighs in numbers of words the slight volume of poetry it is discussing. Take, for example, his treatment of the initial poem:

CONSOLED YOU may

welcome me with snow:

whenever I strode through the summer

shoulder to shoulder with the mulberry tree,

its youngest leaf

screamed.

(Celan, cited in Gadamer 1997a: 70)

Gadamer first draws attention to the ‘strange directness’ with which the poem begins, and the ‘sharp contrast’ between the snow and summer, before seeing the mulberry tree as ‘undoubtedly the emblem of germinating energy’ (Gadamer 1997a: 71). He then pauses on this mulberry tree to remark that

already here, in one’s first approach to the poem, one must understand as concretely as possible. This means correctly accounting for the poet’s awareness of language, since he not only uses words in their clear reference to objects, but also constantly plays with the meanings and associations that sound in them.

(Gadamer 1997a: 71)

This might lead the assiduous critic to discern a link between the Maul (‘mouth’) of Maulbeerbaum (‘mulberry tree’) and a loudmouth who is ‘screaming’, but that would be a false path, since the ‘context of the poem’ does not support this interpretation. Rather, what Gadamer calls a ‘transposition of what is said’ – how the meaning of the poem is carried over from one of its parts to another – must be derived from the fact that the poem is speaking about ‘new verdure’ (the ‘youngest leaf’). Here, a knowledge of mulberry trees is helpful: they produce new foliage throughout the entire summer. Thus ‘it is the scream of the leaf which grounds the movement of meaning’ (Gadamer 1997a: 71), and where the movement leads is, claims Gadamer, towards silence ‘or the most austere speech’. How do we get there? Being ‘shoulder to shoulder’ with the vigorous mulberry tree suggests the antithesis of restful contemplation, while the ‘whenever’ ‘suggests that the hope of the recurrently departing wanderer to be just once accompanied silently and mutely by the mulberry tree of life is never fulfilled’ (Gadamer 1997a: 72). Moreover, the ‘You’ means ‘whoever next should welcome one after this summer of restless striving’, and this absence of a definitive person in the place of the ‘You’ suggests a ‘readiness to accept what comes next, whatever it may be’. ‘Thus’, says Gadamer (1997a: 73), ‘it seems to me completely possible to read this readiness ultimately as the readiness for death, that is, the acceptance of the last, most extreme antithesis to too much life’. This leaves begging the question, though, of what ‘snow’ means in the poem. ‘The question cannot be answered’, says Gadamer, but it is this very indeterminacy that confirms his reading thus far: in this poem, ‘it is futile to differentiate between me and you, between the I of the poet and all of us whom the poem reaches. The poem says to the poet, as well as to all of us, that the stillness is welcome.’ This is what makes the poem universal in the sense of appealing to all who read it, rather than being merely personal to Celan. Moreover, this is confirmed by the title of the entire sequence, Breath-Crystal. According to Gadamer, the ‘stillness’ that is contrasted with the lively movement of the mulberry tree ‘is the same stillness heard in the turn of breath, the ever so quiet recurrence of the act of breathing’; this ‘breath-turn’ is ‘the sensuous experience of the silent, calm moment between inhaling and exhaling’. Thus it is that a poem that ends in ‘screamed’ is really about silence. We can, of course, take this further (the hermeneutic circle is like a hamster wheel: once you start on it, it’s hard to stop and get off). Gadamer does in fact explain the ‘snow’: snow falls silently, and a heavy snowfall on an otherwise noisy landscape mutes it, lending it a still and silent atmosphere. The answer to the ‘question’ of the snow lies not in what it is, but in what it does, the effect it has. Thus the snow of the proem is like the breath-crystal of the whole sequence, suspending a moment between the various antitheses the poem establishes: summer/winter, life/death, scream/stillness, word/silence. These antitheses are not so much resolved as elevated. As Gadamer (1997a: 74) puts it, himself poetically: ‘One hears it the way one hears the deep stillness of winter that blankets everything. Something ever so quiet crystallises, something ever so small, so light, and yet so precise: the true word.’ This poem is a true poem, in the Heideggerian sense of ‘true’.

It is noticeable that in this reading of the proem to Breath-Crystal, as in his reading of the entire sequence, Gadamer does not make a critical judgement as such. A critical judgement would be that it is a melancholy poem, in the rather precise sense of finding consolation in sadness. The vigorous life of the mulberry tree is an unbearable screaming against the welcoming stillness and silence. This is an inversion of commonplace expectation: summer, being alive, is joyful, whereas winter, being dead, is sad. Gadamer resists the temptation to say whether this is a ‘good thing’ or not. For him it is the truth of the poem, as revealed in our understanding, that is important. At face value, Gadamer might appear to have something in common with F.R. Leavis, whose critical principle of ‘This is so, don’t you agree?’ superficially looks like an invitation to the kind of dialogue that Gadamer praises. But Leavis’ question was always a rhetorical one: he was seeking agreement on his critical judgement, on his evaluation of the text he was discussing (and there was always an implication that anyone who disagreed was morally corrupt). Gadamer could not be further from this position. The agreement he seeks is an agreement as to what the text means, not an agreement as to whether it accords with certain principles of aesthetic taste. And the agreement he seeks is not coercive or exclusive, but rather to be attained through dialogue. What is valuable in all poetry, for Gadamer, as with Celan, is that it ‘speaks for us all’.




Summary

Literary texts are a special case of writing, because they are autonomous, which is to say, the ‘fusion of horizons’ between ourselves and the text does not take place when we read them; rather, the strangeness of the text remains, confronting us. Literary texts are originally in a fixed form (even if it is fixed only in memory), and so are not a representation of speech, but rather they themselves speak. Literature is written down for posterity, and so neither the understanding of its author nor the understanding of its original readers is relevant to its interpretation. In the literary text language itself makes itself present in a special way: it is the text itself that is speaking. In reading a literary text, we do not hurry to the end to find the meaning, but rather look at every word along the way.

The paradigmatic case of literature is the poem, since in a poem every word is unique and irreplaceable. This makes poetry true in the Heideggerian sense that its meaning is unconcealed, in the same way that a true friend reveals himself to be such, and thus likewise is unique and irreplaceable. True art is not mimetic in the Enlightenment sense of representing things through mimicry, but rather in the original sense of revealing the essence of things. In his last essays, Gadamer demonstrated how poetry reveals truth through readings of the poems of Celan. Although ‘autobiographical’, the autobiographical references they contain are merely incidental: what is significant about these poems is not that they are about Celan’s life at a particular time, but that ‘they speak to us all’.
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Gadamer in dialogue

Habermas, Ricoeur, Derrida

Truth and Method was highly influential when it was first published in 1960. Although Gadamer was then sixty, he lived such a long life after this that he was able to witness the work of many of the most important thinkers who came ‘after’ him, comment on their work, and engage in discussion with them – thus, as he saw it, fulfilling the mission of hermeneutics, which was to promote understanding through debate. The most prominent later twentieth-century figures to engage with Gadamer were the German critical theorist Jürgen Habermas and the French philosophers Paul Ricoeur and Jacques Derrida.

Habermas




Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929)

Habermas is a highly influential German philosopher of sociology. As a postgraduate he was heavily influenced by the Marxist ‘Frankfurt School’ of Critical Theory, but he soon distanced himself from their position in favour of the rationalist thought of the German Enlightenment. His early work Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere gave a history of how Western society developed from having dominant oppressive institutions (such as the palace at Versailles) to having open ones such as coffee shops, where conversation and dialogue became social models. From there he went on to develop a theory of the ‘interpretive’ or ‘hermeneutic’ sciences, in distinction to the natural sciences, identifying that what they have in common is a ‘practical interest’ in promoting mutual, and self-, understanding in social life. Just as the natural sciences reflect a deep-seated, natural human interest in the control of nature, so mutual and self-understanding are also deep-seated, natural human interests. Habermas’ is a hermeneutic task insofar as it seeks to make these interests explicit. From reading Habermas generally, as well as his essays specifically in debate with Gadamer, it readily becomes apparent that his differences with Gadamer are mostly ones of degree or emphasis: at one point Gadamer (1986c: 286) writes, ‘I no longer know what we are arguing about’.





The debate between Habermas and Gadamer begins with the publication of Habermas’ book On the Logic of the Social Sciences, which contains a lengthy critique of Gadamer’s Truth and Method. It is important to realise – and this is often overlooked – that Habermas’ review is not entirely negative; in fact, the first half of it finds much to praise in Gadamer’s work, and, without it, it is clear that Habermas’ own theory of communicative interaction could never have been developed. In particular, Habermas endorses the notion of hermeneutic experience as a ‘countermove’ to the linguistics of particular languages, which reason transcends. Translation, therefore, for Habermas (1990a: 215) as for Gadamer, is ‘the extreme variant of an achievement upon which every normal conversation must depend’. Moreover, Habermas sees Gadamer as akin to the later Wittgenstein in realising the importance of ordinary language, as opposed to ‘ideal’ languages constructed by logicians. Ordinary language has an ‘open structure’. The meanings of the terms it deploys subtly shift according to the subjective understandings of their users and the circumstances of their use; although dictionaries attempt to pin down precise meanings, in reality what people say rarely coincides exactly with the dictionary definitions of the words used. This is both a weakness and a strength of ordinary language: a weakness insofar as it allows in misunderstandings, and a strength insofar as meaning – and therefore understanding – must be arrived at through the cooperation of the partners in a conversation. The openness or ‘porousness’ of ordinary language enforces socialisation: as soon as the individual speaks, he ceases to be an individual, but, rather, becomes a member of a society. But for an individual to be a successful member of society, he must learn new language games on the basis of the ones ‘he has already mastered’. Thus ‘hermeneutics insists that we learn to understand a language from the horizon of the language we already know’ (Habermas 1990a: 222).

As with language, so with society generally, and again Habermas is in accord with Gadamer. Habermas praises Gadamer’s criticisms of Schleiermacher and Dilthey: in attempting to objectivise history, they failed to appreciate that any historical interpretation is not merely a reproduction of the past, but also a production of a new present based upon it. It’s Gadamer’s great achievement, says Habermas (1990a: 230), to demonstrate ‘that hermeneutic understanding is linked with transcendental necessity to the articulation of an action-orienting self-understanding’. In other words, and more simply, history is of its nature limited to an understanding of the past and the present; these are the limits of the historian’s horizon, so long as he is a (mere) historian, attempting to look at history objectively. But the hermeneuticist, in his subjectivity as a person, sets himself goals based on the present circumstance he finds himself in and which he seeks to act upon, and is thus orientated towards the future as well as the past (this is his ‘action-orienting self-understanding’). This is ‘transcendentally necessary’, by which Habermas means that all human knowledge and understanding whatever are dependent on this structure of interpretation. Habermas thus agrees with Gadamer’s interpretation of Aristotle’s phronēsis: ‘Only the hearer who has already acquired a foreknowledge on the basis of appropriated traditions and experienced situations can be enlightened by lectures in practical philosophy. Practical knowledge fastens on to a socialisation process and develops it further’ (Habermas 1990a: 232).

Thus far, then, Habermas is with Gadamer. Habermas parts company with Gadamer when it comes to the concept of ‘tradition’. Habermas (1990a: 233–4) writes:

It is difficult to fix the moment of knowledge in hermeneutic understanding independently of the absolute movement of reflection. If the framework of tradition as a whole is no longer regarded as a production of reason apprehending itself, then the further development of tradition fostered by hermeneutic understanding cannot eo ipso count as rational.

Reflection on the entirety of the past that the interpreter comprehends (which is a form of self-understanding on the part of the interpreter) is always moving, hence there is no fixed point at which hermeneutic knowledge is attained. Habermas’ accusation is that Gadamer conceives of the moment of understanding as a fixed point that is independent of the tradition from which it is developed. But because understanding the tradition of which it is a part is what constitutes reason, or being rational, then the moment of hermeneutic understanding must be irrational if it is independent of that tradition.

Of course, the moment of hermeneutic understanding is not irrational, and the nub of Habermas’ critique on this point is that Gadamer throws away the methodological baby with the scientific bathwater:

The confrontation of ‘truth’ and ‘method’ should not have misled Gadamer to oppose hermeneutic experience abstractly to methodic knowledge as a whole. As it is, hermeneutic experience is the ground of the hermeneutic sciences. And even if it were feasible to remove the humanities entirely from the sphere of science, the sciences of action could not avoid linking empirical-analytic with hermeneutic procedures.

(Habermas 1990a: 235)

According to Habermas, Gadamer is right to criticise what he calls the ‘absolutism’ of the empirical sciences – the claim that empirical science will solve all possible problems and arrive, eventually, at a total understanding of the world. But that is just a criticism of empirical, or scientific, methodology. Scientific methodology consists in observing a fact of nature and then forming a hypothesis of what else must be the case, which is then confirmed or refuted through further experimental observation, so that through repeated applications of this procedure a more and more accurate picture of the world is built up. But that is not the only methodology that one can imagine – it is not methodology as such. Clearly the truths discovered by science are valuable, just as are the different sorts of truths discovered by the humanities. For Habermas, what is required is for these two forms of investigation to inform one another: on the one hand, hermeneutics will ‘be effective in the sciences or not at all’ (Habermas 1990a: 235), while on the other hand it is disingenuous to claim that hermeneutics is not, or does not have, a method, just because that method is not scientific method.

The hermeneutic insight that Habermas thinks should be applied within the sciences is that of reflection – reflection is that which the scientist should deploy in order to situate his work within the social world, the world of lived experience. Reflection would therefore link scientific knowledge to phronēsis, so that scientific knowledge would become a form of practical wisdom and not merely an abstract collection of information about the world it would be detachedly observing. This has implications for the humanities, too:

From the fact that understanding is structurally a part of the traditions that it further develops through appropriation, it does not follow that the medium of tradition is not profoundly altered by scientific reflection. Even in traditions whose efficacy is unbroken, what is at work is not simply an authority detached from insight and blindly asserting itself.

(Habermas 1990a: 236)

For Habermas, ‘Gadamer fails to appreciate the power of reflection that is developed in understanding’. Scientific reflection, which is the methodological part of hermeneutics that Gadamer denies, shifts the balance of power between authority and reason in favour of reason. Gadamer’s denial of a place for methodology within hermeneutics, which in Habermas’ eyes equates to a denial of a place for reflection, leads Gadamer to put too much weight on the place of authority within tradition. Reflection, says Habermas, ‘shakes the dogmatism of life-practices’, and it is his accusation that Gadamer’s hermeneutics, in accepting authority within tradition, allows that dogmatism to stand.

In other words, Gadamer is a closet conservative in Habermas’ view: ‘Gadamer is motivated by the conservatism of that first generation, by the impulse of a Burke [Edmund Burke (1729–97), one of the founding fathers of modern conservatism] that has not yet been turned against the rationalism of the eighteenth century; he is convinced that true authority need not be authoritarian’ (Habermas 1990a: 236). The key to this is Gadamer’s rehabilitation of prejudice, but for Habermas (1990a: 237) ‘Gadamer’s prejudice for the rights of prejudices certified by tradition denies the power of reflection’. Habermas, meanwhile, is utterly opposed to this view: reflection, he says, ‘proves itself … in being able to reject the claim of tradition. Reflection … not only confirms, but also breaks up, dogmatic forces. Authority and knowledge do not converge.’

Gadamer publishes an immediate reply to Habermas in the form of his essay ‘Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and the Critique of Ideology’, in which he takes up Habermas’ theme of reflection:

In situations where hermeneutical reflection actually comes into play … what does it do? … My thesis is – and I believe – that the thing hermeneutics teaches us … is to see through the dogmatic antithesis between ongoing ‘autochthonous’ tradition, on the one hand, and its reflective appropriation on the other. Behind such an antithesis lies a dogmatic objectivism which deforms the very concept of reflection itself.

(Gadamer 1986c: 282)

For Gadamer, reflection is not to be simply opposed to, or applied to, history, authority and tradition. History, authority and tradition are themselves part of the concept, and practice, of reflection. While there is some truth in Habermas’ claim that hermeneutics ‘bangs at the walls of tradition from within’, for Gadamer, Habermas’ claim that hermeneutics could reflect on tradition from without, in a detached, objective sort of way, is unsustainable. According to Gadamer, Habermas is too ideological, insofar as ideology is the promotion of a false consciousness through language. Habermas praises psychotherapy, for example, as a way of revealing to the patient what their language really means, as opposed to the false meaning that has been attached to it, and his own work has much in common with discourse analysis, revealing the hidden motivations and meanings behind language as it is deployed in a rhetorical manner by those who would disguise their true intents. ‘But’, Gadamer (1986c: 284–5) asks, ‘does that mean that we understand only when we see through some subterfuge and expose false presumption? Habermas appears to assume so.’ For Gadamer, conversely, hermeneutics is universal, in the sense that it seeks understanding when no subterfuge is intended as well as when it is. For Gadamer, not all instantiations of language use are ideological; many are made in good faith. Habermas ‘assumes that reflection, as practised in the hermeneutical sciences, “upsets the dogmatics of the practical life”’, and that, ‘conversely, it seems to him unsupportable and a betrayal of the heritage of the Enlightenment to say that elucidation of the biases inherent in understanding can lead to an acknowledgement of authority’ (Gadamer 1986c: 285). But for Gadamer, ‘the Enlightenment’s abstract antithesis between authority and reason seems … to mistake the truth’; even though ‘authority exercises dogmatic force in countless forms’, mere Habermasian ‘reflection’, which really means the analysis of ideology at work in language, cannot explain why there is obedience to authority. This is not the same as obedience to power as such – power is obeyed through the exercise of force by the powerful. But authority is obeyed through the power structures it creates, and it is significant for Gadamer that, for example, Germany had been through three political revolutions in his lifetime (the abolition of the monarchy in 1919, the Nazi putsch of 1933 and the creation of the Federal and Democratic Republics in 1948) while each time leaving the existing social order intact. These social structures – and their underlying power structures – can only be maintained if authority is acknowledged. And so, says Gadamer (1986c: 285), ‘The question is simply: on what does this acknowledgement rest?’

This is Gadamer’s (1986c: 285) answer:

One need only study representative instances of the loss or decline of authority to see what authority is and whence it derives its life. Not from dogmatic force, but from dogmatic acknowledgement. What, however, is dogmatic acknowledgement, if not this: that one concedes to authority a superiority in knowledge and judgement and on that ground believes that it is just. On that alone, authority ‘rests’. It prevails, therefore, not because it is blindly obeyed, but because it is ‘freely’ acknowledged.

So, contrary to Habermas’ claim, Gadamer (1986c: 286) does not believe that tradition itself is proof of validity: ‘The individual who has come of age can – but need not! – adopt on the basis of insight that which he adhered to out of obedience alone’, the ‘need not’ being the key point here. Gadamer holds that ‘the finiteness of human existence and the intrinsic particularity of reflection’ make it impossible to demand proof of the validity of tradition everywhere. One simply cannot apply one’s reasoned reflection to every received wisdom to see if it is valid – life’s too short! Sometimes – most of the time – it makes sense to accept what tradition has made acceptable, otherwise no-one would ever get anywhere in life. It is Gadamer’s contention that Habermas’ rational rejection of dogma is itself dogmatic. Gadamer asks, ‘Where does reflection demand proof?’ It cannot demand proof in every case – although Gadamer does not get around to spelling out when one should apply one’s reason and question received wisdom: what are the criteria for doing so, or the circumstances under which this should be done?

Rather than answer these questions, Gadamer brings his response to an end by seeking to delimit the situations in which reflection should be deployed. One should not step outside one’s social role. Again, playing up and playing the game is important to Gadamer (1986c: 291): ‘The person who “sees through” his playing partners to something beyond the understandings involved in their relationship – that is, does not take the game they are playing seriously – is a spoilsport whom one avoids.’ The ‘emancipatory power of reflection’ has a limit. Failing to realise this would lead to an absence of restraint, and head towards an anarchistic utopia that it would be impossible to realise in real life. According to Gadamer, Habermas does fail to realise this and hence has ‘a hermeneutically false consciousness’ of the sort that Habermas himself criticises.

Round two of the Habermas–Gadamer debate was initiated in 1971, when both thinkers were invited to contribute to a volume of essays by leading hermeneuticists of the day, Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology. In his essay ‘The Hermeneutic Claim to Universality’ Habermas returns once again to the question of authority and tradition. Habermas (1990b: 269) paraphrases Gadamer’s position thus: ‘The dogmatic recognition of tradition, and this means the acceptance of the truth-claims of this tradition, can be equated with knowledge itself only when freedom from force and unrestricted argument about tradition have been secured within this tradition.’ His objection to this is that ‘Gadamer’s argument presupposes that legitimising recognition and the consensus on which authority is founded can arise and develop free from force’, and that this is by no means the case. Authority, for Habermas, is nothing other than the legitimisation of force, and it manifests itself through distorted communication. Dogmatic recognition is not the same as free consensus, since the latter can only be arrived at through agreement that is free from domination. Gadamer’s ‘authority’ is the authority of those who are dominant in society, those whose authority is a means of legitimising their power (the exercise of force over others); their communication is distorted, and so no true consensus over their meaning can be developed. And so Habermas is in accord with the principles of the Enlightenment on this: there really is an opposition between authority and reason. This opposition ‘cannot be superseded by hermeneutic means’.

It is a logical consequence of Gadamer’s position that ‘the interpreter’s ability to understand the author better than he had understood himself is limited by the accepted and traditionally established certitudes of the socio-cultural life-world of which he is part’ (Habermas 1990b: 269). However, because ‘the background consensus of established traditions … may be a forced consensus which resulted from pseudo-communication[,] the range of a hermeneutical understanding that has been extended into critique must, consequently, not be tied to the radius of convictions existing within a tradition’ (Habermas 1990b: 270). It is in this sense that Habermas, in distinction from Gadamer, sees himself as an Enlightenment thinker: the Enlightenment, he says, results from ‘radical understanding’, ‘radical’ in the sense that it is, at least potentially, emancipated from tradition. It is this which makes it political.

Habermas’ second critique of Gadamer is accompanied by Gadamer’s ‘Reply’. Here, Gadamer takes issue with Habermas’ support of psychoanalysis as a model for social communication. Just as, in psychoanalysis, the analyst sees through the distorted communication of the patient to its true meaning beyond, so also Habermas, in his critique of society, sees the true meaning behind society’s distorted communications. But for Gadamer this puts Habermas precisely in the position of the party-pooping psychotherapist who analyses his social peers as if they were his patients. There is an essential difference between a psychotherapeutic situation and a social one: in psychotherapy the patient demurs to the authority of the therapist – after all, there are only two people involved. But in society the sociologist has to engage with many competing voices, and he does this on the basis of being an equal with the other participants. In therapy the analyst is a professional analyst and not a patient, but in society the sociologist is a member of the society he seeks to understand. Therefore, the sociologist must be political in the true sense of participating in the polis, the assembly of people at large. They can answer him back! The sociologist cannot pretend that he is the only person who can see through the false communications of society, whilst everyone else is benighted. It is a fact of politics that ‘everyone claims to know the right for all’ (Gadamer 1990: 293): it is a consequence of this ‘that others must be convinced’. This does not mean, he says, that ‘politics and the shaping of social life would be nothing other than a mere discussion group, acting as if discussion free from coercion and the oppressiveness of power is the true remedy’. But nevertheless (and Gadamer says that ‘this belongs to the concept of reason’), ‘one must always reckon with the possibility that the opposite conviction … could be correct’. Thus it is that ‘in the exchange of powers as in the self evaluation of one’s views a community forms itself, a community which surpasses the individual and the group to which he belongs’ (Gadamer 1990: 293–4). For Gadamer, Habermas is just not humble enough. Like many Marxists (this is a trait they share with religious fundamentalists) he thinks that only he sees the world aright, and that all those who do not share his view are deluded. But the same principles of non-coercion must hold good for Habermas as they do for the society which Habermas criticises: ‘The same ideal of reason that must guide every attempt to convince, regardless of the side from which it starts, forbids one from claiming for oneself the correct insight on the basis of the delusion of the other’ (Gadamer 1990: 293).

Ricoeur




Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005)

Ricoeur was responsible for translating Husserl’s major work Ideas into French, and he developed his own ‘philosophy of the will’ in the phenomenological tradition in the 1950s. In 1960, following the publication of Gadamer’s Truth and Method, his work took a ‘hermeneutic turn’, resulting in a major study of Freud (portraying psychoanalysis as a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’), followed by works on metaphor, narrative theory, historiography, biblical hermeneutics and ethics. His work is characterised by a search for ‘secret communions’ between ostensibly opposing viewpoints, and was to become influential in such disparate fields as literary theory, law, theology and politics.





Gadamer’s Truth and Method was published in 1960, just as Ricoeur was completing The Symbolism of Evil, the third part of his projected four-volume Philosophy of the Will. Ricoeur was so impressed by Gadamer’s work that he abandoned the projected fourth volume, and from that point on his work took a hermeneutic turn, to the extent that he became one of the best-known proponents of hermeneutics after Gadamer himself. Ricoeur explains the relation of his work to Gadamer’s in a series of essays, most of which he collected in his book From Text to Action.

Ricoeur (1991: 73) says that ‘Gadamer’s hermeneutics contains … a series of decisive suggestions that will become the point of departure for my own reflection’, and in this he is particularly taken by the notion of distanciation: the historical distance a text places between itself and us by virtue of its being a text. It is this notion which was to form the mainstay of his attempted rapprochement between the theories of Gadamer and Habermas. More precisely, while being impressed by Gadamer’s hermeneutics, Ricoeur takes on board Habermas’ claim that hermeneutics is not in and of itself critical. Ricoeur’s question is: how can hermeneutics be made critical? His answer is not to reject hermeneutics, as Habermas does, in favour of a critique of ideology, but rather to seek a rapprochement between these two lines of thought.

Although ‘each of the two theories speaks from a different place’ (Ricoeur 1991: 271), what Ricoeur finds most interesting about the debate between Gadamer and Habermas, and what both sides have in common, is the claim to universality (of ideology-critique and hermeneutics respectively) that each makes, and he hopes ‘to show that each can recognise the other’s claim to universality in a way that marks the place of one in the structure of the other’ (Ricoeur 1991: 271), although his ‘aim is not to fuse the hermeneutics of tradition and the critique of ideology in a super-system that would encompass both’ (Ricoeur 1991: 294).

Ricoeur (1991: 295) asks whether a hermeneutic philosophy can ‘account for the demands of a critique of ideology’. He finds four ways in which it can do so, ways which take their departure from hints given in Gadamer’s Truth and Method, but which go beyond it. Firstly, Ricoeur rehabilitates distanciation, the distance created between the interpreter and the original meaning of the text by the fact of the text having been written down. We recall that this distance is threefold: it is from what the author meant or intended when he wrote the text; it is from the sociological conditions that pertained at the time at which the author was writing; and it is from what the original readership of the text would have understood. Gadamer is suspicious of this triple distance, since it is analogous to the distance that empirical science establishes between its methods and its objects of study – these kinds of distanciation make possible the detached, objectifying gaze of the scientist. But Ricoeur (1991: 298) sees this triple distance as being ‘a positive component of being for the text’, since it is what constitutes the text’s ‘emancipation’. Texts are not simply the same as a real-world dialogue, since what a dialogue between two people is about is predetermined by what they decide to talk about in a given situation, and whom it concerns is also predetermined by whosoever happens to be participating in the dialogue, whereas writing, by the fact of its being written, creates an audience, who can be ‘potentially anyone who can read’ (Ricoeur 1991: 298), and who can make of the text what they will. This ‘making of it what they will’ is a critical moment, a point at which criticism of the text is allowed in.

Secondly, Ricoeur questions the very dichotomy between ‘truth’ and ‘method’ which forms the basis of Gadamer’s magnum opus (and in this respect Ricoeur is quite close to Habermas, as he acknowledges). The key to this for Ricoeur is that Gadamer has misunderstood the nature of discourse. According to Ricoeur, Gadamer sees all discourse on the model of conversation. But for Ricoeur, most discourse is more complex than mere conversation; it is a work, since it has a structure and form which can be analysed: ‘in contrast to the simple discourse of conversation, which enters into the spontaneous movement of question and answer, discourse as a work “takes hold” in structures calling for a description and an explanation that mediate “understanding”’ (Ricoeur 1991: 299). In other words, in order to describe and explain discourse properly, the tools of linguistics, semiotics etc. (‘discourse analysis’) must be deployed – which of course are scientific tools, informed by scientific method. It is impossible to separate an understanding of the meaning of a discourse from an understanding of its structure: understanding the structure of a discourse is a process that must be gone through before the meaning can be grasped. Therefore, in the case of discourse (which is the most important case, for Gadamer as for Ricoeur, since discourse is the very material of hermeneutics, what it is about), ‘truth and method do not constitute a disjunction but rather a dialectical process’ (Ricoeur 1991: 299).

Thirdly, according to Ricoeur Gadamer misunderstands the nature of poetry, and does not fully grasp what Heidegger was trying to get at. Heidegger speaks of ‘the projection of my ownmost possibilities’ as part of understanding, and Gadamer touches on this, without following it through, in his analysis of play. This ‘projection of my ownmost possibilities’, which really means my imagination, is potentially subversive – a critique of ideology – for Ricoeur. Poetic reference is not the same, or not simply the same, as everyday reference. If I say, along with William Carlos Williams, ‘I have eaten the plums that were in the icebox’ when I really have eaten plums that were in a real icebox, then my words are true; they have reference to things-in-the-world. But if those same words are incorporated into poetry, they partake of fiction. This is not to say that they magically become false (since they still at one level refer to real plums in a real icebox), but that in seeking the poetic truth that they contain, which is something universal to the human condition, the fact of their referring to real plums and a real icebox becomes irrelevant (and, once the poem is institutionalised in the public realm, unknowable through, precisely, distanciation). Hence ‘the paradox of poetic reference consists precisely in the fact that reality is redescribed only insofar as discourse is raised to fiction’, and ‘poetic discourse distances itself from everyday reality, aiming toward being as power-to-be’ (Ricoeur 1991: 300). This aiming towards a power-to-be is again a critical moment within hermeneutics.

Fourthly, the critique of ideology is a critique of false consciousness. What does understanding a text, according to hermeneutics, consist in? ‘To understand is not to project oneself into the text but to expose oneself to it; it is to receive a self enlarged by the appropriation of the proposed worlds that interpretation unfolds’ (Ricoeur 1991: 301). If we press this suggestion to the end, says Ricoeur (1991: 301), ‘if fiction is a fundamental dimension of the reference of the text, it is equally a fundamental dimension of the subjectivity of the reader: in reading, I “unrealise myself”’. This unrealising of myself that the act of reading a (poetic) text entails is, precisely, an exposure of the falsity of my consciousness, it is a critique of ‘the illusions of the subject’ – a critique of the ideology to which I have allowed myself to be subjected.

Having examined ways in which hermeneutics may be construed as a critique of ideology, Ricoeur then turns the tables and examines ways in which ideology-critique is a form of hermeneutics. This is not, says Ricoeur, ‘to return the critique of ideology to the fold of hermeneutics’, but rather to demonstrate that hermeneutics and the critique of ideology ‘are interpenetrating’ (Ricoeur 1991: 302). The critique of ideology is concerned with the place where labour, power and language are intertwined. Each of these, says Ricoeur, has its origins in the emergence of man out of nature, and each represents a human interest: the technical, the practical and the emancipatory, respectively. Each of these interests also constitutes a prejudice of the sort that Gadamer acknowledges as part of the hermeneutic process. But to identify each of these interests cannot be the work of the critique of ideology, since the critique of ideology is already in the service of one of them, the emancipatory, as manifested in language. Since these interests are fundamental to the human condition, to gain an overview of all of them that does justice to each, one must engage in the kind of analysis that Heidegger performs when he discusses Dasein, i.e. what it means to be a being in the world who comprehends his own being. In other words, any critique of ideology must rest upon, or at least acknowledge, a certain hermeneutics, most properly a meta-hermeneutics, a hermeneutics of the possibility of hermeneutics.

Furthermore, while the critique of ideology is motivated by the interest in emancipation, Ricoeur says that this cannot be treated as a distinct interest. Habermas’ own work is all about identifying the ‘distortions of the communicative capacity of men’; by contrast, his ideal is ‘unrestricted and unconstrained communication’. But, asks Ricoeur, ‘can a critique of distortions be separated from the communicative experience itself, from the place where it begins, where it is real and where it is exemplary?’ That place is our cultural heritage, and it is ‘the task of the hermeneutics of tradition … to remind the critique of ideology that man can project his emancipation and anticipate an unlimited and unconstrained communication only on the basis of the creative reinterpretation of cultural heritage’ (Ricoeur 1991: 303–4). This is especially important if one accepts Habermas’ own analysis of contemporary ideology. While the liberal ideology of the nineteenth century that Marx analysed was a way of disguising how the ruling class appropriated surplus value (i.e. how they presented the accumulation of profit to themselves as being in the universal interest), modern ideology is in the service of maintaining rationality – the scientific-technological system – itself. The Greek concept of the ‘good life’ has been replaced by the maintenance of this system. Hence the interest of emancipation has become divorced from the interest of communication, which nowadays serves to promote the ideology of scientific-technological rationality. In practical terms, the way to combat this is to bring communication back into the service of emancipation by submitting ‘important political questions to public discussion and democratic decision’ – which, points out Ricoeur, is a precondition of hermeneutics. ‘And upon what’, he asks (Ricoeur 1991: 305–6), ‘will you concretely support the reawakening of communicative action if not upon the creative renewal of cultural heritage?’ And after all, Ricoeur points out, the critique of ideology is itself a tradition, being traceable back to ‘the liberating acts of the Exodus and the Resurrection’. There is an essential difference between hermeneutics and the critique of ideology insofar as the former is based on consensus, while the latter is based on unrestricted and unrestrained communication (how can my communication be unrestricted and unconstrained if I have to subsume it to a consensus? how can I subscribe to a consensus if my communication is unrestricted and unconstrained?). However, by acknowledging that hermeneutics can look to the future through imagination as well as to the past through tradition, and that the critique of ideology must take account of tradition (including its own tradition) in pursuing freedom, one can see how they are, while distinct, not radically separate. Indeed, for Ricoeur, not to appreciate this would be to reduce each to the status of a mere ideology.

Derrida




Jacques Derrida (1930–2004)

Derrida is arguably the most influential philosopher of the last third of the twentieth century. He is best known for his notion of ‘deconstruction’, which began as a means of describing an inconsistency in one of Husserl’s texts, but which rapidly expanded into a description of the aporias, or gaps in meaning, which are alleged to run through Western philosophy. Deconstruction involves a double movement of at once overturning a perceived metaphysical opposition (between speech and writing, presence and absence, poison and remedy, inside and outside, sign and thing, theory and practice, literal and metaphorical, normal and abnormal, human and animal, etc.) and demonstrating how each concept is ‘inscribed’ within the other. Typically, Derrida would articulate this description through the exploration of a key term in the text under discussion that would embody two contradictory meanings within it (a veil conceals what it reveals, a hinge joins what it separates, a trace is both present and absent, etc.). Derrida always insisted that deconstruction was neither a theory nor a method, and that it could not be ‘applied’. His own deconstruction was initially of canonical philosophical texts, and of the founding texts of linguistics, conducted through close reading. Later, Derrida went on to discuss a broader range of texts, especially those which he considered prefigured a deconstructive movement, such as psychoanalytic texts, literature and Nietzsche’s philosophy. Later still he developed, through interviews and seminars, a more conversational style which deconstructed situations, such as being in the position of having to make a decision. His later work is also permeated by a concern for ethics, based on the assertion that justice is undeconstructable. Derrida was initially influential in American literary criticism, but from the 1980s on he has exerted an influence throughout the humanities on a global scale, and the term ‘deconstruction’, albeit somewhat bereft of its original rigour and precision of meaning, has entered the cultural mainstream.





In a letter of 1989, Gadamer (cited in Grondin 2003: 469) writes that he began to ‘study’ Derrida as early as 1962, with the latter’s earliest published essays. Although the two met on a few occasions in the 1970s, it was not until 1981 that they engaged in a formal discussion with one another at a symposium on ‘Text and Interpretation’. However, the encounter was to leave Gadamer and other participants somewhat disappointed, since it involved a certain amount of wilful misunderstanding, or at least a refusal to engage with what most would see as the central tenets of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, on Derrida’s part. However, the encounter is of especial interest in that by 1981 Derrida was regarded as the principal interpreter of Heidegger in France, while for many years, of course, Gadamer had been seen as Heidegger’s successor in Germany. The debate – such as it was, and if it may be called that – raised important questions not only about how Heidegger should be interpreted, but also, by extension, about whether deconstruction is a hermeneutics, or the extent to which hermeneutics, as promoted by Gadamer, is deconstructive. On the face of it both movements have much in common, but also significant differences: both claim to be non-methods (there can be no ‘recipe book’ for doing either) and both attack the prevailing assumptions of modernity, but on the other hand hermeneutics puts a lot of investment in understanding and making oneself present to the other through dialogue, whereas deconstruction questions the very concepts of understanding and presence.

Gadamer’s contribution to the conference was the lecture ‘Text and Interpretation’, which was later supplemented by the additional material which was to become the definitive statement of what Gadamer means by ‘text’ that we discussed in Chapter 4. But Gadamer devotes the part of the lecture that was delivered at the symposium to a defence of Heidegger in the face of Derrida’s charge that his work constituted the last bastion of Western metaphysics. According to Derrida, although Heidegger attempts the ‘destruction’ of Western metaphysics in Being and Time and in his work generally, he does not succeed, since he does not conceive of ‘Being’ radically enough. We recall that Heidegger displaced epistemology (answering the question, What can I know?) by ontology (answering the question, What is Being?): for Heidegger, the whole of Western thought since the Greeks has been an active forgetting of the question of Being. The drive towards knowledge and its conditions, having been initiated by Greek ‘scientific’ thought, finds its culmination in the technological fantasies of modernity, which delude themselves into thinking that science and technology can solve all metaphysical questions. Heidegger himself, meanwhile, seeks a ‘return to Being’, a return to the grounds on which the essential question of ‘what it means to be’ must rest.

For Derrida, Heidegger’s analysis of Western metaphysics up to the point when Heidegger himself was writing is correct, but Heidegger does not follow through on the consequences of his own position. Most of Being and Time is devoted to an analysis not of Being as such but of Dasein, the being who is aware of his own being. Heidegger has much to say about what that awareness consists of, but the question of Being-as-such is endlessly deferred; it surfaces again in Heidegger in his later, much shorter book On Time and Being, but even there is subsumed under a consideration of the question of time, and subsequently Heidegger’s speaking of poetry as bringing forth Being to light says much about poetry, but less about what the Being is that is thus brought forth. In some respects this is understandable, since Being as such cannot be grasped – things have being, but Being ‘itself’ is not a thing (nor really an attribute, either, in the sense that, say, redness is an attribute). But for Derrida this reluctance to approach Being directly on the part of Heidegger means that Being is left unanalysed and reliant in his thinking on a series of assumptions, mainly that Being is associated with presence. Being-present is, for Derrida, the underlying assumption of all metaphysics; that Heidegger should promote ontology over epistemology merely means that he has substituted one field of enquiry over another, without questioning the underlying assumption – that Being is presence, self-presence, presence to oneself – behind both. It follows from this that, for Derrida, Being can never really be fully understood, and that therefore understanding as such can never be complete. There is always a bit of meaning that slips away, beyond our grasp.

Gadamer’s purpose in his lecture is twofold: to show that the ‘understanding’ envisaged by his version of hermeneutics is actually in accord with Derrida’s, and to show that Heidegger was aware of, and did not fall into, the intellectual pitfalls Derrida describes. Gadamer sees Derrida as a Nietzschean, gleefully exposing the ways in which the claims of metaphysics dissolve themselves. Gadamer himself, rather, is a true Heideggerian, in the sense that he recognises that ‘Heidegger’s attempt to think Being recognises … that “Being” does not display itself totally in its self-manifestation, but rather withholds itself and withdraws itself with the same primordiality with which it manifests itself’ (Gadamer 2007: 162). In other words, Heidegger had already recognised, before Derrida had recognised and had accused Heidegger of not recognising, that Being both is and is not a thing, is and is not graspable in and of itself when it ‘manifests’ itself – this is how Heidegger puts into question the so-called ‘presence’ of Being.

Hence, as a follower of Heidegger, this sensitivity to the problematic of Being is a feature of Gadamer’s own thought, for example in how he conceives of language:

When I wrote the sentence ‘Being that can be understood is language’, what was implied by this was that what is can never be completely understood. This is implied insofar as everything that goes under the name of language always goes beyond whatever achieves the status of a proposition. That which is to be understood is that which comes into language, but of course it is always that which is taken as something, taken as something true. This is the hermeneutical dimension – a dimension in which Being ‘shows itself’.

(Gadamer 2007: 162)

Gadamer claims that he ‘took as [his] guiding thread the experience of meaning that takes shape in language in order to bring to light the limits within it’; it is for this reason that, like Derrida, he shows that the ‘character of language … leaves behind any starting point in the subjectivity of the subject, and especially in the meaning-intentions of the speaker’ (Gadamer 2007: 162). In summary, it is Gadamer’s position that, in following Heidegger, he has already anticipated Derrida’s position – a position which Derrida falsely ascribes to Nietzsche rather than to Heidegger. There is therefore not a simple disagreement between Gadamer and Derrida; rather, Gadamer effectively asserts that he and Derrida are in agreement, but that Derrida cannot see it. They disagree about whether they agree or not.

Rather than respond to Gadamer head on, Derrida chose at the symposium to address ‘Three Questions to Hans-Georg Gadamer’ (Derrida 1989: 52–7), which concern Gadamer’s notion of ‘good will’, ‘about an appeal to good will, and to the absolute commitment to the desire for consensus in understanding’ (Derrida 1989: 52). Derrida’s first question concerns the concept of ‘will’: according to him, ‘good will’ is dependent on the will, and the ‘will’ is a metaphysical concept which is thus left intact by Gadamer. Secondly, Derrida asks ‘What to do about good will … if one wants to integrate a psychoanalytic hermeneutics into a general hermeneutics?’ Psychoanalysis calls into question the concept of ‘willing’ as a voluntary act – again, Nietzsche’s insight that ‘a thought comes when it wishes, not when I wish’ is more significant in this context than anything Heidegger said. And thirdly, Derrida (1989: 53) questions what he calls ‘the underlying structure of good will’: ‘One needs to ask whether the precondition for Verstehen [understanding], far from being the continuity of rapport … is not rather the interruption of rapport, a certain rapport of interruption, the suspending of all mediation?’ Clearly Derrida has in mind here the work of Emmanuel Lévinas (1906–95), who posited that an acknowledgement of the ‘absolute otherness of the other’ was a prerequisite to ethics. Derrida is clearly irritated by Gadamer’s insistence on ‘the experience that we all recognise’, concluding that ‘I am not convinced that we ever really do have this experience that Professor Gadamer describes, of knowing in a dialogue that one has been perfectly understood or experiencing the success of confirmation’ (Derrida 1989: 54).

Gadamer’s reply to Derrida is uncharacteristically acerbic, and his frustration, if not to say irritation, is manifest: ‘I am finding it difficult to understand these questions that have been addressed to me’, he says (Gadamer 1989a: 55). For Gadamer, ‘good will’ has nothing whatever to do with the metaphysical concept of the ‘will’; rather, for him, ‘good will’ means that ‘one does not go about identifying the weaknesses of what another person says in order to prove that one is always right, but one seeks instead as far as possible to strengthen the other’s viewpoint so that what the other person has to say becomes illuminating’ (Gadamer 1989a: 55). The implication, of course, is that Derrida himself is lacking ‘good will’ in this sense in this encounter. But for Gadamer ‘good will’ ‘has nothing at all to do with ethics’, either, because ‘even immoral beings try to understand one another’. He goes on to write:

I cannot believe that Derrida would actually disagree with me about this. Whoever opens his mouth wants to be understood; otherwise, one would neither speak nor write. And finally, I have an exceptionally good piece of evidence for this: Derrida directs questions to me and therefore he must assume that I am willing to understand them.

(Gadamer 1989a: 55)

Gadamer goes on to claim that Derrida’s argument has more to do with ‘sophistics’ than with dialectic, and he here echoes some of the complaints made by analytic philosophers against Derrida: that he leads himself into contradiction, since deconstruction claims that all meaning slips away beyond one’s grasp, is perpetually deferred, while yet asserting this itself as a meaningful claim. Gadamer complains that Derrida sees his concept of ‘living dialogue’ as metaphysical, whereas for Gadamer it has nothing to do with metaphysics at all – it is not a metaphysical position, but rather ‘the presupposition that any partner in a dialogue must assume, including Derrida’ (Gadamer 1989a: 56). Is Derrida ‘really disappointed that we cannot understand each other?’, he asks, and answers:

Indeed not, for in his view that would be a relapse into metaphysics. He will, in fact, be pleased, because he takes this private experience of disillusionment to confirm his own metaphysics. But I cannot see here how he can be right only with himself, be in agreement only with himself.

(Gadamer 1989a: 56–7)

In short, Gadamer thinks that because Derrida writes ‘in order to be understood’, he is mistaken about himself.

This is a more charitable view of Derrida than that taken by his analytic opponents, who tended to see Derrida as a charlatan, attempting to deceive others rather than being self-deceived. Notwithstanding, Derrida does not reply to Gadamer’s ‘Reply’. Gadamer himself was to continue the debate for a number of years, publishing four further essays on Derrida, but Derrida did not respond to any of them in Gadamer’s lifetime. In these later essays, in which the heat of frustration has burnt off, Gadamer is more measured in his analysis of the relationship between his position and Derrida’s, or between hermeneutics and deconstruction. Gadamer (1989b: 95) insists on the ‘universality of the hermeneutic experience’, which for him means that ‘conversation takes place wherever, whenever, and with whomever something comes to language’. However, he agrees with Derrida that self-understanding has its limits, framed by the nature of language. When Heidegger and, following him, Gadamer speak of self-presence, self-understanding or self-consciousness, it is already understood that these terms do not denote a self-assurance, a presence to oneself that is complete, and that the self smugly knows itself in a totality. The presence to oneself that self-consciousness or self-understanding entails is always incomplete; the search for understanding is a continuous process. That we are thus limited is itself a universal phenomenon.

Derrida’s assumption that when hermeneuticists speak of understanding they mean total understanding, an assuredness of self-presence, leads him, according to Gadamer, to a false imputation, namely that hermeneutics is logocentric. ‘Logocentrism’ is a term coined by Derrida to describe the false assumption that rationality fixes meanings in words, that words can have a fixed, independent meaning through which they can unfailingly refer to objects in the world. Gadamer (1989b: 97) writes that: ‘The basis of this disagreement [between him and Derrida] is a misconception of what self-understanding is.’ Gadamer’s response is to emphasise that ‘who we are is something unfulfillable, an ever new undertaking and an ever new defeat’, but he further asks, rhetorically, ‘Is this really “the way of metaphysics”? Is this logocentrism?’

Derrida’s answer to the fallacy of logocentrism is to develop a notion of ‘writing’, conceived of not merely as a representation of speech, but rather as something which through its very structure is divorced in its interpretive possibilities from the intentions of whoever produced it. Again, Gadamer agrees with Derrida’s view of writing: ‘Certainly I share with Derrida the conviction that a text is no longer dependent on an author and his/her intention.’ But ‘even so’, Gadamer (1989b: 96) remarks, ‘I only read a text with understanding when the letters are not just deciphered but when the text begins to speak, and that means when it is read with appropriate modulations, articulations, and emphases’. Gadamer (1989c: 118) does not see what this has to do with metaphysics:

Derrida … should not forget that writing is intended to be read … One cannot read what is written without understanding it – that is, without expressing it and thereby making an intonation and modulation that anticipates the sense of the whole … In the light of this situation, it looks to me like a sheer misunderstanding for Derrida to see the metaphysics of presence here at work. [The] art of nailing someone down to something he or she said is not hermeneutics. Rather, hermeneutics is the art of grasping what someone has really wanted to say.

Derrida finally responds to Gadamer in 2003, two years after the latter’s death – having outlived Gadamer, Derrida has the luxury of the last word. Still, his response is generous if, in Derridean fashion, not directly addressing the points Gadamer had made:

One speaks often and too easily of interior monologue. Yet an interior dialogue precedes it and makes it possible. Dividing and enriching the monologue, such dialogue commands and orients it. My interior dialogue with Gadamer, with Gadamer himself, with Gadamer alive, still alive, if I dare say, will not have ceased since our meeting in Paris.

(Derrida 2005: 138–9)

The concession that dialogue precedes monologue tacitly and implicitly concedes that Gadamer’s concept of dialogue is akin to Derrida’s concept of ‘writing’, and is therefore not at odds with deconstruction. However, by way of homage, rather than engage with Gadamer’s arguments directly, Derrida reads a poem of their mutual friend Celan, ‘Vast, Glowing Vault’, and in particular the last line, ‘The world is gone, I must carry you’, since beginning with the final line was announced by Gadamer in his book Who Am I and Who Are You? to be a ‘hermeneutical principle’; indeed, Derrida’s reading attempts to be a ‘postscript’ to that book. Notwithstanding this, Derrida maintains that his interpretation is a ‘disseminal reading-writing’ that takes into account the necessity of a hermeneutics that is attentive ‘to the explicit and implicit folds of meaning, to ambiguities and overdeterminations, to the rhetoric and to the intentional meaning of the author, to all of the idiomatic resources of the poet, of the language, and so forth’, but which also ‘directs itself toward an irreducible remainder or excess’. Moreover, ‘the excess of this remainder escapes any gathering into a hermeneutic’, although ‘this hermeneutic is made necessary, and also possible, by the excess’ (Derrida 2005: 149). This seems to mischaracterise Gadamer’s hermeneutics, since Gadamer repeatedly makes the point that ‘the intentional meaning of the author’ is not accessible to hermeneutics, and that ‘the idiomatic resources of the poet’ are a distraction from the universal truth of the poet’s words that hermeneutics aims to uncover. But what, according to Derrida, is the ‘excess’ in the line ‘The world is gone, I must carry you’? According to Heidegger, whom Derrida quotes, ‘the stone is without world, the animal is poor in world, the human is a builder of worlds’, which categorises beings according to the amount of worldliness they are capable of experiencing. The last line of Celan’s poem, according to Derrida, puts these categories in question, from a place that is quite other than them (the ‘gone’), and which demands that they be re-thought.

Had Gadamer been still alive, Derrida claims that, in reading this poem with him, he ‘would have begun by recalling how much we need the other and how much we will still need him, need to carry him, to be carried by him, there where he speaks, in us before us’. But would Gadamer not have agreed? Derrida (following his elder contemporary Emmanuel Lévinas) sees thinking (of) the other as having priority over thinking (of) being. But since any dialogue presupposes an other, is that not exactly what Gadamer’s insistence on the primacy of dialogue teaches us?




Summary

Gadamer’s three principal interlocutors were Jürgen Habermas, Paul Ricoeur and Jacques Derrida. Habermas agrees with Gadamer on the importance of ordinary language, and on the necessity of developing a ‘historical consciousness’ that acknowledges that any interpretation of history is also the invention of a new history, and of a new present that in the future will itself have become history. However, he departs from Gadamer in that he rejects what he sees as Gadamer’s unquestioning acceptance of tradition and authority, and he also regards Gadamer’s distinction between ‘truth’ and ‘method’ as too rigidly drawn – hermeneutics must have something methodological about it, otherwise it would not be rational. While conceding that the distinction between hermeneutics and science is not absolute, Gadamer defends his use of tradition and authority: if we did not accept some things on authority, human knowledge would never advance – we would have to work out everything for ourselves anew. One of the hermeneutic tasks is to determine which things we can accept from authority, and which should be questioned.

Ricoeur is more open to the influence of Gadamer than Habermas, and in particular he develops Gadamer’s insight that an author is the least qualified person to comment on their own work into a concept of distanciation, the effect that is produced by the fact of a work having been written down. Following Gadamer, Ricoeur sees this effect as alienating, but in a positive way. However, like Habermas, Ricoeur thinks that Gadamer draws too absolute a distinction between ‘truth’ and ‘method’, since one of the things that hermeneutics does is analyse discourse, being sensitive to its grammar and the meanings of the words it deploys – which is a form of scientific knowledge. Moreover, hermeneutics does not sufficiently acknowledge ideology or, more properly, does not sufficiently acknowledge the ways in which it itself may be critical of the discourse it interprets. Conversation – the coming together of participants in a dialogue – is a precondition of hermeneutics, but it is also a precondition of politics, of democratic debate. An enhanced self-awareness of this on the part of hermeneutics would restore communication to the service of emancipation, rather than its being in the service of maintaining the techno-scientific status quo.

The debate between Gadamer and Derrida is characterised by Derrida’s avoidance of engaging in direct dialogue with Gadamer, as a demonstration of the principle that dialogue, the precondition of hermeneutics, has as a necessary part of its structure the possibility of one partner refusing to engage in it. Derrida questions Gadamer’s notion of ‘good will’, which is what the participants in a dialogue bring to the table, and withdraws his own good will on the grounds that it is dependent on a ‘metaphysical’ concept of the ‘will’, namely that understanding is an imposition forced upon the interpreter by the originator of the discourse’s will to be understood. In reply, Gadamer claims that ‘good will’ has nothing to do with the ‘will’, and that hermeneutics shares deconstruction’s suspicion of metaphysics. The essential difference between hermeneutics and deconstruction, however, is that hermeneutics acknowledges that truth can be uncovered in a meaning that is intended to be understood, whereas for deconstruction meaning is endlessly deferred. According to Gadamer, this leads Derrida into a contradiction, since when Derrida makes these claims, he himself intends to be understood.






After Gadamer

Gadamer first began to gain influence outside his native Germany in the 1960s, following the publication of Truth and Method in 1960. As we saw in the last chapter, this work was a major influence on Paul Ricoeur in France, who encountered Gadamer’s work as he was completing his own The Symbolism of Evil, and who was to adopt a hermeneutic approach in all of his subsequent works. In the English-speaking world, and in the United States in particular, the reception of Gadamer’s work was initially controversial, but after his retirement in 1968 Gadamer paid a series of visits to the US and Canada which were to seal his reputation. (Richard E. Palmer (2001: 6) provides a lengthy list of the North American institutions at which Gadamer was a visiting professor or speaker, or which awarded him honorary doctorates.) Gadamer’s cause was aided by the translation of Truth and Method into English in 1975, and several of his shorter works followed in quick succession.

Literary hermeneutics

The initial hostile reception of Gadamer’s work was largely a result of interventions by the Italian jurist Emilio Betti and the American literary critic E.D. Hirsch Jr. Betti in particular was known for his conservative views, and so for a while, when Habermas’ ‘ideological’ critique was at the height of its popularity, Gadamer was being attacked from the political left and right simultaneously. Betti had been the author in 1955 of a two-volume Teoria generale della interpretazione (General Theory of Interpretation), which gave a historical account and defence of hermeneutics as a method of interpretation in the tradition of Schleiermacher and Dilthey. Betti had admired Schleiermacher’s attempt to instate the psychology of the author as an aid to interpretation, and the attempt by Dilthey to found hermeneutics on a scientific footing, which would further the Enlightenment project as conceived by Hegel. Of course, these are the very aspects of Schleiermacher and Dilthey that Gadamer takes to task in Truth and Method, prompting a polemical attack by Betti and a rejoinder by Gadamer that was published as an appendix to the second edition of Truth and Method.

Betti would have remained unknown in the English-speaking world, were it not for his influence on Hirsch, who spends the first chapter of his Validity in Interpretation (1967) ‘In Defence of the Author’. In this chapter he bemoans what he sees as the orthodoxy of twentieth-century criticism, initiated by T.S. Eliot, that the views of the author are irrelevant to the interpretation of his or her work. Hirsch sees this as part of a broader fallacy (for which he blames Heidegger), that of ‘semantic autonomy’, by which he means that the meaning of a text may be divined by sole reference to the text in and of itself. For Hirsch (1967: 3), this leads to bad literary criticism, since ‘the text had to represent somebody’s meaning – if not the author’s, then the critic’s’. The upshot is that literary criticism becomes a mere exercise in demonstrating the cleverness of the critic; the singularity of author-meaning becomes substituted by a plurality of critic-meanings, no one of which can claim to be any more valid than another.

We might pause here to note that when Hirsch writes of ‘meaning’, he means simply referential meaning. In other words, for him the purpose of literary criticism is to divine what the text means, as if literature had a singular meaning: Hirsch habitually writes of the meaning of a text. This treats literature as having the same status as a proposition spoken in everyday discourse, such as ‘this table is rectangular’. Of course, most everyday discourse is not like that anyway – we do not, typically, go around making directly verifiable statements about the world to one another – but, that aside, Hirsch’s position is a complete antithesis of Gadamer’s analysis of what is distinctive about literary language.

This is confirmed by Hirsch (1967: 245–64) himself, who devotes a twenty-page appendix to Validity in Interpretation to ‘Gadamer’s Theory of Interpretation’. Hirsch (1967: 249) summarises Gadamer’s theory thus:

The meaning of a text is a never-exhausted array of possible meanings lying in wait for a never-ending array of interpreters. But if this is so, it follows that no single interpretation could ever correspond to the meaning of the text, for no actual interpretation could ever be the same as an array of possible meanings … Quite clearly, to view the text as an autonomous piece of language and interpretation as an infinite process is really to deny that the text has any determinate meaning.

To which one is tempted to reply, ‘What’s wrong with that, then?’ The answer for Hirsch is that it leads to what he calls ‘nihilism’, that ‘Without a genuinely stable norm we cannot even in principle make a valid choice between two differing interpretations, and we are left with the consequence that a text means nothing in particular at all.’ There’s a certain rhetoric at work here: ‘nothing in particular’ is an idiomatic phrase which implies that the Gadamerian critic is not really interested in meaning. But, in Gadamer’s defence, we can take Hirsch’s words literally: Gadamer’s theory of literary interpretation leads to the conclusion that a literary text means nothing in particular, but it does not follow that it means nothing at all. If I say ‘I have eaten the plums that were in the icebox’, I mean something in particular; if those words are found in a poem by William Carlos Williams (‘This Is Just to Say’, 1934), then they mean so much more than that there were plums in the icebox and that the speaker has eaten them, to the extent that all of those possible poetic meanings (whole books have been written exploring them) eclipse the merely referential, particular meaning; in fact, that is what we are least interested in in interpreting the poem.

Fortunately for Gadamer, Hirsch’s critique did not stick. In this, Gadamer was aided by the publication of Hirsch’s Validity in Interpretation coinciding with a famous conference held in Baltimore, ‘The Ends of Criticism and the Sciences of Man’, which introduced to the American academy both French structuralists such as Roland Barthes (1915–80) and their post-structuralist critics such as Michel Foucault (1926–84) and Derrida. While being in a completely different tradition from Gadamer, all of the major participants at this conference had one thing in common with him: a belief in the autonomy of the literary text and, consequently, in what Barthes called ‘The Death of the Author’. As soon as Hirsch’s magnum opus came out, his time had passed. Hirsch fights a rearguard action in his little book The Aims of Interpretation (1976), but he shoots himself in the foot in an afterword on ‘Knowledge and Value’. Here he explains that meaning (reference) is concerned with knowledge, and that ‘significance’ is concerned with value. ‘Value’, he goes on, ‘is value-for-people. And this value changes. Textual meaning has wide interest only when it has actual or potential value for a number of people. And this value changes … A poem has no absolute value’ (Hirsch 1976: 146). Now, Hirsch’s great concern is to dismiss relativism, and so he goes out of his way, again, to defend the purpose of literary interpretation as being the pursuit of truth, which is not relative but fixed and absolute. Here, of course, by truth he means what Gadamer calls ‘scientific’ truth, and indeed he defends scientific method, as he did in praising Dilthey in Validity in Interpretation, as the means by which the critic can arrive at the true meaning of a literary text. Hirsch thus leads himself into the – for a literary critic – bizarre position of not being interested in the value of a literary text, but rather in the knowledge that it yields. Or rather, as he puts it, ‘Fiction has value beyond the pleasure it gives, only because it presents something that is not fiction’ (Hirsch 1976: 157). This might explain why Hirsch’s own literary criticism, on Wordsworth, Blake, etc., is such a joyless affair. Meanwhile, in the wake of Gadamer, most literary critics would simply subscribe to Hirsch’s (1976: 146) following words, without acknowledging the irony with which they were intended:

The stability of textual meaning is no sufficient anchor in the shifting currents of value. Knowledge is not unquestionably a sufficient end. If a text is going to be worthless to most people in most contexts, then a knowledge of its meaning, no matter how accurate and scholarly, is a knowledge without value.

Philosophical hermeneutics

A more recent response to Gadamer is to draw out his concept of ‘philosophical hermeneutics’, as opposed to literary hermeneutics. Heidegger himself rapidly left hermeneutics behind, but under Gadamer’s stewardship the concept has come to mean not merely the interpretation of texts, but also a means by which human understanding generally is itself understood. A major work which is influenced by Gadamer and which has served to popularise his ideas among Anglo-American philosophical circles is Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979). Rorty’s background was in analytic philosophy, but his work in the philosophy of language increasingly led him in a pragmatic direction (i.e. holding that meaning derives from the social use of language rather than from language’s ability to represent the world). In this vein, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature becomes a critique of what Rorty calls the ‘epistemological’ tendency of analytic philosophy, in other words, its tendency to attempt to ascertain (or ‘mirror’) what the mind can know about an independent, external reality. For Rorty, such an attempt is doomed to failure and obscures the purpose of philosophy as such, which is not to solve problems of its own making (such as, what can I know?), but rather to act as a prompt to a rolling revolution in the history of ideas, constantly questioning the prevailing assumptions of the day.

Gadamer, then, is essential to Rorty’s project, as Rorty explains in the book’s final chapter, ‘Philosophy without Mirrors’. For Rorty (1979: 357), ‘hermeneutics’ is the name of the attempt to set aside ‘the classic picture of human beings’, which is that ‘our chief task is to mirror accurately, in our own Glassy Essence, the universe around us’; moreover, this picture is founded on the false belief that ‘the universe is made up of very simple, clearly and distinctly knowable things’. Gadamer’s most important concept, for Rorty, is that of Bildung, a term which does not readily translate into English, but perhaps might best be rendered as ‘self-cultivation’, the personal development and cultural maturation of an individual. It is particularly associated with growing up, as explored in the tradition of the Bildungsroman (‘coming-of-age novel’; Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre is a good example in English), but in Gadamer it refers to a lifelong process that is never completed. At the beginning of Truth and Method Gadamer (2004: 15) engages in a historical analysis of the concept, in order to conclude that ‘what is in question is not a procedure or behaviour but what has come into being’. The ‘general characteristic’ of Bildung is

keeping oneself open to what is other – to other, more universal points of view. It embraces a sense of proportion and distance in relation to itself, and hence consists in rising above itself to universality. To distance oneself from oneself and from one’s private purposes means to look at these in the way that others see them.

(Gadamer 2004: 15)

Rorty translates Gadamer’s Bildung as ‘edification’, which stands for a ‘project of finding new, better, more interesting, more fruitful ways of speaking’. In Rorty’s (1979: 359) hands (and his is a more liberal reading of Gadamer than Gadamer himself might have allowed), edification rather than truth becomes the aim of philosophy:

The sentences which become true of us by virtue of such [edifying] activities are often more important to us than the sentences which become true of us when we drink more, earn more, and so on. The events which make us able to say new and interesting things about ourselves are … more ‘essential’ to us.

Moreover, ‘From the educational, as opposed to the epistemological or the technological, point of view, the way things are said is more important than the possession of truths’.

If for Rorty Gadamer’s approach is radical, offering nothing less than a reconceptualisation of philosophy as such, then for John D. Caputo (1987: 5) Gadamer is not radical enough: ‘Gadamer’s “philosophical hermeneutics” is a reactionary gesture, an attempt to block off the radicalisation of hermeneutics and to turn it back to the fold of metaphysics.’ As with Rorty, this is a question of philosophy examining its own history, but whereas Rorty found Gadamer’s concept of Bildung to be a mechanism for turning philosophy into a critical reflection on its own assumptions, for Caputo (1987: 115) Gadamer

offers us the most liberal version of a fundamentally conservative idea. He allows as much movement and play as will not disrupt the ageless truths of the tradition or cause it too much difficulty … Gadamer proposes a more conservative hermeneutic, a gentler repetition, a continuation of the hermeneutic project of [Heidegger’s] Being and Time which remains fundamentally attached to the metaphysics of recollection and mediation and which dulls the edge of destruction and deconstruction.

Caputo thus dismisses Gadamer from playing any leading role in his Radical Hermeneutics. For Timothy Clark, however, it is important to confront such a ‘bogus image’ of Gadamer. According to Clark, in his dismissal of Gadamer Caputo assumes that Gadamer speaks of ‘tradition’ in the traditional way. However, Gadamer’s engagement with the poetry of Celan, or with non-representational art, reveals this not to be the case. Here, Gadamer is encountering ‘the limitations of his own language’ (Clark 2005: 88), so that

Gadamer’s interpreter’s struggle with Celan has the effect of a re-enchantment of language. So the poetic for Gadamer draws us ‘back’ to an unthematised obviousness which is our unthought and uninterpretable starting point. It is a potentiality which is singular, undefinable and impossible to conceptualise except in truisms.

Nicholas Davey agrees with this characterisation of Gadamer and his project. In his Unquiet Understanding he argues ‘that philosophical hermeneutics has a provocative character more radical than is often supposed’; the supposition that Gadamer’s hermeneutics is conservative arises from a failure, again, to appreciate the characteristics of Gadamer’s notion of ‘tradition’, central to which ‘is the idea of a continuity of intellectual conflict’. This continuity of intellectual conflict within, or constituting, tradition means that ‘Far from being opposed to deconstruction, philosophical hermeneutics requires it’ (Davey 2006: xii).

Analytic philosophy

Philosophical hermeneutics is a project undertaken principally by thinkers seeing themselves as working within the continental tradition of philosophy, but Gadamer has also been the source of debate within the analytic tradition. One analytic philosopher particularly hostile to Gadamer is Michael Dummett. Although he does not mention Hirsch, Dummett’s criticism reads like a paraphrase of him: for Dummett, Gadamer’s definition of language is far too broad. In Dummett’s view, Gadamer takes ‘language’ to mean any vehicle for communication, ‘the expression of meaning in the extended sense’. Therefore, artefacts such as works of (visual) art are merely subsumed under this over-generalised concept of ‘language’. For Dummett (2010: 17), this does not account for the particularity of language as such, namely that

knowledge consists in the apprehension of the truth of propositions, and propositions can be communicated only by means of language. It is therefore only through the analysis of linguistic meaning that we can attain an insight into the structure of our thought. The structure of thought is the primary concern of philosophy, since it is in thought that we apprehend reality.

It is readily apparent that this deliberately reductive view not only of language, but also of philosophy, is the diametric opposite of Gadamer’s expansive view. While Gadamer focuses on understanding, Dummett focuses on meaning. While Gadamer conceives of meaning pluralistically, Dummett equates meaning with referential truth. While Gadamer privileges the poetic as the highest expression of language, since that is the locus where meaning is at its most multifarious and open to debate, Dummett privileges the proposition as the highest expression of language, since that is the locus where meaning is at its most transparent. For Gadamer, whatever is open to interpretation is the legitimate concern of philosophy; for Dummett, proper philosophy consists in the analysis of propositions, since their ‘grammar’ (i.e. logical structure) coincides with the grammar of thought.

If Gadamer ‘takes the operation of linguistic understanding for granted’, then Dummett (2010: 91) further complains that this is so not only at the level of the sentence (which means ‘proposition’ for Dummett), but also at the level ‘of an entire speech or piece of writing’. Dummett (2010: 91) implies that Gadamer is unaware that ‘Understanding a speech or lecture, or a connected piece of dialogue, does not consist merely in understanding each of the sentences it comprises: otherwise the order of the sentences could be arbitrarily rearranged without loss’, whereas ‘to understand a speech or connected text, it is necessary to know how the speaker or writer intends the sentences to be related to one another’. Here the word ‘intends’ is crucial: Dummett (2010: 96), like Hirsch, assumes that the reconstruction of the author’s intention is the purpose of literary criticism:

Gadamer insists that the correct interpretation of a text is not a matter of divining the author’s intention … This is a fashionable view, but unless it is applied very narrowly, it is wild. In general, to understand what someone said or wrote is to grasp what is meant by it.

This is mere assertion on Dummett’s part; he does not take the trouble to explain why Gadamer is wrong on the question of authorial intention. (Incidentally, Gadamer does not insist on ‘the’ ‘correct’ interpretation of a text; it follows from his pluralistic interpretation-through-dialogue position that a text has no singular, correct interpretation.) Dummett’s assertion, though, is arrived at from the logic of his argument: texts are like the spoken words of people; to know what a person means is to know what they intend; a written text (even a literary text) is a transparent reflection of the author’s intention. There is a breathtaking lack of sensibility towards the nature of the literary at work here, failing to take into account such rudimentary possibilities as the authorial adoption of a persona, the narratorial ‘I’, etc., quite apart from the more sophisticated problematics of distanciation that writing opens up and that are discussed by Gadamer at some length. But this is consistent with Dummett’s refusal to countenance that the primary purpose of language might not be to propositionalise, that is, to make true-or-false statements about the world. Dummett does not really address Gadamer’s theory of language; rather, he makes a series of counter-claims based on a much narrower view of what language consists of and the proper relation of philosophy towards it – precisely the ‘scientistic’ prejudice that Gadamer’s Truth and Method argues against throughout.

Dummett is very much an analytic philosopher’s analytic philosopher, however, and there are plenty of philosophers working in the analytic tradition who, being influenced by the philosophers Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), J.L. Austin (1911–60) and H. Paul Grice (1913–88), are much more accepting of the fact that in real life most language is used pragmatically, for social purposes, and not directly to assert truth about the world. (If I ask, ‘How are you?’, I am only indirectly seeking information about my interlocutor’s physical and mental health; my primary purpose is to initiate a conversation for its own sake.) We have already seen how the pragmatist Richard Rorty was drawn to Gadamer, to the extent of abandoning analytic philosophy altogether. Two further important philosophers in this ‘pragmatic’ or ‘ordinary language’ strand of the analytic tradition who have engaged positively with Gadamer are Roderick Chisholm and Donald Davidson. As Chisholm (1997: 100) writes in response to Gadamer:

There are two quite different types of truth or fact: those that are propositional and those that are truths of direct acquaintance. The truths or facts that constitute the findings of the natural sciences are propositional. Those that constitute the data of the … humanistic sciences are not propositional.

Chisholm is somewhat unusual for an analytic philosopher in taking a keen interest in the history of philosophy, and he particularly applauds Gadamer’s adoption of the seventeenth-century view ‘according to which art should serve to “imitate nature”’. But Chisholm would go further than Gadamer, who finds the paradigm of what Chisholm calls ‘nonpropositional acquaintance’ in ‘lofty and profound’ works of art. Chisholm extends this concept of ‘nonpropositional acquaintance’ throughout all aspects of life: for example, physical feelings like toothache, perceptions such as that of a fragrance or complex interactions of physical and mental feelings such as being in love. None of these phenomena can be described in propositions that are objectively verifiable: how, objectively, could one verify the proposition ‘The Original Glenmorangie has flavours of honeyed sweetness fused with notes of citrus, vanilla and almonds, making it delicate, alluring, and very complex’? Of course one can’t, and even if I drink Glenmorangie and agree with the description, in so doing I am not verifying the proposition in the same way that Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead verify the proposition that 1 + 1 = 2 in their book Principia Mathematica. In Chisholm’s terms, the Glenmorangie description is ‘fitting’ rather than ‘true’ in the analytic sense. The description more or less fits according to whoever perceives Glenmorangie (everyone’s perceptual apparatuses are different), while, as Chisholm points out, some perceptions are not accessible at all, such as ‘how scrambled eggs taste to a cockroach’. Chisholm’s (1997: 106) point here is that he is happy to ‘work together with Gadamer’ in asserting that when I experience something, there are not two separate things: an essential me doing the experiencing and what is experienced. Rather, I am always already experiencing – it is merely what I experience that changes – and this experiencing is an undetachable part of my being. I am always in a state of experiencing. The analysis of being in this state is the proper domain of hermeneutics.

Davidson, meanwhile, is more interested in the dialogic aspect of Gadamer. Like Chisholm, Davidson (1997: 430) is also interested in the history of philosophy, and he accepts ‘Gadamer’s demonstration that the Philebus … both illustrates and describes “the way we come to shared understanding”’. Davidson (1997: 431) agrees with Gadamer’s analysis of language in Truth and Method, particularly that ‘only in the context of discussion does language come to have a content, to be language’. And like Chisholm, Davidson does not believe that the opposite of the objective truths of verifiable propositions is mere subjectivism. Rather, ‘we must conclude that it is only in interpersonal communication that there can be thought, a grasping of the fact of an objective, that is, a shared, world’ (Davidson 1997: 431). This is in stark contrast to Dummett (2010: 17–18), for whom understanding reality comes from understanding the ‘structure of our thought about it’, which in turn depends on ‘the general form of a semantic analysis of the proposition’.

Reception theory

Hans-Robert Jauss published a series of books in literary criticism and theory from the 1960s to the 1980s that were heavily influenced by Gadamer, and he thus acts as a counterpoint in literary theory to Hirsch, much as Chisholm and Davidson are a counterpoint to Dummett in philosophy. The foundation of Jauss’ work is Gadamer’s theory of horizons. As we saw in Chapter 3, for Gadamer a ‘fusion of horizons’ between that of the author and that of the reader is necessary to the interpretation of a text. This involves at once an adoption (however incomplete) of the situation of the text on the part of the reader and a broadening of the reader’s own horizon by the increased awareness of the reader’s own situation that this knowledge of the text’s situation provides. This allows a distanciation from the Romantic conception of the reader attempting to inhabit the author’s mind in order to comprehend their ‘intention’; rather, it is now the full set of historical and cultural circumstances influencing a work’s production that comes to the aid of the interpreter’s understanding.

Jauss’ great development of this theory is explicitly to link it to Gadamer’s concept of ‘dialogue’, and in turn to apply the whole in a practice of literary criticism. For Jauss, as for Gadamer, it is the critic’s role to mediate between horizons – the horizon of the text and the horizon of the reader.

When attempting to understand a text whose horizon of signification is no longer immediately available, but instead has become alien due to its distance in time, the false assumption of immediacy – the supposed timeless presence of all classical art – must be recognised for what it is, and the naive alignment of a historically distant text with contemporary expectations about meaning avoided.

(Jauss 1989: 204)

Jauss (1989: 204) follows Gadamer in asserting that ‘the critical demands of literary hermeneutics must be met by consciously unfolding the tension between the text and the present’; consequently, he adopts what he calls Gadamer’s ‘principle of effective history’, namely that:

Distance in time is to be put to use and not – as historicism would have it – overcome, that is, abolished through a one-sided transplanting of the self into the spirit of the past. The horizons of the past and the present must necessarily be contrasted before they are fused if the text in its otherness is to serve as a means of appraising the interpreter’s prejudices and, finally, of allowing the interpretation to become an experience that changes the person experiencing it.

(Jauss 1989: 205)

This leads Jauss to try ‘to re-establish the dialogic reciprocity between the text and the present, the interpreted and the interpreter, through the interplay of question and answer’. But whereas in Gadamer this ‘question and answer’ model was a means by which persons, or ‘the other’, could be understood in present time – a model of communicative understanding, and thereby ultimately an ethics – for Jauss ‘this holds good for understanding distant texts as well as for understanding the discourse of the other’. ‘The hermeneutic task’ in literary criticism, for Jauss, is to bring the text back ‘into the living present of conversation’. However, there is an extent to which the term ‘conversation’ is metaphorical here, since of course the text cannot literally speak with me in the same way that a person can: ‘the interpreter must himself first stage the role of the other so that the text can speak, respond to a question, and be understood in the end as a “question posed to me”’.

Jauss, then, accepts Gadamer’s model of the fusion of horizons, and accepts too Gadamer’s model of question and answer as a hermeneutics of dialogue which fosters understanding between people. Without Gadamer, Jauss’ literary theory, and the extensive criticism of medieval literature, Goethe, Rabelais, Dickens, Baudelaire, Gide, Valéry, etc. that he produced on the back of it, would not exist. But Jauss departs from Gadamer on the question of the classical in literature, which he sees as a contradiction in Gadamer’s thinking, since it ‘falls out of the relationship of question and answer that is constitutive of all historical tradition’ (Jauss 1982: 30). For Gadamer, what constitutes the classical as classical is its timelessness, but for Jauss this is to succumb to a (Hegelian) myth of a self-evident character of a ‘masterwork’ – and such an unquestioning attitude bypasses the hermeneutic structure of question and answer. For Jauss, nothing – no communicative act – must escape this hermeneutic structure. Gadamer’s principle of the classical contradicts his own principle of understanding, that it is ‘not merely a reproductive, but always a productive attitude’ (Gadamer 2004: 264; cited in Jauss 1982: 31).

What, then, of the classical according to Jauss? By Gadamer’s own reckoning,

classical art at the time of its production did not yet appear ‘classical’: rather, it could open up new ways of seeing things and perform new experiences that only in historical distance – in the recognition of what is now familiar – give rise to the appearance that a timeless truth expresses itself in a work of art.

(Jauss 1982: 31)

The classical, then, is the name we give to that art which gives the appearance of a timeless truth, which is by no means the same as saying it expresses a timeless truth. In reality, classical art is open to the same mediation of horizons, and thereby the same dialogue between text and reader, as any other text, and it becomes part of the hermeneutic task to discover the causes and effects of this classical appearance.

To this end, Jauss sees his hermeneutic project as being an investigation into the historicity of literature, of what it is that constitutes literature as a historical artefact, and the conditions under which literature is perceived as such. There are therefore three stages to his hermeneutic procedure: the diachronic, which examines the interrelationships between the various receptions of a literary work over time; the synchronic, which examines what a piece of literature ‘means’ at any one given time; and the immanent, which investigates how a literary development is related to a more general historical development. (It follows from this that Jauss (1982: 140) only feels able to discuss literary works that already have ‘a history of reception’; what he would make of contemporary works remains unsaid by him.)

This is not to say that Jauss is a mere historicist; on the contrary, he engages in deep analysis – what one might call ‘close reading’ – of literary works. Again this consists of three stages of reading, and again Jauss professes a debt to Gadamer in their development, while actually departing quite radically from him. (For Jauss, Gadamer is interested primarily in ‘philosophical hermeneutics’, while he in turn is interested in ‘literary hermeneutics’.) Jauss’ three stages of reading are understanding, interpretation and application, and, like Gadamer, Jauss sees specifically the poetic text as bringing these together. The first stage, understanding, is, according to Jauss, dependent upon the ‘aesthetic’ nature of the text, in other words, the fact that the form, structure, etc. of the poem announces itself as a poem, and is perceived as such accordingly. The second stage, interpretation, can only happen if the first stage has already happened; in other words, we can only interpret a poem if we already understand it to be a poem. This might seem like decking an obvious point in some needless terminological cladding, but Jauss’ purpose is to make explicit what is going on in the process of reading, and how that intersects with how a poem is received generally – each individual reader of a poem plugs in, as it were, to the great chain of reading that has already happened to the poem, in the same way that a smallholding might plug in to the national electricity grid: on a still day the smallholding will draw power from the grid to run the farm machinery, while on a windy day the smallholding’s own turbine will sell power back to the grid. Thus, in understanding, perceiving a poem to be a poem establishes a ‘horizon of expectations’ – we already know what a poem should be like from our experience of other poems, and expect that it should give us aesthetic pleasure by being ‘at once more complex and more meaningful’ than everyday language. Interpretation, meanwhile, is concerned with the ‘significance’ of the poem. According to Jauss, when dealing with a poem it is only in this second stage of reading that Gadamer’s dictum ‘to understand means to understand something as an answer’ comes into play. A poem may need to be read several times in order to be interpreted, according to its difficulty; interpretation is a process of reflection, rather than of perception:

Every reader is familiar with the experience that the significance of a poem often discloses itself only on rereading, after returning from the end to the beginning. Here the experience of the first reading becomes the horizon of the second one: what the reader received in the progressive horizon of aesthetic perception can be articulated as a theme in the retrospective horizon of interpretation.

(Jauss 1982: 143)

In other words, in reading a poem we firstly understand it to be a poem; this is a passive experience of perception for us that anticipates the second stage of reading, which is interpretation. We then secondly interpret the poem; this is an active experience of reflection for us that looks back to the first stage of reading, understanding. What, then, of the third stage of reading, application? So far the experience of reading has been quite subjective, and yet we would not wish to say that a text means whatever I want it to mean. What is discovered in the first two stages of reading ‘fails to distinguish between what is implied by the text and what is brought to bear by the interpreter’ (Jauss 2001: 27); the third stage, then, acts as a corrective to this subjectivism by ‘reintroduc[ing] the distance in time initially omitted and reconstruct[ing] the author’s intended meaning as a historical alternative’. This is not a regress into reconstructing ‘the mind of the author’ as deplored by Gadamer but, rather, a means of testing the validity of one’s interpretation against the work of predecessors, the author himself being one such. The real value in literary criticism, for Jauss, lies in its opening up the understanding of a text ‘in a new and different way’. Comparing one’s reading to that of predecessors results in a plurality of meanings of the text. These do not necessarily contradict one another; rather, they open up a dialogue, ‘in which the only criterion for truth or falsity depends on whether significance is capable of further developing the inexhaustible meaning of the work of art’ (Jauss 2001: 27) – a formulation of which Gadamer would have heartily approved.




Summary

Gadamer has had a wide influence in literary criticism and theory, and in philosophy. Much of the debate surrounding him has focused on whether he is too radical or not radical enough. For Emilio Betti and E.D. Hirsch, Gadamer goes too far in rejecting the intention of the author as a guide to the meaning of a text; this view is echoed by Michael Dummett, for whom it is a misunderstanding of the nature of language not to take it to be a direct representation of reality. Philosophers in the pragmatic tradition, such as Roderick Chisholm, Donald Davidson and Richard Rorty, meanwhile, are much more sympathetic to Gadamer’s approach, recognising that the truths of the human sciences are not propositional. Rorty, in particular, sees Gadamer’s concept of Bildung, or ‘edification’, as a licence to reorientate the task of philosophy towards saying new and interesting things about the human condition, rather than ‘proving’ things about the external world. John D. Caputo, however, sees Gadamer’s project as being one of sanitising Heidegger, appropriating him to the tradition of philosophy to which in reality he was opposed. Gadamer is defended against this attack by the likes of Timothy Clark and Nicholas Davey, who notice in Gadamer’s ‘tradition’ a characteristic of constantly renewing itself through oppositional dialogue. Dialogue too – between text and reader – becomes the aspect of Gadamer that is most attractive to Hans-Robert Jauss in developing his reception theory: the task of literary hermeneutics, for him, is to bring the text back ‘into the living present of conversation’. But Jauss develops the concept of the ‘classical’ beyond that envisaged by Gadamer, to propose a literary criticism the task of which is to unveil the causes and effects of what it is that gives a text a timeless, ‘classical’ appearance.
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Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1976) Hegel’s Dialectic: Five Hermeneutical Studies, trans. P. Christopher Smith, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

Contains five essays on Hegel, originally published between 1961 and 1973, which work through the ‘irritation’ Gadamer feels towards Hegel’s dialectic. The first essay (‘Dialectic of the Ancient Philosophers’) in particular brings out the similarities and differences between Hegelian dialectic and dialectics as conceived by the Greeks, and in so doing demonstrates how Hegel misreads the Greeks, since he sees them through the prism of a modern, Cartesian philosophy of the ‘subject’, but that this misreading is nevertheless productive, since it reveals the Greeks to have been ‘speculative’ in a way that had not previously been realised.
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Essays written between 1934 and 1974. Of especial interest are ‘Plato and the Poets’ (1934), which negotiates between the mimetic poetry Plato would have banned from his Republic and the ironic poetry in which his own work is couched, and ‘Plato’s Unwritten Dialectic’ (1968), which sees the literary form of Plato’s dialogues as proceeding from the principle of poetic repetition, whereby the same problems are presented over anew, in contradistinction to the methodology of the natural sciences.
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A collection of essays written in the late 1970s. Includes essays on Hegel and on practical philosophy; it is generally a defence of the relevance of philosophy today in the face of the rise of the natural sciences.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1985) Philosophical Apprenticeships, trans. Robert R. Sullivan, Cambridge, MA, and London: MIT Press.

This book is slightly eccentric in its structure, but successfully so. It alternates between autobiographical accounts of Gadamer’s sojourns in various locations and memoirs of the various famous people who taught, mentored or otherwise influenced him. Gadamer reveals himself to be just as capable of popular page-turning prose as he is of formal academic discourse, and his memories of the arrival of technological innovations such as electricity, the cinema and automobiles, and of university life in the inter-war years, provide an enjoyable insight into the social and cultural history of Germany in the early twentieth century. His portraits of his teachers are warts-and-all but ultimately generous; above all, they reveal their humanity and bring them to life as characters on the page.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1986) The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy, trans. P. Christopher Smith, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

Originally published in German in 1978, this is Gadamer’s most sustained exposition of phronēsis, which (contrary to prevailing scholarship) he finds to be a concept shared by both Plato and Aristotle. Through a series of patient, careful readings, he establishes a notion of the good that transcends the limits of scientific reason and finds its fulfilment in practical philosophy.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1986) The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, trans. Nicholas Walker, ed. Robert Bernasconi, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press.

A collection of essays written between 1967 and 1980, developing the themes of Part I of Truth and Method. There are extensive discussions of play and mimesis, and of poetry as the highest expression of language, as that which reveals truth.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1991) Plato’s Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the Philebus, trans. Robert M. Wallace, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

A translation of Gadamer’s first book, originally published in 1931. Already in this early work what were to become important Gadamerean themes are emerging: that the logos (‘word’) ‘progressively discloses’ what it means; that dialogue is the means whereby this disclosure is actualised; that Platonic dialogue is thus a model for the discovery of truth through conversation (a model which Gadamer would later name ‘hermeneutics’); and that understanding is therefore primordially shared.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1991) Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics, trans. Lawrence Schmidt and Monica Reuss, ed. Dieter Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, Albany: State University of New York Press.

A collection of interviews, lectures and essays dating from 1947 to 1987, in three Parts. Part I presents Gadamer’s views on the university, including his Leipzig rectoral address, and the important lecture ‘The Idea of the University’. The second part contains six pieces on poetry and modern culture, including some extended literary criticism of the poet Stefan George, and ‘Under the Shadow of Nihilism’, which contains yet further critical remarks on Celan’s poem ‘Todtnauberg’. The third part presents Gadamer’s views on the past, present and future of the humanities in Europe.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1994) Literature and Philosophy in Dialogue: Essays in German Literary Theory, trans. Robert H. Paslick, Albany: State University of New York Press.

A collection of essays and lectures, written mostly in the 1940s, on the canonical German writers Goethe, Hölderlin, Kleist and Rilke, and on the composer Bach. The tone tends to be Heideggerian in its praise of poetic language as ‘an ontological reality surpassing any single individual’, which includes – even in these early works – the author of the poem.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1994) Heidegger’s Ways, trans. John W. Stanley, Albany: State University of New York Press.

A collection of essays written between 1960 and 1981, elaborating Gadamer’s relation with Heidegger. Heidegger was Gadamer’s biggest influence, and the essays combine commentary on Heidegger’s thinking with sketches of the historical background against which it was developed. Of especial interest are ‘The Marburg Theology’, which traces the origins of Gadamer’s interest in phronēsis to some early remarks by Heidegger; ‘The Language of Metaphysics’, which defends Heidegger’s concept of Destruktion as challenging, rather than reproducing, the language of metaphysics (a charge that Derrida, not named in this essay, was to bring); ‘The Truth of the Work of Art’, which defends Heidegger’s characterisation of truth as unconcealment and promotes his concept of ‘poeticising’; and ‘Martin Heidegger – 85 Years’, written for Heidegger’s birthday Festschrift, which makes remarks on Celan’s poem ‘Todtnauberg’ which complement those found in Who Am I and Who Are You?

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1996) The Enigma of Health: The Art of Healing in a Scientific Age, trans. Jason Gaiger and Nicholas Walker, Cambridge: Polity.

Essays, lectures and broadcasts first presented between 1963 and 1991. They extend Gadamer’s scepticism regarding science and technology into the domain of the philosophy of medicine, both praising the achievements of modern medicine and setting out its limitations in understanding the ‘human condition’. (The ‘enigma’ of health is that medical technology can aid restoration to health, but that health itself is not measurable; being healthy is characterised by forgetting the fact that one is so.)

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1997) Gadamer on Celan: ‘Who Am I and Who Are You?’ and Other Essays, trans. and ed. Richard Heinemann and Bruce Krajewski, Albany: State University of New York Press.

Who Am I and Who Are You? is Gadamer’s most important post-Truth and Method book, since it puts into practice the theory of language developed in Part III of that work, making explicit the (otherwise somewhat cryptic) theory of poetic language as embodying truth as unconcealment to be found in the later Heidegger. The book also makes important contributions to literary theory, addressing the question ‘What must the reader know?’ in order to do criticism. Gadamer tackles head on the difficulty of needing some biographical knowledge to make sense of Celan’s ‘hermetic’ poems, in the face of his own theory that the biography and intentions of the author are irrelevant to understanding poetic works, and consequently the essay stands in its own right as one of the finest pieces of Celan criticism available. It is Gadamer’s most sustained attempt at literary criticism.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1998) The Beginning of Philosophy, trans. Rod Coltman, New York: Continuum.

A series of lectures first delivered in German in 1967–8, then in Italian in 1988 (published 1993), which were back-translated into German and revised for publication by Gadamer in 1996. They deal mainly with ancient Greek philosophy, but also to some extent with what it means to ‘begin’ philosophy, situating Gadamer in this regard in relation to such hermeneutic predecessors as Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Heidegger.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1998) Praise of Theory: Speeches and Essays, trans. Chris Dawson, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

A collection of essays written in the late 1970s and early 1980s, mainly continuing the critique of scientific method initiated in Truth and Method, and defending the humanities – particularly in their pursuit of the beautiful – in the face of modern technological thinking.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1999) Hermeneutics, Religion, and Ethics, trans. Joel Weinsheimer, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

A collection of essays written between 1941 and 1989, including ‘The Ethics of Value and Practical Philosophy’ and ‘Friendship and Self-Knowledge’, which promote the Greek ideal of friendship and, although written in the 1980s, recall themes first advanced by Gadamer as early as the 1920s.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (2001) Gadamer in Conversation: Reflections and Commentary, trans. and ed. Richard E. Palmer, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

A series of conversations in which Gadamer gives accessible introductions to his hermeneutics and to his versions of aesthetics, practical philosophy and phenomenology. Also contains the interview ‘The real Nazis had no interest at all in us … ’, in which Gadamer speaks candidly about his life under the Nazi regime, and the behaviour of many of his well-known colleagues at the time. Along with A Century of Philosophy, a good place to start reading Gadamer himself.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (2003) A Century of Philosophy: Hans-Georg Gadamer in Conversation with Riccardo Dottori, trans. Rod Coltman and Sigrid Koepke, New York and London: Continuum.

Discusses most of Gadamer’s major concerns and concepts – phronēsis, ethics, politics, history and tradition – and his relationship with his (near-)contemporaries, such as Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Anglo-American philosophers and Derrida. The whole is delivered in Gadamer’s easy, conversational style, interspersed with amusing autobiographical anecdotes, and forms an excellent way in to reading Gadamer himself.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (2004) Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, London and New York: Continuum, 2nd rev. edn.

Gadamer’s magnum opus, first published in 1960, transformed what is understood by the term ‘hermeneutics’ and established Gadamer as a major world thinker. (The translation cited here is far superior to previous versions.) Part I, ‘The Question of Truth as It Emerges in the Experience of Art’, begins with a sustained attack on the Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant’s theory of aesthetics, before developing Gadamer’s own theory, in which the concept of ‘play’ has a central role. Part II, ‘The Extension of the Question of Truth to Understanding in the Human Sciences’, begins with a history of hermeneutics, both drawing on and transcending the work of Gadamer’s celebrated predecessors Schleiermacher and Dilthey. It then presents Gadamer’s own theory, and here may be found Gadamer’s major concepts of prejudice and tradition, and situation and horizon. Part III, ‘The Ontological Shift of Hermeneutics Guided by Language’, develops the notion of dialogue as prior to the language that is understood by linguistics, and develops the hints given by Heidegger in his later philosophy into a full theory of how language makes it possible for man to have a ‘world’ and come to understanding.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (2007) The Gadamer Reader: A Bouquet of the Later Writings, trans. and ed. Richard E. Palmer, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

The most important collection of Gadamer essays. It includes the extended version of ‘Text and Interpretation’, which is Gadamer’s most highly developed theory of the uniqueness of literature as the highest form of art, and of poetry as the highest form of literature, revealing truth. It also contains numerous other essays developing the theme of language, the word and truth, which was initiated in the third part of Truth and Method, as well as Gadamer’s last, and most detailed, essay on Derrida, ‘Hermeneutics Tracking the Trace’. Each essay is preceded by a helpful commentary by Palmer.

Other works

Bernstein, Richard J. (1983) Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Finds common ground between Gadamer, Habermas and Rorty to attempt to transcend the age-old dichotomy between objectivism and relativism. One of the earliest works in English to give equal weight to, and negotiate between, the hermeneutics of Truth and Method and the phronēsis of Gadamer’s earlier (and later) works. Interesting, too, in drawing parallels between Gadamer’s critique of scientism and that to be found in Paul Feyerabend’s Against Method.

Code, Lorraine (ed.) (2003) Feminist Interpretations of Hans-Georg Gadamer, University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.

Contains fifteen essays which either engage in ‘conversation’ with Gadamer from a feminist perspective or ‘enlist’ his work as a feminist resource. The essays tend to be ambivalent in tone, at once finding much in Gadamer’s notions of dialogue and critique of modern science that chimes with alternatives to patriarchal thinking, while chiding Gadamer for ‘political and social naivety’, insofar as he never envisages the embodiment of the other as anything other than male. Code’s Introduction rightly points out the exclusively male philosophical circles of mentorship and discipleship in which Gadamer lived his life, as well as his studious avoidance of overtly political problems, but is surely mistaken in claiming that he was not a ‘public intellectual’.

Davey, Nicholas (2006) Unquiet Understanding: Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics, Albany: State University of New York Press.

Develops Gadamer’s work into a philosophical hermeneutics that ‘is philosophical in that it strives to discern the objectivities within the subjective voice and hermeneutical in that it enquires into how the subject experiences and engages with those objectivities’ (249).

Derrida, Jacques (2005) Sovereignties in Question: The Poetics of Paul Celan, ed. Thomas Dutoit and Outi Pasanen, New York: Fordham University Press.

Contains all of Derrida’s works on Celan. Most significant from the point of view of Gadamer is ‘Rams: Uninterrupted Dialogue – Between Two Infinities, the Poem’ (trans. Thomas Dutoit and Philippe Romanski), which is Derrida’s belated (after Gadamer’s death) engagement with the substance of Gadamer’s 1981 critique of him, mediated through discussion of the poems of their mutual friend Celan, and of Gadamer’s Celan book Who Am I and Who Are You? Derrida’s collection concludes with an interview, ‘The Truth that Wounds’ (trans. Thomas Dutoit), in which he maintains that Celan’s poetry contains a ‘dissemination’ that is ‘irreducible to hermeneutics’.

Dostal, Robert J. (ed.) (2002) The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Twelve essays by leading contemporary philosophers, including Charles Taylor and Gadamer’s biographer Jean Grondin, on a wide range of Gadamer’s interests. The essays tend to presuppose some prior knowledge of Gadamer’s works. The volume contains a substantial bibliography (to 2002).

Dummett, Michael (2010) The Nature and Future of Philosophy, New York: Columbia University Press.

The third and eleventh chapters (‘Philosophy as the Grammar of Thought’, 13–19, and ‘Gadamer on Language’, 87–99) contain sustained negative critiques of Gadamer, and of continental philosophy more generally, from an analytic viewpoint. The gist is that, in taking a lofty overview of language, Gadamer fails to appreciate that the task of philosophy is to analyse propositional sentences, since their structure reveals how the mind comprehends reality.

Grondin, Jean (2003) Hans-Georg Gadamer: A Biography, trans. Joel Weinsheimer, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

The definitive biography of Gadamer. It is sympathetic while avoiding hagiography, and steers a judicious path through such controversial topics as the Nazis and Gadamer’s relationship with Heidegger. Written by a leading Gadamer scholar and hermeneuticist in his own right, the book benefits from being informed by an understanding of Gadamer’s philosophy and inter alia contains some useful critical evaluations of it and its influence.

Hahn, Lewis Edwin (ed.) (1997) The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Peru, IL: Open Court.

Contains Gadamer’s ‘Reflections on My Philosophical Journey’ (a more intellectual counterpart to the biography found in Philosophical Apprenticeships), along with twenty-nine critical essays by leading philosophers on such topics as Gadamer’s relationship with the Greeks, the applicability of his theory of hermeneutics, and his attitude to the Enlightenment. Of particular interest are contributions from philosophers in the Anglo-American tradition, Roderick Chisholm and Donald Davidson, who claim some affinity with Gadamer’s work. The book also contains a very useful bibliography (up to 1997) by Richard E. Palmer.

Hirsch, E.D. (1967) Validity in Interpretation, New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press.

A work of ‘old’ hermeneutic literary theory in the tradition of Schleiermacher, which rails against all those from Heidegger to T.S. Eliot who have argued for the ‘semantic autonomy’ of the literary text, defending in opposition to this the notion of authorial intention as the key to understanding a text’s meaning. Appendix II (245–64) is on ‘Gadamer’s Theory of Interpretation’ and attacks what Hirsch calls Gadamer’s ‘doctrines’ of tradition, indeterminacy of meaning, prejudice and pre-understanding from a point of view broadly sympathetic to Dilthey.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1976) The Aims of Interpretation, Chicago, IL, and London: University of Chicago Press.

Defends the ‘old’ hermeneutics of Schleiermacher and Dilthey against the ‘new’ hermeneutics of Heidegger and Gadamer, in terms redolent of the earlier Validity in Interpretation, but in a more condensed form.

How, Alan (1995) The Habermas–Gadamer Debate and the Nature of the Social: Back to Bedrock, Aldershot: Avebury Ashgate.

The most complete and comprehensive of the many accounts of the Habermas--Gadamer debate.

Jauss, Hans-Robert (1982) Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti, Brighton: Harvester.

Probably Jauss’ most famous work of literary criticism and theory, indebted to Gadamer (especially in its conception of ‘horizon’), while attempting to go beyond him on the question of what constitutes the ‘classical’. Contains an extended reading of Baudelaire’s poem ‘Spleen’ very much after the manner of Gadamer’s reading of Celan.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1989) Question and Answer: Forms of Dialogic Understanding, trans. and ed. Michael Hays, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

The last of the five sections further develops Gadamer’s concept of ‘horizon’ to literary critical ends, strengthening the tie between the ‘fusion of horizons’ of the reading experience and the notion of dialogue between text and reader.

Malpas, Jeff, Ulrich Arnswald and Jens Kertscher (eds) (2002) Gadamer’s Century: Essays in Honor of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Contains essays on Gadamer’s relation to various other thinkers, such as Hegel, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein and Davidson, and an important essay by Ricoeur, ‘Temporal Distance and Death in History’, which extends Ricoeur’s concept of ‘distanciation’ (for which he is indebted to Truth and Method) from specifically texts (and implicitly literary texts) to history in general, thus demonstrating the influence of Gadamer on even the very latest elements of Ricoeur’s philosophy.

Michelfelder, Diane P. and Richard E. Palmer (eds) (1989) Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Gadamer--Derrida Encounter, Albany: State University of New York Press.

Contains the four texts of the initial meeting of Gadamer and Derrida in 1981 (the extended version of ‘Text and Interpretation’, reproduced in The Gadamer Reader; Derrida’s ‘Three Questions for Hans-Georg Gadamer’; Gadamer’s ‘Reply’; and Derrida’s ‘Interpreting Signatures’), plus the first three essays that Gadamer wrote in response to the encounter (‘Letter to Dallmayr’, ‘Destruktion and Deconstruction’ and ‘Hermeneutics and Logocentrism’), and fifteen essays on the encounter by other writers.

Mueller-Vollmer, Kurt (ed.) (1986) The Hermeneutics Reader: Texts of the German Tradition from the Enlightenment to the Present, Oxford: Blackwell.

Contains a selection of extracts from Gadamer’s influences and contemporaries, such as Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Husserl and Heidegger, along with Gadamer’s essay ‘Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and the Critique of Ideology’, his reply to Habermas’ initial criticism of Truth and Method in On the Logic of the Social Sciences.

Ormiston, Gayle L. and Alan D. Schrift (eds) (1990) The Hermeneutic Tradition: From Ast to Ricoeur, Albany: State University of New York Press.

In two parts. The first contains selections from figures in the hermeneutic tradition that influenced Gadamer, such as Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Heidegger. The second contains most – but not all – of the documents relevant to the Habermas--Gadamer debate, most notably the section of Habermas’ On the Logic of the Social Sciences devoted to Gadamer’s Truth and Method, Habermas’ 1971 essay ‘The Hermeneutic Claim to Universality’, and Gadamer’s immediate ‘Reply’ to that essay.

Ricoeur, Paul (1973) ‘Ethics and Culture: Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue’, trans. David Pellauer, in Philosophy Today 17:2, 153–65.

An alternative take on the Habermas--Gadamer debate to that found in Ricoeur’s From Text to Action (slightly oddly focusing on Habermas’ Knowledge and Human Interests, which does not mention Gadamer), which condenses Ricoeur’s arguments concerning the virtuous circularity of explanation and understanding, and ideology critique being in the service of emancipation.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1991) From Text to Action: Essays in Hermeneutics, II, trans. Kathleen Blamey and John B. Thompson, London: Athlone.

Includes ‘The Task of Hermeneutics’ and ‘Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology’, which address Gadamer’s work directly and attempt to mediate between Gadamer and Habermas. Also includes ‘The Hermeneutic Function of Distanciation’, which describes the importance to a text’s interpretation of spatial and temporal distance from its author and the circumstances of its production – an idea Ricoeur appropriates from Gadamer – and a number of other essays on the nature of textuality, interpretation, understanding and practical philosophy, which display Ricoeur’s ‘hermeneutic turn’ in the wake of Truth and Method.

Schmidt, Lawrence K. (ed.) (1995) The Specter of Relativism: Truth, Dialogue and Phronēsis in Philosophical Hermeneutics, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

Contains fifteen essays covering the range of Gadamer’s writings up to 1995, especially focusing on the question of truth in Gadamer’s philosophy, and contributing to the debate concerning the extent to which Gadamer may be considered a radical thinker. Includes Jean Grondin’s ‘On the Composition of Truth and Method’ (23–38), an essay by Francis J. Ambrosio on Caputo’s response to Gadamer (96–110), an essay by Robert Bernasconi that is critical of Gadamer broadly from Caputo’s perspective (178–94), and a translation of Gadamer’s own ‘On the Truth of the Word’ (135–56).

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (ed.) (2000) Language and Linguisticality in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, London: Lexington.

Contains eleven essays on the subject of the self-explanatory title, including two by Gadamer himself (‘Boundaries of Language’, 9–18, and ‘Towards a Phenomenology of Ritual and Language’, 19–50).

Silverman, Hugh J. (ed.) (1991) Gadamer and Hermeneutics, New York and London: Routledge.

Contains a brief autobiographical sketch by Gadamer (‘Gadamer on Gadamer’), along with discussions by various prominent Gadamer commentators on his relation to Plato, Heidegger, Barthes, Ricoeur, Habermas and Derrida.

Wright, Kathleen (ed.) (1990) Festivals of Interpretation: Essays on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Work, Albany: State University of New York Press.

Contains ten essays by leading Gadamer scholars. Of particular interest is Part III, ‘Hermeneutics and the Challenges of Poetry and Postmodern Thinking’, which constitutes the first sustained response in English to Gadamer’s Who Am I and Who Are You?
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