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(PHGG, p. 35). There is no metaphysics of presence in one of Hegel’s most
sweeping and helpful characterizations of the task of the Logic, (Hegel’s
Science of Logic, translated by A. V. Miller (London: George Allen &
Unwin, 1969)), that this “truth of actuality” must never be represented
as a “dead repose,” and that,

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



ROBERT J. DOSTAL

11 Gadamer’s Relation
to Heidegger and
Phenomenology

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

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

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

In 1928, Heidegger returned to Freiburg to assume Husserl’s chair,
and Gadamer remained in Marburg where he began to establish his
career as a philosopher. When Heidegger assumed the rectorship of
Freiburg University in 1933 and became a public and official ad-
vocate for National Socialism, Gadamer broke off his contact with
Heidegger. He renewed his relationship with Heidegger in the late
19308, years after Heidegger had given up the rectorship and any pub-
lic political role, and continued to remain in contact with him until
Heidegger’s death in 1976. Gadamer put together the first Festschrift
for Heidegger in 1950, Anteile, and invited Heidegger regularly to
visit his classes in Heidelberg.® Gadamer never wrote directly about
Heidegger until Heidegger invited him to write an introduction for
the publication of the second edition of the Origin of the Work of
Art in 1960, the year in which Truth and Method appeared.” After
1964, essays on Heidegger appear regularly.®

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

In his autobiographical writings and interviews Gadamer reports
that during their long relationship Heidegger provided him with a
number of surprises and disappointments. He remembers being sur-
prised when first reading Being and Time at its apparent Kantian
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transcendental framework. This “surprise” supports some of the re-
cent work on the early publications and lectures of Heidegger that
argue for a greater continuity in the development of Heidegger’s
thought than the standard secondary presentation of the 1960s and
1970s, which suggested a break between the “early” and the “later”
Heidegger. The next surprise that Gadamer registers is also the first
disappointment with Heidegger, i.e., Heidegger’s engagement on be-
half of the Nazis in 1933. Gadamer was not the only close associate
who did not anticipate Heidegger’s step into politics. Another sur-
prise that Gadamer expresses follows from Gadamer’s re-reading
in the late 1980s of Heidegger’s early and, until 1989, unpublished
essay of 1922 that laid out a project that never came to fruition — a
thoroughgoing phenomenological reading of Aristotle. This essay
had been sent to Natorp via Husserl in the attempt to obtain a posi-
tion for Heidegger in Marburg. This essay was passed on to Gadamer
by Natorp at that time and importantly motivated him to go to
Freiburg to study with Heidegger. Reading the essay, Gadamer much
later reports, gave the young Ph.D. an “electric shock” (PA 47).
Gadamer lost his copy of the essay and did not see it again until
the late 1980s. What surprises Gadamer in his reading of the essay
some sixty plus years later is the strong interest of the essay in
the concepts of theory and science. Gadamer’s own philosophical
hermeneutics emphasizes the practical aspect of understanding and
refers back to the treatment of understanding (Verstehen) in Being
and Time, where Heidegger places all understanding in the context
of an “in order to” (um zu), i.e., in a practical context. Although
Gadamer in his introductory essay to the publication of Heidegger’s
essay in 1989 does not comment on it, Heidegger’s essay treats
theory as a sort of “tarrying” (Verweilen). This is the very concept
with which Gadamer characterizes the encounter with the work of
art —which encounter is paradigmatic for Gadamer of the event of un-
derstanding. We should also note that Gadamer considers this early
essay by Heidegger one of Heidegger’s most important works.™°
Finally, a later disappointment with Heidegger that Gadamer reg-
isters is the lack of recognition that Heidegger accorded to Truth
and Method. Gadamer reports sending Heidegger a copy of the work
when it first came out and waiting for a response from Heidegger.
None came. In spite of the fact that Gadamer had written the work, in
part, to build a way for readers into Heidegger’s later work, Heidegger
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seems to have found the work too dependent on concepts of which
Heidegger was long critical, especially the concept of consciousness.
Gadamer later defends his use of the concept of consciousness by
pointing out that he has always sought to use ordinary language in
his writing. He finds Heidegger’s linguistic neologisms in the effort
to avoid a philosophy of consciousness (like that of Husserl) to be
too contrived. Further, Gadamer glosses the concept of conscious-
ness, which literally in the German is “conscious-being” (Bewusst-
sein) with the statement that “consciousness is more Being than
conscious” (mehr Sein als Bewusst), thus emphasizing the open-
ness of consciousness to the world and to Being.'* This, however,
did not satisfy Heidegger. According to Gadamer, Heidegger praised
Gadamer’s little book on the poetry of Paul Celan as his favorite
among Gadamer’s writings. Further, Gadamer proudly, yet modestly,
claims that his work on Plato had succeeded in persuading Heidegger,
late in his life, that Heidegger’s account of Plato had fallen short.*?

THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL
CHARACTER OF GADAMER’S
PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTICS

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

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

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

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

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

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

The leading concept of the entire project is, of course, truth. When
we understand something, we come to some truth about it. The full
title of Part One is “The question of truth as it emerges in the ex-
perience of art,” and the full title of Part Two reads: “The exten-
sion of the question of truth to understanding in the human sci-
ences.” Part Three provides an ontology according to which language
is where truth happens. Here too, with regard to the question of truth,
Gadamer situates himself within a Heideggerian framework. Truth
is an event that happens in the encounter with the thing in language.
Gadamer never provides a definition of truth in Truth and Method,
but in several essays he makes clear his reliance on Heidegger’s
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treatment of truth as unconcealedness (Unverborgenheit).™3 Truth
is an event of revealing that, at the same time, conceals.

THE DIALOGICAL CHARACTER
OF GADAMER’S PHILOSOPHICAL
HERMENEUTICS: GADAMER’S
DISTINCT PATH

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

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

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

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

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

THE GREEKS AND THE ANTINOMY
OF BEGINNINGS: THE CRITIQUE
OF HEIDEGGER

Heidegger’s readings of the Western philosophical tradition clearly
provoke much thought and consideration in Gadamer’s own inter-
pretation of the tradition. Gadamer is too good a philologian and
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scholar to be persuaded by the quirky etymologies and translations
that Heidegger sometimes proposes, and he is too good a listener
to the text to be persuaded by what Gadamer acknowledges are
Heidegger’s violent interpretations of classic philosophical texts.>?
Behind the quirky etymologies and the violent interpretations in
Heidegger’s work lies openly his thesis that the history of Western
thought is a history of the forgetfulness of Being — which forgetful-
ness begins with Plato and culminates in the nihilism of Nietzsche.
This nihilism has brought us the catastrophe of the past century’s
world wars and the dominance of our lives by technology. Heidegger
awaits a new beginning that the god (or gods) might bring us. He goes
back to the pre-Socratics to find this alternative. Gadamer accepts
none of this.?3

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Heidegger’s hope for a new beginning was explicitly not a hope
for a new beginning of philosophy, for philosophy means meta-
physics for Heidegger. He looked for a kind of thinking that would be
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post-philosophical. Gadamer sees Heidegger’s later work as extremely
valuable and thought-provoking, a challenge and a provocation, but
unsuccessful. Its lack of success was inevitable for Gadamer for a
number of reasons. The very notion of stepping outside or overcom-
ing or being done with the history of thought and making a new
beginning make no sense. The attempt to leave philosophy behind
cannot succeed, because for Gadamer philosophy is a natural dispo-
sition (RAS 139). And Heidegger’s rejection of the language of meta-
physics is unfounded according to Gadamer because there is no lan-
guage of metaphysics.?® The following three sentences by Gadamer
reveal the deep affinity and indebtedness of Gadamer’s thought to
Heidegger’s work and the deep divide: “I have made my own con-
tribution to philosophy by linking up with this vision of the later
Heidegger. To be sure, I did not follow him in his incessant and re-
peatedly frustrated effort to bypass the language of traditional meta-
physics, its conceptual system and its talk of eidetic knowledge, and
to exploit the evocative force of the poetic word for philosophic
thought. To me this seems neither necessary nor possible.”?9 In-
evitably, the attempt to avoid the “language of metaphysics” leaves
Heidegger suffering from a failing or lack of an appropriate language
(Sprachnot). This, in part, for Gadamer, follows from the fact that
Heidegger was too much struggling with Nietzsche. In a recent in-
terview, Gadamer reports that shortly before his death Heidegger
told his family that Nietzsche had ruined him.3° Whereas Heidegger
had largely oriented his hermeneutical effort around a confrontation
with Nietzsche, Gadamer acknowledges that his hermeneutical ori-
entation, whose impulse came in the first place from Heidegger, is a
critical response to Dilthey.

It is clear that Gadamer’s thought, like that of Heidegger, is moti-
vated in large part by a consideration of our contemporary situation
in a “modern” age in which science, especially the natural sciences,
together with technology play such an important role and for which
the intellectual legacy of the Enlightenment remains so decisive.
And, like Heidegger, Gadamer can be counted among the critics of
Enlightenment thought and the Enlightenment legacy. Unlike Hei-
degger, however, Gadamer does not paint a dark and apocalyptic pic-
ture of our age. He finds Heidegger’s dismal view as overdramatized,
dangerous, and hubristic. Gadamer writes, for example: “Don’t we all
run the risk of a terrible intellectual hubris if we equate Nietzsche’s
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anticipations and the ideological confusion of the present with life
as it is actually lived with its own forms of solidarity? Here, in fact,
my divergence from Heidegger is fundamental.”3!

CONCLUSION

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

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

nou

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

Although Gadamer, who was born in 1900, belongs to an older
generation than Habermas and Derrida (who are contemporaries), his
philosophical hermeneutics became known to a wider intellectual
public primarily because of the critical attention that it received
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by the young Habermas. During the 1960s, Habermas wrote a now
famous critical review of Truth and Method." And when Habermas
was first appointed as a professor at Frankfurt University in 1965, he
dealt with hermeneutics in his inaugural lecture: “Knowledge and
Human Interests.”? It was these interventions that initiated what
has come to be called the Gadamer-Habermas debate — a debate that
has taken many twists and turns over the years, and has involved
many other thinkers in addition to Gadamer and Habermas. I do not
want to narrate the intricacies of this ongoing complex debate, but
I do want to highlight some of the major issues that emerged from it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* ok x

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

Because Gadamer and Derrida are so sensitive to language, I want
to stress some of the differences in their linguistic styles. Gadamer
derives his understanding of philosophical hermeneutics from
Heidegger’s hermeneutics of facticity that is so prominent in Part
I of Being and Time. Gadamer does concede that “like many of my
critics, Heidegger too would probably feel a lack of radicality in the
conclusions I draw.... When science expands into total technoc-
racy and thus brings on the ‘cosmic night’ of the ‘forgetfulness of
being,’ the nihilism that Nietzsche prophesied, then may one not
gaze at the last fading light of the sun setting in the evening sky,
instead of turning around to look for the first shimmer of its re-
turn?” (TM xxvii). The figures that dominate Gadamer’s writing are
the metaphors of “fusion,” “play,” the “to-and fro” movement of
conversation, In seeking to understand what is strange, alien and
other, we expand and deepen our own finite horizon and historic-
ity. In this process of Bildung, self-knowledge is achieved in and
through a dialogical encounter with the other. And in this encounter
(this happening), we seek a fusion of horizons. Gadamer some-
times characterizes himself as a Hegelian of the “bad infinite,” and
by this he means that there is no final Aufhebung. Experience
is always open to further experience — without end. There is no
finality in understanding and interpretation. For Gadamer, like
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Hegel, when we confront what is alien, other, and different, we seek
to appropriate the truth implicit in what we encounter. Gadamer
is sensitive to the ruptures and breaks in our understanding.
But these are challenges to be met; they set the task for hermeneutics.
The metaphoric figures of Gadamer are marked by “fusion” -
where we seek reconciliation and coherence through dialogical
play.t4

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

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

Let me return to what stands at the core of Gadamer’s philo-
sophical hermeneutics — dialogue and conversation. A living dia-
logue always stands behind our dialogical understanding of texts,
works of art, and traditions. Uberlieferung (tradition) is this ongo-
ing conversation. We come to understand a text by learning how
to question it and how it poses questions to us. “The hermeneutic
phenomenon...implies the primacy of dialogue and the structure
of question and answer. That a historical text is made the object of
interpretation means that it puts a question to the interpreter” (TM
369). The idea that a historical text or a work of art can “speak” to us,
can pose a “question” to us, can make a “claim to truth” upon us is
a crucial presupposition for Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics.
And yet, we must pause and insist that “strictly speaking,” a text,
work of art, or tradition does not literally speak to us. Unlike a liv-
ing conversation, we are not confronting a dialogical partner who can
speak for herself. Rather it is we as interpreters that speak on behalf
of a mute text. It is we who interpret a text as posing a question to us.
Unlike a real-life dialogue, the dialogue with texts is a “one-sided”
monological dialogue in which we are both questioning a text and
answering for it. When we face up to this disparity between a living
dialogue and the dialogue with texts and traditions, then we open up
all sorts of gaps and problems. And these are just the sorts of gaps
that Derrida exploits. It is not quite accurate to say that when we
have doubts about the interpretation of a text, we must return to the
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text itself, because this “return” is really a return to the text as we
interpret it. This is a point that Nietzsche already effectively made
when he questioned whether there is any “reality” or “text” beyond
and below our interpretations. This is just the sort of gap (abyss) that
Derrida delights in exposing. A deconstructive analysis of Gadamer
might well point out the aporia that lies at the heart of hermeneutics.
On the one hand, Gadamer insists that texts do not have meaning in
themselves, meaning arises only in the happening of understanding.
But at the same time, Gadamer also insists that a text is sufficiently
resistant to arbitrary meanings so that it can “question” our inter-
pretations. This is not a trivial or sophistical perplexity because it
raises profound questions about the limitations of the very idea of
a dialogue or conversation with texts, works of art, and traditions.
How is one to decide whether or not one has properly answered for a
text that we are seeking to understand? There is always something
undecidable in the happening of understanding and interpretation.
We can further our understanding of the consequential differences
between Gadamer and Derrida by seeing how undecidability oper-
ates in another context. In the past two decades, Derrida’s writings
have taken a much more explicit ethical turn, although a close read-
ing of his early works shows that he has always been interested in
(obsessed with) questions of response, responsibility, and ethics.*s
Derrida shares with Gadamer (and Habermas) a deep suspicion and
criticism of the ways in which technological thinking and calcula-
tion have infiltrated our ethical and political lives. Like Gadamer,
Derrida thinks that it is misleading to appeal to universal rules, al-
gorithms, and strategic calculations to bring out what is distinctive
about ethical decision. But their differences come to the fore when
we see how they respond to this situation. Gadamer appeals to the
tradition of practical philosophy and to the Aristotelian conceptions
of praxis and phronesis as a corrective to the growing insidious per-
vasiveness of technological thinking. But Derrida has a very different
response. Phronesis does not play any significant role in his think-
ing. On the contrary, he is always stressing the irreducible undecid-
ability that is inescapable in any ethical decision. Undecidability,
for Derrida is not to be confused with nihilistic indecision, or with
a gratuitous decisionism. Undecidability is the very condition for
the possibility (and impossibility) of deciding and acting. A decision
is not an ethical decision if it can be calculated, programmed, or
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“deduced” from some universal rule. Ethical decision is a possibility
that is sustained by its impossibility. Or to make the point in a less
paradoxical manner, an ethical decision requires confronting its irre-
ducible undecidability. In his essay, “The Force of Law: The Mystical
Foundation of Authority,” Derrida introduces a sharp distinction be-
tween justice and law, and even declares that “Deconstruction is
Justice.”™® John Caputo succinctly summarizes Derrida’s point:

...the opposite of “undecidability” is not “decisiveness” but programma-
bility, calculability, computerizability, or formalizability. Decision-making,
judgment, on the other hand, positively depends upon undecidability....
So a “just” decision, a “judgment” that is worthy of the name, one that re-
sponds to the demands of justice, one that is more than merely legal, goes
eyeball to eyeball with undecidability, stares it in the face (literally), looks
into that abyss, and then makes the leap, that is “gives itself up to the
impossible decision.” ... That does not mean it is “decisionistic,” for that
would break the tension in the opposite direction, by dropping or ignoring the
law altogether and substituting subjectivistic autonomy for responsibility to
the other.r7

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

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

NOTES

1 An English translation of this review, “A Review of Gadamer’s Truth
and Method,” was published in Understanding and Social Inquiry,
eds. Fred R. Dallmayr and Thomas A. McCarthy. (Notre Dame: Univer-
sity of Notre Dame Press, 1977).

2 An English translation of this lecture appears in Knowledge and Human
Interests, trans. Jeremy J. Shapiro (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971).

3 Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 196.

4 Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 308.

5 “Hermeneutics and Social Science” in Cultural Hermeneutics 2 (1975),
p. 312.

6 “Dogmatism, Reason, and Decision: On Theory and Praxis in Our Scien-
tific Civilization,” in Theory and Practice, translation by John Viertel.
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), p. 255.

7 Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 309.

8 Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 314.

9 Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 310. It should be noted that
Habermas'’s debate with Gadamer began before Habermas explicitly made
his “linguistic turn.” Habermas, in his own self critique, argued that the
theory of cognitive interests was too closely associated with the philos-
ophy of the subject. Furthermore, he also argued that “self-reflection”
is a concept that needed to be clarified and explicated in a linguistic
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communicative framework. Subsequently, Habermas reformulated his
critique of Gadamer’s hermeneutics from this communicative perspec-
tive. For a lucid and perceptive analysis of Habermas’s critique of
hermeneutics that places it in the context of the German tradition of
hermeneutics, see Christina Lafont, The Linguistic Turn in Hermeneu-
tic Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999).

10 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, Second Revised Edition, trans.
by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York, Crossroad,
1989), p. xxviii. Already in the first edition of Truth and Method, Gadamer
has emphatically stated: “The hermeneutics developed here is not, there-
fore, a methodology of the human sciences, but an attempt to understand
what the human sciences truly are, beyond their methodological self-
consciousness, and what connects them with the totality of our experi-
ence of the world.” p. xxiii.

11 “The Problem of Historical Consciousness,” in Interpretive Social Sci-
ence, ed. Paul Rabinow and William Sullivan (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1979).

12 “Hermeneutics and Social Science,” p. 312.

13 See Dialogue & Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida Encounter,
edited by Diane P. Michelfelder and Richard E. Palmer (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1989). In addition to the papers by Gadamer and Derrida, this vol-
ume includes some subsequent reflections by Gadamer dealing with de-
construction, as well as a number of articles by other philosophers dealing
with hermeneutics and deconstruction.

14 For a perceptive discussion of the relation of Gadamer to the Anglo-
American tradition of epistemological holism, see Linda Alcoff, Real
Knowing: New Versions of the Coherence Theory (New York: Cornell
University Press, 1996).
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and “An Allegory of Modernity/Postmodernity: Habermas and Derrida”
in The New Constellation (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991).

16 “The Force of Law: The Mystical Foundation of Authority” in Decon-
struction and the Possibility of Justice, edited by Drucilla Cornell et al.,
(New York: Routledge, 1992).

17 John D. Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell (New York: Fordham
University Press, 1997), p. 137.
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