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ABSTRACT 

T h i s  t h e s i s  examines Hans-Georg Gadamer's no t ion  o f  

p r e j u d i c e  and t h e  r o l e  it p l a y s  i n  unders tanding.  Whereas t h e  

Enlightenment cons idered  p r e j u d i c e s  as impediments t o  

unders tanding,  Gadamer r e v e a l s  how p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  necessary  t o  

and p roduc t ive  of unders tanding .  Today, cri t ics of  Gadamer, such 

as Jurgen  Habermas, advoca te  t h e  development of some s o r t  of 

method t h a t  can f r e e  our  unders tanding  from p r e j u d i c e s .  Gadamer 

p r e s e n t s  an o n t o l o g i c a l  view of  hermeneut ics  t h a t  a s s e r t s  t h a t  

t h e  c i r c u l a r  and dynamic a s p e c t s  of  unders tanding  are 

fundamental  t o  our  ve ry  being:  t h e r e  is no p re jud ice - f r ee  

unders tanding.  

My first c h a p t e r  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  way i n  which Gadamer's 

hermeneutic p r o j e c t  p rov ides  a response t o  earlier C a r t e s i a n  and 

Enlightenment emphases w i t h i n  hermeneutics.  J u s t  as Descartes 

had searched  f o r  a contex t - t ranscendent  t r u t h ,  s o  Schleiermacher 

and h i s  f o l l o w e r s  hoped t o  come up w i t h  a method t h a t  guaran teed  

an i n d u b i t a b l e  and a h i s t o r i c  method of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

Chapter  Two shows how Heidegger e f f e c t e d  an o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n  

w i th in  hermeneutics by i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  temporal ,  c i r c u l a r ,  and 

c o n t e x t u a l  a s p e c t s  of unders tanding ,  and how Gadamer d i r e c t l y  

b u i l d s  upon t h e s e  concepts .  Chapter  Three  e x p l i c a t e e  Gadamer's 

r e s u s c i t a t i o n  of t h e  n o t i o n s  of  p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and 

a u t h o r i t y  i n  t e r m s  of t h e  r o l e  t hey  p l a y  i n  unders tanding-  

Gadamer's r e f u s a l  t o  produce a method i n  o r d e r  t o  ach ieve  a 
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t rad i t ion- t ranscendent  c r i t i q u e  of understanding causes opponents 

such as Habermas t o  impute Gadamer's hermeneutics with 

conservatism. 

In  Chapter Pour I g i v e  a summary of Habermas's c r i t i q u e  of 

ideology- Habermas i n s i s t s  t h a t  hermeneutic experience must be 

supplemented by theory i n  order  t o  l o c a t e  and remove hidden 

elements of power t h a t  th rea ten  our understanding with ideology. 

I n  Chapter Five I examine four  s p e c i f i c  c r i t i c i s m s  Habermas makes 

a g a i n s t  Gadamer, and I draw secondary sources  i n t o  t h e  debate .  

The debate  focuses on t h e  degree to which s c i e n t i f i c  method can 

f r e e  u s  from our s i t u a t e d n e s s  wi th in  t r a d i t i o n .  Gadamer 

n a i n t a i n s  t h a t  t h e  hermeneutic experience is un ive r sa l  and t h a t  

any c r i t i q u e  w e  provide of our t r a d i t i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  remains 

inforned and motivated by t h a t  t r a d i t i o n  i t s e l f .  

I conclude t h i s  t h e s i s  by arguing t h a t ,  f a r  from r e l e g a t i n g  

our understanding t o  a v ic ious  c i r c l e  condemned t o  d i s t o r t i o n ,  

Gadamer's hermeneutics provides t h e  incen t ive  f o r  a con t inua l  

examination of p re jud ices  and t h u s  is more l i k e l y  t o  evade 

d i s t o r t i o n  i n  t h a t  it does no t  look f o r  a f i n a l ,  complete 

understanding. The acknowledgment of t h e  embedded, dynamic, and 

temporal a spec t s  of understanding u l t i m a t e l y  opens a way t o  a 

nore --oriented understanding. 
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CHAPTER I 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HERMENEUTICS 

I n  t h e  opening s e c t i o n s  of  Discourse on Method, 

Descartes d e s c r i b e s  how, wearied by t h e  bookish knowledge of 

t h e  academy, he set o u t  to l e a r n  "first hand" from t he  

expe r i ences  and customs of h i s  day.  But he soon found 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  and confusion i n  t h e  customs and t r a d i t i o n s  o f  

t h e  day--just  as he had found i n  h i s  academic l e a r n i n g .  H i s  

f r u s t r a t i o n s  i n t e n s i f i e d :  i f  he could n o t  f i n d  t r u t h  through 

academic p u r s u i t s ,  no r  through l i f e  exper ience ,  where else 

w a s  he t o  search?  Because h i s  many t e a c h e r s ,  r u l e r s ,  

f r i e n d s ,  fami ly ,  and t r a d i t i o n s  had f a i l e d  t o  l e a d  him t o  t h e  

t r u t h ,  he concluded : 

I t  is t h e r e f o r e  impossible  t h a t  o u r  judgements 
should be  as pure  and f i r m  as t h e y  would have been 
had w e  t h e  whole u s e  o f  our  mature reason from t h e  
t i m e  of our  b i r t h  and i f  w e  had never  been under 
any " c o n t r o l " .  - , The f i r s t  r u l e  w a s  never  t o  
accep t  any th ing  as t r u e  u n l e s s  I recognized it t o  
be c e r t a i n l y  and e v i d e n t l y  such:  t h a t  is, 
c a r e f u l l y  t o  avoid a l l  p r e c i p i t a t i o n  and 
prejudgment, and t o  i nc lude  no th ing  i n  my 
conc lus ions  u n l e s s  it p re sen ted  i t s e l f  s o  c l e a r l y  
and d i s t i n c t l y  t o  my mind t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  no reason 
o r  occas ion  t o  doubt it. (Dsscartes 1983, 11,15) 
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Now, most of u s  who c l a i m  t o  be r a t i o n a l  a d u l t s  s t r i v e  

t o  examine our b e l i e f s  t o  some degree  o r  another ,  On one 

l e v e l ,  Descar tes ' s  a i m  is a worthy one: w e  need t o  be 

d e l i b e r a t e  about l i v i n g  t h e  examined l i f e .  But t o  what 

degree is t h i s  poss ib le?  This  t e n s i o n  g e t s  a t  t h e  concern 

of my t h e s i s  which explores  t h e  p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  g ive  r i s e  t o  

our b e l i e f s .  Th i s  t h e s i s  asks  t h e  fo l lowing ques t ions ,  What 

ia t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e s e  pre judices?  I a  it d e s i r a b l e  t o  purge 

our understanding of them? Can w e  have unprejudiced b e l i e f s ?  

I f  so ,  how do we go about achieving t h i s ?  

I began with a re fe rence  t o  Descar tes  i n  order  t o  

h igh l igh t  t h e  way i n  which t h e  contemporary hermeneutical 

exchange between Hans-Georg Gadamer and Jurgen Habermas grew 

out  of seventeenth century  epistemology. The subsequent 

Enlightenment i d e a l  demanded t h a t  one r i d  oneself  of t h e  

impediments of pre judice ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and a u t h o r i t y  i n  order  

t o  have access  t o  one's own i n t e r n a l ,  "pure and firm" reason-  

I n  t h i s  way, Enlightenment t h i n k e r s  reformulated t h e  

Car tes ian  a i m  by maintaining a "p re jud ice  a g a i n s t  

pre judices ."  Descar tes ' s  dream became t h e  Enlightenment 

goal :  i f  we could j u s t  c l e a r  away enough of t h e  c u l t u r a l ,  

r e l i g i o u s ,  and h i s t o r i c a l  f lo tsam then  w e  would be more 

l i k e l y  t o  achieve indub i t ab le  t r u t h -  Even though most of u s  

today do not  a i m  t o  i m i t a t e  Descartes's method of a t tempting 

t o  r i d  oursevles  of t h e  in f luences  of t r a d i t i o n ,  none-the- 

l e s s ,  i n  our day-to-day conception of understanding it seems 
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commonplace t o  cons ide r  t h a t  p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and 

a u t h o r i t y  p l a y  a d i s t o r t i n g  r o l e .  I f  t h i s  is t h e  case, then 

should n o t  t h o s e  of u s  who are committed t o  t h i n k i n g  

c r i t i c a l l y  a t t empt  t o  come up w i t h  a means f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  

and e r a d i c a t i n g  i n s i d i o u s  p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  t h r e a t e n  t o  d i s t o r t  

our  knowledge? T h i s  t h e s i s  e x p l o r e s  an answer t o  t h e s e  

q u e s t i o n s  i n  t e r m s  of a hermeneutics-as-ontology, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  as espoused by Hans-Georg Gadamer. 

What do  I mean by 'hermeneutics-as-ontology'? A 

p re l imina ry  answer r e q u i r e s  a b r i e f  h i s t o r y  of  he rneneu t i c s  

l e a d i n g  up t o  t h e  work of  Gadamer. T h i s  h i s t o r y  r e v e a l s  t h e  

way i n  which hermeneutics began as fundamental ly  in f luenced  

by t h e  Enlightenment.  Although n ine teen th-cen tury  

he rmeneu t i c i s t s  a t tempted t o  move beyond t h e  C a r t e s i a n  q u e s t  

f o r  c e r t a i n t y ,  t h e y  u l t i m a t e l y  d i d  l i t t l e  more than  t o  merely 

r e fo rmula t e  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  q u e s t  f o r  founda t ions .  A t  t h e  

t u r n  of  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  cen tu ry ,  F r i e d r i c h  Schleiermacher  

brought  a new emphasis t o  he rneneu t i c s .  P r i o r  t o  t h i s ,  

he rneneu t i c s  had p r i m a r i l y  meant t h e  p r a c t i c e  of  

i n t e r p r e t i n g  l e g a l ,  b i b l i c a l ,  and o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  t e x t s .  

Schleiermacher  was t h e  f i r s t  t o  p u t  f o r t h  a generalized o r ,  

t o  u se  Pau l  Ricoeur ' s  t e r m ,  de-regionalized t heo ry  of 

he rneneu t i c s .  Schleiermacher ' s  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  of 

he rneneu t i c s  maintained C a r t e s i a n  i n f l u e n c e s .  H e  sought  t o  

e x p l i c a t e  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  p r i n c i p l e s  of  unders tanding  and, 

having i s o l a t e d  them, hold them up as t h e  norm f o r  t h e  



i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of a l l  t y p e s  of t e x t s .  Ricoeur observes  

another  i n f l u e n c e  on Schle ie rmacher ' s  s e a r c h  f o r  u n i v e r s a l  

r u l e s  : 

T h i s  subord ina t ion  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  r u l e s  of 
e x e g e s i s  and p h i l o l o g y  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  p rob lemat ic  
of unders tanding  c o n s t i t u t e d  an inve r s ion  f u l l y  
comparable t o  t h a t  which Kantian phi losophy had 
e f f e c t e d  e lsewhere ,  p r i m a r i l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  
n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s .  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  it could be 
s a i d  t h a t  Kantianism c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  n e a r e s t  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  hor izon o f  hermeneutics.  The g e n e r a l  
s p i r i t  of t h e  m, as w e  know, is t o  r e v e r s e  
t h e  r e l a t i o n  between t h e  t heo ry  of  knowledge and 
t h e  t h e o r y  of  being;  t h e  c a p a c i t y  f o r  knowing must 
be  measured b e f o r e  we con f ron t  t h e  n a t u r e  of being.  
(Ricoeur 1991, 55-56) 

Ricoeur l o c a t e s  a key c o n f l i c t  running throughout  t h e  

h i s t o r y  of hermeneutics,  namely, t h e  s t r u g g l e  over  whether 

hermeneutics should be  addressed i n  t e r m s  of epistemology o r  

on to logy-  According t o  Ricoeur,  Schleiermacher  exacerbated 

t h i s  t e n s i o n  by ex t end ing  hermeneut ics  beyond the p a r t i c u l a r s  

of t h e  e x e g e s i s  and ph i lo logy  of  t e x t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  p u t  f o r t h  

a g e n e r a l  t heo ry  of  unders tanding.  Schleiermacher n o t  on ly  

extended t h e  p r a c t i c e  of hermeneut ics  beyond t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

two realms of legal and b i b l i c a l  t e x t s ,  b u t  sought  t o  

t ranscend  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  of t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of a l l  

t e x t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  g r a s p ,  i n  a Kantian endeavour, t h e  

u n i v e r s a l  r u l e s  f o r  unders tanding.  Richard Palmer d e s c r i b e s  

Schle ie rmacher ' s  a i m :  

C e r t a i n l y  t h e r e  are d i f f e r e n c e s  among t h e s e  v a r i o u s  
kinds  of t e x t s ,  and f o r  t h i s  reason each d i s c i p l i n e  
deve lops  t h e o r e t i c a l  t o o l s  f o r  its p e c u l i a r  
problems, b u t  beneath  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  l ies  t h e  
more fundamental u n i t y .  The t e x t s  a r e  i n  language 
and t h u s  grammar is used t o  f i n d  t h e  meaning of a 



sen tence ;  a g e n e r a l  i d e a  i n t e r a c t s  w i th  t h e  
grammatical s t r u c t u r e  t o  form t h e  meaning, no 
ma t t e r  what t h e  type  of document- (Palmer 1969, 84) 

Schle ie rmacher ' s  hope of  coming up wi th  a g e n e r a l i z e d  

method f o r  t h e  hermeneutics of  t e x t s  a l s o  comprised ano the r  

dimension. By ana lyz ing  unders tanding  i n  terms o f  a 

d i a l o g i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between two people ,  Schleiermacher 

in t roduced t h e  impetus f o r  t h e  p sycho log iza t ion  of 

hermeneutics.  Again, Schleiermacher  extended t h e  Cartesian 

b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  p r i v a t e  and i n t e r n a l  fundamental ly  

c h a r a c t e r i z e  an i n d i v i d u a l ,  The key t o  unders tanding  l a y  i n  

g r a s p i n g  what t h e  communicator meant. I n  o rde r  t o  unders tand 

another  person,  one had t o  be  a b l e  t o  i n q u i r e  i n t o  t h e  mental  

p roces ses  go ing  on i n  t h e  d i a l o g i c a l  communication between 

hea re r  and speaker .  Palmer s u ~ a r i z e s  Schleiermacher ' s  view: 

A 1 1  of t h i s  presupposes t h e  g o a l  of  hermeneut ics  as 
t h e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  mental  exper ience  of  t h e  
t e x t ' s  au tho r ,  a p o i n t  t h a t  is e s p e c i a l l y  clear i n  
[Schleiermacher 's]  s t a t emen t  o f  1819: "The art [of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ] [ s i c ]  can deve lop  its r u l e s  on ly  o u t  
of a p o s i t i v e  formula, and t h i s  is: t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
and d i v i n a t o r y ,  o b j e c t i v e  and s u b j e c t i v e  
r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  of a g iven  u t t e r a n c e . "  (Palmer 
1969, 89) 

It w a s  no longer  enough j u s t  t o  get clear about  t h e  

f a c t s  o r  t h e  a c t u a l  words used i n  communication, one a l s o  had 

t o  d i v i n e  why t h e y  were chosen and what t h e  au tho r  in tended 

by them. Although Schleiermacher based h i s  concept  of 

unders tanding  on d i a l o g i c a l  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  t h i s  p r o c e s s  of 

' d iv in ing '  (as he c a l l e d  it, o r  i n t u i t i n g )  what w a s  i n  t h e  

mind of an au tho r  became more complicated i n  t h e  c a s e  of 



unders tanding  t e x t s .  Attempting t o  get a t  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  

in tended  meaning brought  i n t o  p l a y  t h e  'problem' of t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  d i s t a n c e  between t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  and t e x t ,  Ricoeur 

The q u e s t i o n  o f  how t o  unders tand a text  from t h e  
p a s t  is preceded by ano the r  ques t ion :  how is a 
h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r connec t ion  t o  be  conceived? Before  
t h e  coherence of t h e  text  comes t h e  coherence of 
h i s t o r y ,  cons idered  as t h e  great document of  
mankind, as t h e  most fundamental  
life. (Ricoeur 1991, 58) 

The t h i n k e r  who f i r s t  d e a l t  e x p l i c i t l y  w i t h  t h e  

q u e s t i o n s  of  h i s t o r y  i n  t e r n s  of  a g e n e r a l  t heo ry  of 

unders tanding  w a s  Uilhelm Di l they ,  who asked: " - - ,how is 

h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge poss ib l e?  o r  more g e n e r a l l y ,  how are t h e  

human s c i e n c e s  poss ib le?"  (Ricoeur 1991, 59). Di l they  

cons idered  t h e  overcoming of h i s t o r i c a l  d i s t a n c e  as t h e  main 

h u r d l e  of t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  s c i e n c e s ,  which were seen  as d e a l i n g  

n o t  j u s t  w i th  'facts' (as t h e  p h y s i c a l  s c i e n c e s  were), b u t  

w i th  in tended  meaning- I n  o r d e r  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  g r a s p  of a 

t e x t  as f i l t e r e d  th rough  h i s t o r i c a l  unders tanding,  D i l t h e y  

in t roduced  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of K d & U h n ,  l i t e r a l l y ,  're- 

b u i l d i n g '  o r  ' reproducing ' .  Reproducing t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  of 

t h e  au tho r  became t h e  key hermeneutic p r i n c i p l e .  Furthermore, 

in f luenced  by t h e  p o s i t i v i s m  of h i s  day,  D i l t h e y  sought  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  such  reproduc t ion  i n  t e r m s  of s c i e n t i f i c  method- 

However, i n  t r y i n g  t o  r a i s e  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  of  t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  and human s c i e n c e s  t o  t h a t  of t h e  p h y s i c a l  

s c i e n c e s ,  D i l t h e y  a c t u a l l y  i nc reased  t h e  antagonism between 
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them. The h i s t o r i c a l  s c i e n c e s  had no d i s t i n c t i v e  way of  

knowing and t h e r e f o r e ,  accord ing  t o  D i l t hey ,  t h e y  must 

t o  t h e  kind of methodological  requirements  demanded 

by t h e  p h y s i c a l  s c i e n c e s .  The e l e v a t i o n  of t h e  methodology 

of t h e  p h y s i c a l  s c i e n c e s  as t h e  s o l e  gua ran to r  of  t r u e  

unders tanding  f i r m l y  entrenched t h e  ep i s t emolog ica l  

concept ion of hermeneutics.  The C a r t e s i a n  dream of f i n d i n g  a 

method t h a t  guaran teed  a c c e s s  t o  u n i v e r s a l  and a h i s t o r i c a l  

t r u t h  triumphed. S c i e n t i f i c  method could be  a p p l i e d  t o  a l l  

t ypes  of unders tanding  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e v e a l  i n d u b i t a b l e  t r u t h .  

However, as Ricoeur n o t e s ,  t h i s  t r iumph and its ensuing 

problems u l t i m a t e l y  gave way t o  t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n  w i th in  

hermeneutics.  

T h i s  o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n  i n  hermeneut ics  meant n o t  j u s t  

ano ther  improvement t o  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  p u r s u i t  b u t  a 

fundamental change i n  t h e  way t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  w e r e  addressed-  

The o n t o l o g i c a l  emphasis r evea l ed  a more fundamental way of 

encounte r ing  t h e  world than t h e  C a r t e s i a n  model al lowed f o r :  

namely, t h a t  t h e  embeddedness o f  expe r i ence  precedes  

d i s t a n c e d  and o b j e c t i v e  methodological  unders tanding.  From 

an o n t o l o g i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e  con t ingen t  n a t u r e  of 

unders tanding  p rec ludes  an a h i s t o r i c a l  method. For,  it is 

p r e c i s e l y  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  and c o n t e x t u a l  a s p e c t s  of 

unders tanding  t h a t  g i v e  r i s e  t o  and cond i t i on  our  knowledge. 

The o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n ,  pace C a r t e s i a n  epistemology,  s e e k s  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  t h e r e  is no uncondi t ioned knowledge. Ricoeur 



d e s c r i b e s  t h e  t u r n  i n  t h i s  way: "[it] would subsume 

q u e s t i o n s  of method t o  t h e  r e i g n  of a p r imord ia l  ontology.  . 
. i n s t e a d  of ask ing ,  how do w e  know? it w i l l  be asked,  what 

is t h e  mode o f  be ing  of t h a t  be ing  who ex i s t s  on ly  i n  

unders tanding" (Ricoeur 1991, 64, emphasis mine). 

as 

The t u r n  away from epis temology and toward an 

o n t o l o g i c a l  hermeneut ics  w a s  ushered i n  by Martin Heidegger, 

who sought  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  mode of be ing  t h a t  e x i s t s  p r i o r  t o ,  

o r  behind,  t h e  p u r s u i t  of knowledge and t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of 

method- Heidegger a t tempted t o  change t h e  focus ,  once and 

f o r  a l l ,  away from arguments concerning t h e  methods of  

epistemology toward o n t o l o g i c a l  concerns  r ega rd ing  what 

c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  n a t u r e  of e x i s t e n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  world. 

Heidegger claimed t h a t  t h e  p r o c e s s  of unders tanding  can 

on ly  be  e x p l i c a t e d  i n  t e r m s  of Being, f o r ,  as he s a i d ,  Being 

precedes  knowledge. I n  making h i s  case, which I develop i n  

Chapter  Two, Heidegger in t roduced  t h r e e  key components: 

c i r c u l a r i t y ,  t empora l i t y ,  and fore-meaning. Up t o  t h i s  p o i n t  

i n  human h i s t o r y ,  Heidegger i n s i s t e d ,  we have become obsessed 

wi th  i s o l a t i n g  o b j e c t s  and f a c t s  i n  our  p u r s u i t  o f  

i n d u b i t a b l e  knowledge. I n s t e a d ,  w e  need t o  g r a s p  how Being 

i l l u m i n a t e s  o b j e c t s  and fac t s - -no t  v i c e  ve r sa ;  f o r ,  f a c t s  and 

o b j e c t s  are more fundamental ly  embedded i n  (and t h u s  emerge 

o u t  o f )  an environment, o r  a 'world ' ,  as Heidegger c a l l e d  it. 



Gadamer e x p l i c i t l y  t a k e s  up t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  emphasis of  

Heidegger and add res se s  q u e s t i o n s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n  between t h e  

human and t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s  i n  o r d e r  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  way 

i n  which t h e  hermeneut ical  expe r i ence  is fundamental t o  a l l  

unders tanding,  bo th  c o ~ u n i c a t i v e  and s c i e n t i f i c ,  The 

u n i v e r s a l i z i n g  of hermeneut ics  i n i t i a t e d  by Schleiermacher  is 

completed by Gadamer. But does  Gadamer 's ' u n i v e r s a l i z i n g '  of  

t h e  hermeneutic expe r i ence  push him i n t o  t h e  t r anscenden ta l  

mode of  Kant? Descartes searched  f o r  a b s o l u t e  t r u t h ,  t h e  

God's eye  p e r s p e c t i v e .  Kant a s s e r t e d  t h a t  as l i m i t e d  be ings  

we can never  know t h e  mind of  God, b u t  t h a t  what is 

unchangeable is t h e  framework by which w e  know- Gadamer's 

hermeneutics ma in t a in s  t h a t  even t h e  frameworks by which w e  

know a r e  up f o r  g rabs .  Recall t h e  p rev ious  pronouncement by 

Ricoeur i n  which he l o c a t e s  hermeneut ics  w i t h i n  t h e  Kantian 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  camp, Gadamer himself  r e f l e c t s  on t h e  

Kantian i n f l u e n c e  on h i s  work: 

[Kant] asked a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  ques t ion :  what are 
t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of ou r  knowledge, by v i r t u e  of  
which modern s c i e n c e  is p o s s i b l e ,  and how far does  
i t  extend? [Truth sndethslJ a l s o  a s k s  a 
ph i lo soph ic  q u e s t i o n  i n  t h e  same sense .  But it 
does  n o t  a s k  it on ly  of t h e  so-ca l led  human 
s c i e n c e s  . . . . Nei the r  does  it a s k  it on ly  of 
s c i e n c e  and its modes of  exper ience ,  bu t  of  a l l  
human exper ience  of  t h e  world and human l i v i n g .  I t  
a s k s  ( t o  p u t  it i n  Kantian t e r m s ) :  how is 
unders tanding  p o s s i b l e ?  This is a q u e s t i o n  which 
precedes  any a c t i o n  of  unders tanding  on t h e  p a r t  of 
s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  methodical  a c t i v i t y  of 
t h e  " i n t e r p r e t i v e  s c i ences"  and t h e i r  norms and 
r u l e s .  (Gadamer 1992, xxix-xxx, emphasis mine) 



Here we observe Gadamer, who f o l l o w s  Heidegger 's  

o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n ,  evoking t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic 

process .  I t  is t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic p roces s  

t h a t  p rov ides  a launching p o i n t  f o r  t h e  criticisms by 

Habermas t h a t  t h i s  t h e s i s  add res se s ,  I w i l l  s a y  more about 

t h i s  i n  a moment, b u t  f i r s t  I want t o  mention ano the r  key 

component of Gadamer 's p r o j e c t .  Pollowing Heidegger , 
Gadamer s e e k s  t o  undermine t h e  tr iumph of  epis temology wi th in  

hermeneutics t h a t  w i tnes ses  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  dream emerge wi th  

new f o r c e :  

The C a r t e s i a n  dream o r  hope w a s  t h a t  w i th  
s u f f i c i e n t  i n g e n u i t y  w e  could d i scove r ,  and s t a t e  

'. 
c l e a r l y  and d i s t i n c t l y ,  what is t h e  qu in t e s sence  of 
s c i e n t i f i c  method and t h a t  we could s p e c i f y  once 
and f o r  a l l  what is t h e  meta-framework o r  t h e  
permanent cr i ter ia  f o r  e v a l u a t i n g ,  j u s t i f y i n g ,  o r  
c r i t i c i z i n g  s c i e n t i f i c  hypotheses  and t h e o r i e s .  
The s p i r i t  o f  Car tes ian ism is evidenced n o t  on ly  by 
r a t i o n a l i s t s  b u t  by a l l  t h o s e  who s u b s c r i b e  t o  
s t r o n g  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  arguments t h a t  presumably 
show u s  what is requ i r ed  f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge. 
(Berns te in  1983, 71) 

Perhaps  t h e  b e s t  one- l ine  summary of Gadamer's 

endeavour i n  Truth comes from Hubert Dreyfus who 

remarks, ". - . one cannot  have a t h e o r y  of what makes t heo ry  

poss ib l e "  (Dreyfus 1992, 1). A s  I a rgue  i n  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  to 

a t tempt  as much is both  o n t o l o g i c a l l y  f u t i l e ,  as w e l l  as 

more l i k e l y  t o  r e s u l t  i n  a d i s t o r t i v e  and power-susceptible 

concept ion of knowledge. I n  o rde r  t o  show t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of 

method and theory ,  Gadamer weaves t o g e t h e r  t h e  concepts  of 

c i r c u l a r i t y ,  t empora l i t y ,  and c o n t e x t u a l i t y  and g i v e s  new 

emphasis t o  t h e  concept  of  t h e  'hermeneutic c i rc le* .  
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I want t o  make clear from t h e  s t a r t ,  however, t h a t  

Gadamer is no t  a g a i n s t  s c i e n t i f i c  method o r  t h e o r y  i n  e i t h e r  

t h e  p h y s i c a l  o r  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s ,  b u t  i n s i s t s  on a hunble u se  

of them. Such a hunble u s e  acknowledges t h e  embeddedness of 

s c i e n t i f i c  method w i t h i n  h i s t o r y  and t h e r e f o r e  does  n o t  

demand t h a t  it raise u s  above our  h i s t o r i c a l ,  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  

and c u l t u r a l  con t ingenc ie s  i n  o r d e r  t o  g a i n  a less o b s t r u c t e d  

view of t h e  t r u t h .  Gadamer a i m s  n e i t h e r  t o  do away w i t h  

method nor  t o  i n v e n t  a new and improved one. I n  h i s  

i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Truth andnethod Gadaner w r i t e s  ". - .it is 

not  m y  i n t e n t i o n  t o  make p r e s c r i p t i o n s  f o r  t h e  s c i e n c e s  o r  

t h e  conduct  of  l i f e ,  b u t  t o  t r y  t o  c o r r e c t  f a l s e  t h i n k i n g  

about what t h e y  are" (Gadamer 1992c, x x i i i ) .  Gadamer wants 

t o  c o r r e c t  such f a l s e  t h i n k i n g  by r e v e a l i n g  how s c i e n t i f i c  

method d e r i v e s  from a more fundanenta l  hermeneutic p r o c e s s -  

This  t h e s i s  s u p p o r t s  t h e  Gadamerian n o t i o n  t h a t  on ly  by I 
I 

grasp ing  t h e  way i n  which t h i s  c i r c u l a r ,  temporal ,  and 

con tex tua l  p r o c e s s  gives rise t o  a l l  unders tanding  can w e  be 

f r e e  from dogmatic and d i s t o r t i v e  knowledge. 

What are t h e  key a s p e c t s  of t h e  concept  of he rneneu t i c  

circle? F i r s t ,  throughout  t h e  h i s t o r y  of hermeneutics 

(which ex t ends  back t o  a n c i e n t  t i m e s )  t h e r e  has  always been 

an emphasis on unders tanding  as composed of t h e  back-and- 

f o r t h  movement between t h e  g e n e r a l  and t h e  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

Gadaaer c e r t a i n l y  does  n o t  d i s p u t e  t h i s  a s p e c t  b u t  wants t o  

avoid any f o r m a l i z a t i o n  of it. For Gadaner, t h e  circle 
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metaphor p r i m a r i l y  connotes  t h e  cont inuous  and d i a l o g i c a l  

n a t u r e  of unders tanding.  The hermeneutic circle ex tends  

temporal ly ,  i t  never  f i n a l i z e s ,  and it u n d e r l i e s  a l l  of our 

unders tanding,  t h u s  it is u n i v e r s a l .  

Gadamer c a l l s  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  " p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  

p r e jud ices"  i n  our  p u r s u i t  of unders tanding  t h a t  s t a n d s  as 
J 

t h e  hal lmark of t h e  Enl ightenment . \  A s s e r t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  \ 

Car t e s i an  p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  p r e j u d i c e s  b locks   understanding,^ 

Gadamer a t t e m p t s  t o  reexamine t h e  no t ion  of p r e j u d i c e  i n  

o rder  t o  show both  its i n e v i t a b i l i t y  and e f f i c a c y  i n  t h e  

process  of  unders tanding .) According t o  t h e  Enlightenment 

concept ion of unders tanding ,  t h e  r i g h t  method ensu re s ,  i n  

p r i n c i p l e ,  a conc lus ive  unders tanding .  Such a view imp l i e s  

t h a t  t h e r e  is, i n  p r i n c i p l e ,  a p o i n t  a t  which unders tanding 

ceases i n  f i n a l i t y  and completeness--where p r e j u d i c e  is 

e l imina t ed .  For Gadamer, on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  unders tanding  is < 
by its v e r y  n a t u r e  cont inuous and temporal;  t h e  u b i q u i t y  of 

p r e j u d i c e  is a t  once a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of  its incompleteness 

and a cond i t i on  of its p o s s i b i l i t y .  ' I  

Ricoeur p rov ides  t h i s  summary of t h e  Heideggerian 

p r o j e c t ,  which l e a d s  i n t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c  concern of t h i s  

t h e s i s :  "For m e ,  t h e  ques t ion  t h a t  remains unresolved i n  

. . Heidegger 's  work is t h i s :  how can a auest ion  of or- 

- .  a1 be a-ted f o r  wi-e f m r k  of a 

a1 hermeneutics? . . . The concern wi th  r o o t i n g  t h e  

c i r c l e  deeper  than  any epistemology p r e v e n t s  r e n e a t k g  the; 



a f t e r  ontologp" (Ricoeur 1991, 69, 

7 0 ) .  I n  l i g h t  of Ricoeur ' s  a n a l y s i s ,  however, t h e  ques t ion  

still remains: i f  unders tanding  is embedded wi th in  and 

emerges o u t  of our  s i t u a t e d n e s s  i n  t h e  world and i n  h i s t o r y ,  

is it neces sa ry  t o  re - in t roduce  an e p i s t e n o l o g i c a l  emphasis 

of hermeneut ics  i n  o r d e r  t o  ensu re  our  unders tanding is a 

t r u e  and a c c u r a t e  one--free of  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n s ,  f o r  example, 

of ideology? T h i s  q u e s t i o n  is a r t i c u l a t e d  and developed by 

Jurgen Habermas who, it could be  s a i d  i n  keeping w i t h  

Ricoeur ' s  scheme, a t t e m p t s  t o  r e - in t roduce  ep is temologica l  

concerns  i n t o  hermeneutics.  I t  is important  t o  n o t e  he re  

t h a t  i n  re-developing an ep i s t emolog ica l  account of 

hermeneutics,  Habermas does  n o t  want t o  do  away wi th  t h e  

o n t o l o g i c a l  a s p e c t  a l t o g e t h e r .  H e  wants t o  avoid t h e  s n a r e s  

of C a r t e s i a n  founda t iona l i sm by s u b s c r i b i n g  t o  f a l l i b i l i s n .  

Habermas's account  of knowledge emerges from, and i n  

r e a c t i o n  t o ,  t h e  neo-marxist and p o s i t i v i s t i c  emphasis of t h e  

s o c i a l  t h e o r i s t s  of  t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l .  The F r a n k f u r t  

school  comprised a group of German s o c i o l o g i s t s ,  w r i t i n g  i n  

t h e  t w e n t i e s  and t h i r t i e s ,  many of whom f l e d  Germany under 

Hitler.  According t o  Albrecht  U e l l m e r ,  Hax Horkheimer 

provided t h e  most comprehensive a r t i c u l a t i o n  of t h e  g o a l s  of 

t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l .  I n  U e l l m e r ' s  words, Horkheimer 

r e a l i z e c d ]  t h a t  on ly  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  i t s e l f  
and t h e  cor responding  p r o c e s s  of t r ans fo rma t ion  of 
t h e  status_auo, and of t h e  p o l i t i c a l  consc iousness  
of t h o s e  engaged i n  t h e  c o n f l i c t ,  can produce t h e  
i n s t a n c e s  of v e r i f i c a t i o n  and f a l s i f i c a t i o n ,  and 
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of  exper ience ,  t h a t  w i l l  



u l t i m a t e l y  dec ide  t h e  f a t e  of c r i t ica l  t h e o r y -  
(Uellmer 1974, 10)  

Habernas 's  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of hermeneutics i n t o  c r i t ica l  

theory  makes him a f a s c i n a t i n g  as w e l l  as a worthy c r i t i c  of 

Gadamer: he a t t e m p t s  t o  s t a n d  wi th  one f o o t  i n  t h e  

hermeneutic t r a d i t i o n  and t h e  o t h e r  f o o t  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of 

cr i t ical  theo ry .  Along wi th  Gadamer, Habermas rejects 

pos i t i v i sm,  y e t ,   ace Gadamer, he ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h e r e  are 
// 

grounds f o r  fo rma l i z ing  cr i t ical  r e f l e c t i o n - \  T h i s  no t ion  of  

a formal  c r i t i q u e  imp l i e s  t h a t  one can ach ieve  a d i s t a n c e d ,  

o b j e c t i v e ,  vantage p o i n t  from which one can d i s t i l l  o u t  from 

t h e  p roces s  of unders tanding  an i d e a l  p a t t e r n .  T h i s  i d e a l  

p a t t e r n  of unders tanding  then  s e r v e s  as a t o o l  o r  s t anda rd  

t h a t  one can app ly  t o  v a r i o u s  forms of unders tanding ,  

communication, etc. i n  o r d e r  t o  d e t e c t  any d i s t o r t i o n  t h a t  
\ 

l ies hidden. j The i n c e n t i v e  t o  a b s t r a c t  an i d e a l  p a t t e r n  of  

unders tanding presupposes  t h a t  t h e  i d e a l  p a t t e r n  remains 

completely s e p a r a t e  from t h e  c o n t e x t u a l i t y  of  communication. 

To use  a Heideggerian metaphor (which I e x p l a i n  i n  t h e  

fo l lowing  c h a p t e r ) :  t h e  t o o l  p r e s e n t s  i t s e l f  as complete ly  

o the r  than  its con tex t .  I t  is t h e  C a r t e s i a n  dream app l i ed  t o  

understanding: i f  w e  can j u s t  g r a s p  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  e lements  

of hea l thy  unders tanding  then we can develop a tes t  t o  d e t e c t  

unheal thy unders tanding ,  i - e . ,  t h a t  which is based on power 

and ideology.  

Habernas 's  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t hen ,  proves  important  t o  t h i s  

t h e s i s  f o r  two reasons .  F i r s t ,  he demons t ra tes  from a 
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d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h e  e f f i c a c y  and power of  Gadamer's 

p r o j e c t ;  and second,  a t  t h e  same t i n e ,  he a r t i c u l a t e s  what I 

t a k e  t o  be  t h e  most t r e n c h a n t  c r i t i q u e  of t h i s  p r o j e c t ,  

namely, t h a t  i f  w e  on ly  go as f a r  as Gadamer does  i n  

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of p r e j u d i c e  t o  unders tanding,  we 

w i l l  t o o  e a s i l y  a c c e p t  t h e  status and remain dangerously  

open t o  t h e  power and d e c e i t  of  ideology.  Habermas f e a r s  

t h a t  merely d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  r o l e  of p r e j u d i c e  i n  

unders tanding p rov ides  no i n c e n t i v e  f o r  c l e a r i n g  away f a l s e  

p r e j u d i c e s  o r  f o r  a l l e v i a t i n g  t h e  sou rce  of f a l s e  p r e j u d i c e s ,  

nanely ,  ideology.  Habermas t h u s  cha rges  Gadamer w i t h  

b u i l d i n g  an oppres s ive  c o n s e r v a t i s n  i n t o  h i s  ve ry  concept ion 

of unders tanding.  

I n  l i g h t  of Habernas 's  cri t icisms and Ricoeur ' s  scheme, 

t h i s  t h e s i s  a s k s  t h e  fo l lowing  q u e s t  i ons .  What unique 

vantage does  Gadaner add t o  Heidegger 's  o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n  

w i th in  hermeneutics? And, is t h e r e  a subsequent  need t o  

provide a r e t u r n  t o  epistemology--in t h e  g u i s e  of a n o t i o n  of 

a formal ized  cri t ical  method which nay guard a g a i n s t  

d i s t o r t i v e  unders tanding? I n  fo rmula t ing  ny response t o  

t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  I w i l l  f i rs t  look a t ,  i n  Chapter  Two, t h e  

Heideggerian i n f l u e n c e s  on Gadamer i n  o r d e r  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  

o n t o l o g i c a l  emphasis i n  Gadamer's thought .  I n  l i g h t  of t h e  

above d i s c u s s i o n ,  I use  Heidegger t o  e l u c i d a t e  c l a i n s  made by 

Gadamer, as i n  t h e  fo l lowing:  

Hence t h e  human s c i e n c e s  are connected t o  modes of 
expe r i ence  t h a t  l i e  o u t s i d e  s c i e n c e :  wi th  t h e  



expe r i ences  of phi losophy,  of  a r t ,  and of h i s t o r y  
i tself .  These a r e  a l l  modes of  exper ience  i n  which 
a t r u t h  is communicated t h a t  cannot  be v e r i f i e d  by 
t h e  methodological  means proper  t o  s c i e n c e .  

Contemporary phi losophy is w e l l  aware of t h i s .  
But it is q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  q u e s t i o n  how f a r  t h e  
t r u t h  c l a i m  of such  modes of expe r i ence  o u t s i d e  
s c i e n c e  can by p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  l e g i t i m a t e d .  
(Gadamer 1992c, x x l l )  

Heidegger p roves  c r u c i a l  i n  a r t i c u l a t i n g  how a t r u t h  

t h a t  e l u d e s  t h e  g r a s p  of  s c i e n t i f i c  method can be 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  l e g i t i m a t e d .  I n  my t h i r d  c h a p t e r ,  I 

e x p l i c a t e  Gadamer 's n o t i o n s  of  p r e j u d i c e ,  a u t h o r i t y ,  and 

t r a d i t i o n  and t h e  r o l e  t hey  p l a y  i n  t h e  hermeneutic p roces s .  

Gadamer ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h e  u b i q u i t y  of  p r e j u d i c e s  r e v e a l s  

unders tanding  as i n i t i a t e d  by p r e j u d i c e s  and p r e j u d i c e s  I 

i n i t i a t e d  by exper ience .  Consequently,  p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  n o t  

only  i n e v i t a b l e ,  b u t  neces sa ry  i n  t h a t  t h e y  are p a r t  of 

exper ience  which precedes  a more a b s t r a c t e d  type  of 

knowledge. 

I n  Chapter  Four,  I examine Habermas's response t o  t h e  

Gadamerian p r o j e c t  i n  which he a rgues  t h a t  Gadamer must 

supplement hermeneut ics  w i t h  a concept ion of unders tanding by 

developing a n o t i o n  of fo rmal ized  c r i t i q u e -  Habermas draws 

on a s p e c t s  of r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t heo ry  i n  o rde r  t o  g e t  at an 

i d e a l  model of  c o m u n i c a t i o n .  Recons t ruc t ive  t heo ry  combines 

e lements  of p h i l o s o p h i c a l  hermeneutics and e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e  

t o  a l low f o r  a f a l l i b i l i s t  concept ion of  unders tanding.  

I n  Chapter  Five,  I add res s  f o u r  s p e c i f i c  cri t icisms 

Habermas makes a g a i n s t  t h e  Gadamerian p r o j e c t .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  
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of t h e s e  po in t s ,  Habermas accuses Gadamer of p i t t i n g  t r u t h  

e a i n s t  method--a common reading of Gadamer--which leads  one 

t o  i n f e r  t h a t  Gadamer is searching  f o r  a method-transcendent 

t r u t h .  Habernas then f a u l t s  Gadamer's view of t r a d i t i o n  f o r  

f a i l i n g  t o  incorpora te  a s e l f - c r i t i c a l  a spec t .  I n  a s i m i l a r  

vein, Habernas and Gadamer a l s o  d i sagree  over t h e  e x t e n t  t o  

which p re jud ices  loose  t h e i r  hold on our b e l i e f s  once they 

a r e  exposed. F i n a l l y ,  I look a t  Habernas's demand f o r  t h e  

development of some type of frame of r e fe rence  e x t e r n a l  t o  

the  hermeneutic process  i n  order  t o  ensure t h a t  we can escape 

the  i n s i d i o u s  in f luences  of power and ideology on our 

understanding. 

My t h e s i s  concludes by arguing t h a t  t h e r e  is no need t o  

r e tu rn  t o  an epis temological  emphasis of herneneut ics .  For, 

Gadamer's extension of c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  of t h e  Heideggerian 

p ro jec t  r e v e a l s  t h e  enbeddedness of t h e  understanding process  

within experience.  This  enbeddedness, o r  as Gadamer t e r n s  it 

" the  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic experience,"  implies  

t h a t  t o  seek t o  develop a methodological c r i t i q u e  t h a t  

remains untouched by t h e  primacy of experience proves f u t i l e .  

But far from leaving  u s  i n  a morass of d i s t o r t e d  

understanding, Gadamer's hermeneutics provides u s  with t h e  

incent ive  f o r  a con t inua l  s e l f - c r i t i q u e  t h a t  is rooted,  

u l t imate ly ,  i n  w. 



CHAPTER I1 

HEIDEGGER, GADMER, AND THE HEWENEUTIC CIRCLE 

I n  t h e  previous chapter  I a l luded t o  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of 

Heidegger's on to log ica l  t u r n  f o r  t h e  Gadamerian p ro jec t :  how 

Gadamer expands Heidegger's hermeneutics-as-ontology i n t o  a 

r e f l e c t i o n  on t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of method t o  t r u t h  wi th in  t h e  

hermeneutic experience.  Gadamer, concerned about both 

method and t r u t h  as they  funct ion  i n  t h e  hermeneutical 

sc iences ,  adopts  t h e  Heideggerian no t ions  of c i r c u l a r i t y ,  

temporal i ty ,  and fore-meaning i n  desc r ib ing  hermeneutical 

a c t i v i t y .  I n  t h i s  chapter ,  I d e s c r i b e  how these  not ions  

emerge ou t  of t h e  Heideggerian t h e s i s  t h a t  Being is 

fundamental t o  understanding. A s  Heidegger w r i t e s ,  as long 

as philosophy cons iders  epis temological  concerns as 

fundamental t o  t h e  p u r s u i t  of Being, philosophy w i l l  remain 

impotent: 

Bas ica l ly ,  a l l  ontology, no mat ter  how r i c h  and 
f i rmly  compacted a system of c a t e g o r i e s  i t  has at 
its d i sposa l ,  remains b l ind  and perver ted  from its 
ownmost a i m ,  i f  it has no t  f i r s t  adequately 
c l a r i f i e d  t h e  meaning of Being, and conceived t h i s  
c l a r i f i c a t i o n  as its fundamental t a sk .  (Heidegger 
1982, 11) 



I n  t h e  first p a r t  of t h i s  ch  a p t e r ,  I d i s c u s s  what 

Heidegger means by t h e  c i r c u l a r ,  temporal ,  and f o r e -  

s t r u c t u r a l  a s p e c t s  of Being, looking  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  a t  h i s  

concepts  of being-in-the-world, p r o j e c t i o n ,  and fore-having.  

Gadamer, as w e  s h a l l  see later, rel ies h e a v i l y  on t h e s e  t e r m s  

t o  e x p l i c a t e  t h e  way i n  which t h e o r y  (as a type  of 

unders tanding)  d e r i v e s  from a more fundamental  hermeneut ical  

unders tanding.  I a l s o  touch on b r i e f l y  Heidegger 's  

d i s c u s s i o n s  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and meaning, which draw t h e s e  

t h r e e  concepts  t o g e t h e r  and p rov ide  a segue t o  Gadamer's 

p r o j e c t .  I n  t h e  second p a r t ,  I show how Gadamer deve lops  t h e  

o n t o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e  of unders tanding  i n  t e r m s  of c i r c u l a r i t y ,  

t empora l i t y ,  and fore-meaning. T h i s  becomes e s s e n t i a l  f o r  

s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  t h e  claims Gadamer makes about  t h e  f e c u n d i t y  

of p r e j u d i c e  and t r a d i t i o n  t o  unders tanding ,  which I addres s  

i n  Chapter  Three.  

I want t o  begin by c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  p r e c i s e  n a t u r e  of  

Heidegger 's  o n t o l o g i c a l  t u r n .  Hubert Dreyfus d e s c r i b e s  how 

[ s l i n c e  Descar tes ,  ph i lo sophe r s  have been s t u c k  
w i t h  t h e  eDistemoloaical problem of  e x p l a i n i n g  how 
t h e  i d e a s  i n  ou r  mind can be t r u e  of t h e  e x t e r n a l  
world. Heidegger shows t h a t  t h i s  s u b j e c t / o b j e c t  
epis temology presupposes  a background of everyday 
practices i n t o  which w e  are s o c i a l i z e d  b u t  t h a t  we 
do  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  i n  our  minds. S ince  he calls  t h i s  
more fundamental way of making s e n s e  of t h i n g s  our  
unders tanding  of  be ing ,  he c l a ims  t h a t  he is doing  
m, t h a t  is, a s k i n g  about t h e  n a t u r e  of t h i s  
unders tanding  of  be ing  t h a t  w e  do  n o t  k m - - t h a t  is 
n o t  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  t h e  mind corresponding t o  
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Id--but t h a t  we s imply -. (Dreyfus 1992, 

Heidegger r e j e c t s  t h e  proposed s t a r t i n g  p l a c e  of t h e  

sub jec t /ob j ec t  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  t e r m s  of  t h e  knower/knoun or 

t h e  r ep re sen to r / r ep re sen ted  dichotomies .  I n s t e a d ,  he 

cons ide r s  our  i n i t i a l  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  as a l r e a d y  involved and 

caught up i n  t h e  world: 'Being-in-the-world' . What does  

Heidegger mean by 'Being-in-the-world', and how can he make 

such a bold c l a i m ?  I n  o r d e r  t o  get at  Heidegger ' s  concept  of 

Being-in-the-world, we might u s e  t h e  analogy of be ing  i n  a 

family .  What does  it mean t o  s a y  w e  are ' i n '  a family? The 

answer e n t a i l s  more than  t r y i n g  t o  g r a s p  t h e  neces sa ry  and 

s u f f i c i e n t  c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  ' be ing  i n '  a family. For ,  t o  say 

t h a t  one is i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  f ami ly  is t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  

p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  assert a deg ree  of  h i s t o r y  and f u t u r e  w i t h  

t h i s  fami ly ,  as w e l l  as one ' s  f e e l i n g  towards one's fami ly .  

One's f ami ly  s u g g e s t s  c e r t a i n  f u t u r e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  its 

i n d i v i d u a l  members, a l though  n o t  i n  a pre-determined way, To 

be i n  a f a m i l y  imp l i e s  c e r t a i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  concerns ,  

ca re s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  f e e l i n g s ,  and behaviours -  Our fami ly ,  i n  

t h i s  way, becomes a world w e  i n h a b i t  symbio t i ca l ly :  I an 

both  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of my fami ly ,  and y e t  a l s o  an 

ind iv idua l ;  I i n f l u e n c e  it, as it  i n f l u e n c e s  m e  as w e l l ;  it 

c o l o u r s  who I w i l l  be  i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  and I co lou r  its f u t u r e -  

Uhen we e n t e r  t h e  world v i a  our  f ami ly ,  even though w e  are 

not  aware of our  being-in-a-family, w e  are none-the-less 

involved,  and caught up, i n  our  fami ly .  



Extending t h i s  analogy, we can s e e  how our sense  of 

indiv iduat ion  and separa t ion  is secondary t o  our a l ready 

being-in-our-fEmilY. So, too,  f o r  Heidegger, Being-in-the- 

world is t h e  primary mode of being f o r  Daseinl  ou t  of which 

we come t o  understand ourse lves  as ind iv idua l s .  This  

conception of t h e  ind iv idua l  as d e r i v a t i v e  s t ands  i n  c o n t r a s t  

t o  t h e  Car tes i an  p i c t u r e  of t h e  ind iv idua l  a s  fundamental. 

Dreyfus d e s c r i b e s  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  Heideggerian 

onto logica l  p r o j e c t  : 

Western t h i n k e r s  from Socra tes  t o  Kant t o  Jurgen 
Habermas have assumed t h a t  w e  know and act by 
applying p r i n c i p l e s  and have concluded t h a t  we 
should g e t  c l e a r  about t h e s e  presuppos i t ions  s o  
t h a t  w e  can ga in  enl ightened c o n t r o l  of our l i v e s .  
Heidegger ques t ions  both t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  and t h e  
d e s i r a b i l i t y  of making our everyday understanding 
t o t a l l y  e x p l i c i t .  H e  in t roduces  t h e  idea  t h a t  t h e  
shared everyday s k i l l s ,  d i sc r imina t ions ,  and 
p r a c t i c e s  i n t o  which w e  a r e  s o c i a l i z e d  provide t h e  
cond i t ions  necessary f o r  people t o  p ick  out  
o b j e c t s ,  t o  understand themselves as s u b j e c t s ,  and, 
genera l ly ,  t o  make sense  of t h e  world and of t h e i r  
l i v e s .  He then argues t h a t  t h e s e  p r a c t i c e s  can 
func t ion  only i f  they  remain i n  t h e  background. . 
. . C r i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n  presupposes sonething t h a t  
cannot be f u l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d .  (Dreyfus 1992, 4 )  

This  background of p r a c t i c e s ,  which can never be f u l l y  

a r t i c u l a t e d ,  enables  knowledge. And t h e r e f o r e ,  on 

Heidegger's view, knowledge o r  understanding is no t  sonething 

we a t t a i n  by j u s t  c l e a r i n g  away t h e  f lotsam of t r a d i t i o n ,  as 

Descartes sugges ts  i n  h i s  D i s c o u r s e -  Heidegger 

wants t o  show t h e  imposs ib i l i ty  of a t tempting t o  remove 

Weaning l i t e r a l l y  "there-being," t h e  word Heidegger 
u s e s  i n  order  t o  g e t  away from t h e  d u a l i s t i c  connotat ions of 
the  " s u b j e c t - "  



oneself  from t h e  world one i n h a b i t s  ( i - e . ,  t r y i n g  t o  

t ranscend one 's  s t a n c e  of Being-in-the-world) i n  o r d e r  t o  

achieve knowledge. Knowledge, Heidegger main ta ins ,  r e s u l t s  

from one ' s  primary s t a n c e  of  involvement and i n t e r a c t i o n  

within  t h e  world r a t h e r  than  from t r y i n g  t o  supersede  it, as 

Descar tes  a t tempted.  I f  knowledge emerges o u t  from t h e  

u n a r t i c u l a t e d  background of being-in-the-world, what does  

t h i s  sugges t  about  unders tanding? Dreyfus d e s c r i b e s  

Heidegger 's  no t ion  of t h e  ontology of  unders tanding:  

For Heidegger p r imord ia l  unders tanding  is know-how. 
. . . To unders tand a hammer, f o r  example, does  
n o t  mean t o  know that hammers have such and such 
p r o p e r t i e s  and that t h e y  are used f o r  c e r t a i n  
purposes--or t h a t  i n  o r d e r  t o  hammer one f o l l o w s  a 
c e r t a i n  procedure ,  i - e . ,  t h a t  one g r a s p s  t h e  hammer 
i n  one 's  hand, etc.  Rather ,  unders tanding  a hammer 
a t  its most p r imord ia l  means k- h o ~  t o  hammer. 
(Dreyfus 1992, 184) 

The knowing-how/knowing-that d i s t i n c t i o n  i l l u s t r a t e s  

Heidegger 's  d e s i r e  t o  w r e s t  ou r  view of  unders tanding  away 

from a concept ion of it as mere c o g n i t i v e  knowledge-that (as 

opposed t o  knowing-how). Turning away from t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

view of unders tanding  as knowing-that i n  o r d e r  t o  emphasize 

t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e  of knowing-how, Heidegger deve lops  t h e  

concept of p r o j e c t i o n .  P r o j e c t i o n ,  accord ing  t o  Heidegger, 

is a cont inuous  forward moving i n  which Dasein cones  t o  

understand a s p e c t s  of i t s e l f  i n  t e r n s  of its own 

P o s s i b i l i t i e s  (w T- s e c t i o n  31). P r o j e c t i o n  is 

sugges t ive  o f ,  and t i e s  t o g e t h e r ,  t h e  c r u c i a l  concepts  of  

t empora l i t y  and c i r c u l a r i t y ;  f o r ,  p r o j e c t i o n  connotes  t h a t  



is n e i t h e r  de terminate  nor s t a t i c .  But as Dreyfus 

~ o i n t s  out  (Dreyfus 1992, 186-189), p ro jec t ion  is not  a 

matter of merely s e t t i n g ,  o r  being aware o f ,  s p e c i f i c  goa l s  

f o r  t h e  fu tu re ;  f o r  t h i s  would be an ins tance  of l i m i t i n g  

~ r o j e c t i o n  t o  only those  g o a l s  we can p r e s e n t l y  a r t i c u l a t e .  

p ro jec t ion  comprises more. I t  is no t  a matter of t h e  

a c t i v i t y  of Dasein, but  of t h e  goings on i n  t h e  world Dasein 

inhab i t s .  Thus Dreyfus proclaims: "I am t h u s  def ined n o t  by 

my cur ren t  p r o j e c t s  o r  g o a l s  but  by t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of being 

a f a t h e r ,  teacher ,  e t c . "  (Dreyfus 1992, 188). 

Heidegger f u r t h e r  expounds upon t h e  c r u c i a l  r o l e  

p ro jec t ion  p lays  i n  t h e  process  of understanding by showing 

the  i n s e p a r a b i l i t y  of understanding and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  H e  

wr i tes :  

A s  understanding, Dasein p r o j e c t s  its Being upon 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  . . . This  development of t h e  
understanding we call  " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . "  , . . 
[ I l n t e r p r e t a t i o n  [is not ]  t h e  acqu i r ing  of 
information about what is understood; it is r a t h e r  
t h e  working-out of p o s s i b i l i t i e s  pro jec ted  i n  
understanding. (Heidegger 1962, 148) 

Here w e  see t h e  f l u i d i t y  of understanding t h a t  involves 

p ro jec t ion .  We a l s o  l e a r n  t h a t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is not  

something d i s t i n c t  from understanding but  an extension of 

understanding: i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is t h e  concre te  r e a l i z a t i o n  of 

the  pro jec ted  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  of understanding. 

I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is no t  simply t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  of b i t s  of 

information, any more than see ing  is t h e  mere processing of 

sensory d a t a .  Rather, it is continuous adapta t ion  t o  t h e  way 
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i n  which t h e  world is a f f e c t i n g  us .  I n  o t h e r  words, it 

~ o m p r i s e s  temporal ,  c i r c u l a r ,  and dynamic a s p e c t s .  

Heidegger f u r t h e r  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  primacy of  Being t o  

by demons t ra t ing  t h a t  t h e  p roces s  of 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  invo lves  t h e  ' a v a i l a b l e '  r e v e a l i n g  t h e  

'0ccurrent ' :2 what w e  w e r e  p r e v i o u s l y  engaged i n ,  caught  up 

with,  now r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  more e x p l i c i t l y .  For i n s t a n c e ,  when 

we are engaged i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of hammering, w e  are n o t  

cognizant  of  what t h e  hammer is as such,  bu t  when t h e  head 

f l i e s  o f f  t h e  hammer, and our  immediate i n t e n t i o n  of b u i l d i n g  

a b i r d  house is thwarted,  t h e  occu r ren tnes s  of  t h e  hammer is 

revea led .  That  is, I become aware o f ,  I d i r e c t  my a t t e n t i o n  

toward, t h e  hammer i n  my hand as a d i s t i n c t  o b j e c t  composed 

of a wooden handle  and a s t e e l  head t h a t  one u s e s  f o r  

ca rpen t ry  work. 

According t o  Heidegger, any awareness of "something as 

something," e-g. ,  awareness of  t h e  hammer as a t o o l ,  c o n s i s t s  

of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  Reca l l i ng  Dreyfus 's  q u o t a t i o n  about  

unders tanding as ou r  knowing-how and involvement, w e  might 

say  t h a t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is t h e  exposure and e x p l i c a t i o n  of my 

(p rev ious ly )  t a c i t  involvement w i t h  t h e  hammer i n  u s i n g  it t o  

pound n a i l s  i n t o  a p i e c e  of wood i n  o r d e r  t o  b u i l d  a 

2Throughout t h i s  t h e s i s  I w i l l  f o l l ow Hubert Dreyfus i n  
t r a n s l a t i n g  Vorhandenheit as "occur ren tness , "  and 
Zurhandenheit as "ava i l ab l enes s"  i n s t e a d  of t h e  u s u a l  
"presence-at-hand" and "readiness-to-hand" r e s p e c t i v e l y .  
Contrary  t o  Heidegger ' s  i n t e n t i o n ,  t h e  l a t t e r  t r a n s l a t i o n s  
imply a sub jec t -ob jec t  r e l a t i o n .  



birdhouse. For Heidegger, t h e  debate  here t u r n s  on the  

quest ion of which is t h e  primary way of knowing: our 

involvement within t h e  world' o r  our awareness and 

a r t i c u l a t i o n  of our involvement. T r a d i t i o n a l  epistemology 

p laces  t h e  primacy on t h e  narrowly focused perce iv ing ,  on our 

exp l i ca t ion  of our involvement. But Heidegger d e s c r i b e s  a 

reversed o rde r .  He w r i t e s :  

I n  i n t e r p r e t i n g ,  w e  do no t ,  s o  t o  speak, throw a 
" s i g n i f i c a t i o n "  over some kind of naked t h i n g  which 
is [occurrent] ,  we do no t  s t i c k  a va lue  on it; but  
when something within-the-world is encountered as 
such, t h e  t h i n g  i n  ques t ion  a l r eady  has an 
involvement which is d i sc losed  i n  our understanding 
of t h e  world, and t h i s  involvement is one which 
g e t s  l a i d  out  by t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  (Heidegger 
1962, 150) 

Here we s e e  t h a t  Heidegger, by desc r ib ing  understanding as 

our involvement within t h e  world, p l a c e s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  as 

the  secondary experience of having something-as-something 

reveal  i t s e l f  t o  us ,  i n  a l e s s  contextua l  mode. Dreyfus 

c l a r i f i e s :  "Seeing a 'mere phys ica l  t h i n g , '  which Husserl  

holds is b a s i c ,  is f o r  Heidegger a p r i v a t e  form of seeing,  

which i t s e l f  presupposes everyday coping, which i n  tu rn  g e t s  

l a i d  ou t  i n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  (Dreyfus 1992, 197). 

Once we s e e  understanding as our pr imordia l  way of 

being-in-the-world, we can g rasp  t h e  importance of fore-  

having. Before i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  occurs ,  we already have a 

s i t u a t i o n ,  a context ,  a world, i n  which we a r e  involved and 

inhab i t ,  But, within t h i s  world, we a l s o  have a point-of- 

view, which is more narrow and focused, helping u s  t o  opera te  



with in  ou r  wor I d .  But a l t hough  t h i s  point-of-view he lps  

ope ra t e  and g e t  around i n  t h e  world, it is n o t  t h e  God's 

view of t h e  world a t tempted by Descar tes .  Rather ,  it is 

&out something s p e c i f i c  i n  t h e  world. Heidegger avers :  

I f ,  when one is engaged i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  c o n c r e t e  
kind of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i n  t h e  s e n s e  of e x a c t  
t e x t u a l  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  one l i k e s  t o  appea l  t o  what 
" s t a n d s  t h e r e , "  t hen  one f i n d s  t h a t  what " s t a n d s  
t h e r e "  i n  t h e  f i r s t  i n s t a n c e  is no th ing  o t h e r  than  
t h e  obvious undiscussed assumption of t h e  person 
who does  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i n g .  (Heidegger 1962, 150) 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  he re  f o r  Gadamer l i e s  i n  Heidegger 's  

c la ims t h a t  t h i s  o b j e c t i v e  f o c u s i n g  on t h e  hammer is n o t  our  

most pr imary and p roduc t ive  mode of knowledge- I n s t e a d ,  

Heidegger p o s i t s  t h a t  it is a secondary,  d e r i v a t i v e  form of 

knowledge. And once t h i s  t ype  of knowledge is seen  as 

d e r i v a t i v e  t hen  it need no longe r  be  he ld  as t h e  model of a l l  

t r u e  knowledge. We have here ,  t hen ,  an account of t h e  

process  of unders tanding  which y i e l d s  meaning through 

con tex tua l ,  r e l a t i o n a l ,  and symbio t ic  a c t i v i t i e s .  

I want t o  o u t l i n e  b r i e f l y  Heidegger 's  account  of meaning 

f o r  it b r i n g s  t o g e t h e r  t h e  key themes of I have d i scussed  

a l r eady  of  being-in,  p r o j e c t i o n ,  and fore-having,  which 

undergird  t h e  Gadamerian p r o j e c t .  Heidegger g i v e s  t h i s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  of meaning: 

When e n t i t i e s  with-in-the-world are d i scove red  
a long  wi th  t h e  Being of Dasein--that  is, when they  
have come t o  be  understood--we s a y  t h a t  t h e y  have 

. - . .  

d- (Heidegger 1962, 151) 
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meaning t h e r e f o r e  occu r s  when t h e r e  is a s p e c i f i c  r e l a t i o n  

between " e n t i t i e s  within-the-world" and Dasein. I n  o t h e r  

meaning occu r s  when something i n  t h e  world comes t o  

l i g h t  as a r e s u l t  of  our  i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  i t .  Heaning is 

not  something i n h e r e n t  t o  e i t h e r  t h e  e n t i t i e s  themselves (as 

occu r ren t )  nor  i n  t h e  world. Rather ,  neaning arises from t h e  

i n t e r a c t i o n  of Dasein within-the-world which, as d i scussed  

e a r l i e r  i n  &b&and T-, i n v o l v e s  i n t e n t i o n ,  concern,  c a r e ,  

being-towards--all  t h e  ways i n  which Dasein i n h a b i t s  t h e  

world. Heaning is n o t  e s t a b l i s h e d  by a d i s t i n c t  s u b j e c t  

t r y i n g  t o  make s e n s e  of t h e  o c c u r r e n t ,  t h e  world as an 

o b j e c t .  Rather ,  through our  involvement and concern 

unders tanding occu r s  and meaning arises, p r e s e n t i n g  i t s e l f .  

This  p r o c e s s  occu r s  p r i o r  t o ,  bo th  o n t o l o g i c a l l y  and 

ep i s t emolog ica l ly ,  s e l f - consc ious  i n q u i r y  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of 

t h ings .  

Heidegger 's  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  neaning does  n o t  i n h e r e  

e i t h e r  i n  t h e  occu r ren t  o r  i n  t h e  world, does  n o t  imply t h a t  

Dasein a r b i t r a r i l y  creates o r  makes up neaning.  For whenever 

t h e  occas ion  f o r  i n t e r p r e t i n g  and unders tanding  occurs ,  

Dasein is a l r e a d y  within-a-world, a c t i n g  wi th in  t h e  world. 

Hore p r e c i s e l y ,  Heidegger conce ives  of t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  

between Dasein and t h e  world ( i n  t e r m s  of unders tanding)  as a 

c i r c u l a r  p roces s .  And j u s t  as i n  t h e  p roces s  of becoming 

ind iv idua ted  from one ' s  f ami ly  i t  is f u t i l e  t o  a t t empt  t o  

thoroughly reject one 's  f ami ly ,  s o  t o o  i n  t h e  Heideggerian 



conception i t  becomes f u t  i l e  t o  a t t empt  t o  escape 
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t h e  "circle 

of unders tanding."  The n a t u r e  of t h i s  f u t i l i t y  r e s u l t s  n o t  

from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  one never  has  enough t ime t o  s o r t  through 

t h e  e n d l e s s  i n f luences - - i t  is more fundamental than  t h a t .  

Every a t t empt  one makes a t  d i s e n t a n g l i n g  o n e s e l f ,  r e g a r d l e s s  

of t h e  succes s ,  remains con t ingen t .  1 -e . ,  eve ry  new t a k e  I 

o f f e r  on my fami ly  i t s e l f  emerges o u t  of my f a m i l i a l  

engagement. Heidegger w r i t e s :  

What is d e c i s i v e  is n o t  t o  get o u t  of t h e  circle 
b u t  t o  come i n t o  it i n  t h e  r i g h t  way. T h i s  c i r c l e  
of  unders tanding  is n o t  an o r b i t  i n  which any 
random kind of knowledge may move; it is t h e  
exp res s ion  of t h e  e x i s t e n t i a l  fore - stzxchus of  
Dasein i t s e l f .  . . - I n  t h e  circle is hidden a 
p o s i t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of t h e  most p r imord ia l  kind of 
knowing. (Heidegger 1962, 153) 

Heidegger emphasizes t h a t  we should n o t  see t h i s  c i r c l e  

as "v ic ious"  b u t  as t h e  v e r y  s t r u c t u r e  of unders tanding  

i t s e l f .  Heidegger 's  no t ion  of c i r c u l a r i t y  f i t s  i n  wi th  h i s  

l a r g e r  p r o j e c t  of showing t h e  f u t i l i t y  of looking  f o r  Being 

by add res s ing  t h e  occu r ren t :  Being is t h a t  which is p r i o r  

t o ,  and t h u s  i l l u m i n a t i n g  o f ,  t h e  occu r ren t .  Only when we 

can s e e  Being i n  t h i s  way does  t r u e  unders tanding  occur .  

According t o  Heidegger, t h e  c i r c u l a r  n a t u r e  of  unders tanding  

a l s o  imp l i e s  its t empora l i t y .  Recall t h e  earlier quo ta t ion :  

" C I J n t e r p r e t a t i o n  [is n o t ]  t h e  a c q u i r i n g  of in format ion  about  

what is understood; it is r a t h e r  t h e  working-out of 

P o s s i b i l i t i e s  p r o j e c t e d  i n  unders tanding" (Heidegger 1962, 

148). P r o j e c t i o n  is a cont inuous  p roces s  which r e v e a l s  

unders tanding as i n h e r e n t l y  temporal:  it never  s o l i d i f i e s  o r  



f i n a l i z e s  b u t  is an on go ing  p r  ocess. Th 
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e cont inuous and 

incomplete n a t u r e  of unders tanding  i m p l i e s  its t empora l i t y .  

 cording t o  Heidegger, t h e  dynamic n a t u r e  of Being-in-the- 

world (which comprises p r o j e c t i o n )  means t h a t  t h e  f a c t s  are 

always be ing  i n t e r p r e t e d  anew and seen  f r o n  d i f f e r e n t  

pe r spec t ives .  

T h i s  might seem t o  sugges t  t h a t  ou r  unders tanding  is 

thus  condemned t o  incompleteness .  But f a r  f r o n  being a 

nega t ive  a s p e c t ,  t empora l i t y  a c t u a l l y  f o s t e r s  unders tanding:  

without t h e  temporal  a s p e c t  t h e r e  would be  no p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  

p r o j e c t i o n .  A s  t h e  q u o t a t i o n  above r e v e a l s ,  t o  mainta in  t h a t  

t i m e  is of no importance t o  unders tanding  is t o  n e g l e c t  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of movement and change w i t h i n  t h e  herneneut ic  

c i r c l e ,  and t h u s  t h e  ve ry  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  unders tanding.  The 

goa l  of unders tanding  becomes n o t  t o  remove o u r s e l f  f r o n  t h e  

hermeneutic circle b u t  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  how t o  "come i n t o  it i n  

t h e  r i g h t  way." 

We are now i n  a p l a c e  t o  examine d i r e c t l y  Gadamer's own 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  circle of unders tanding .  Gadamer draws on 

t h e  Heideggerian themes of  bo th  t h e  c i r c u l a r  n a t u r e  of 

unders tanding,  i n  terms of t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between Dasein 

and t h e  a v a i l a b l e ,  and t h e  temporal  n a t u r e  of unders tanding,  

i n  t e r m s  of  Dasein 's  p r o j e c t i o n ,  I t u r n  now t o  examine how 

Gadaner deve lops  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  of Heidegger i n  p a r t  I1 

s e c t i o n  I1 of Truth andem i n  which he s p e c i f i c a l l y  



addresses  "Heidegger 's  D i sc losu re  of  t h e  Fore-S t ruc ture  of 

Understanding." 

Pore  - me- 

The r a d i c a l n e s s  of Gadamer's p r o j e c t ,  as it impinges on 

t h i s  t h e s i s ,  l i e s  i n  t h e  c l a i m  of  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  

hermeneutic exper ience .  Gadamer d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  c l a i m :  

T h i s  c l a i m  [ t o  u n i v e r s a l i t y ]  rests on t h e  view t h a t  
unders tanding  and agreement are n o t  p r i m a r i l y  and 
o r i g i n a l l y  a way of behaving towards a t e x t  
acqui red  through methodical  t r a i n i n g -  Rather ,  t hey  
are t h e  cu lmina t ing  form of  human s o c i a l  l i f e ,  
which i n  its f i n a l  f o r m a l i z a t i o n  is a speech 
community. (Gadamer 1990a, 277) 

I n  deve lop ing  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic 

exper ience,  Gadamer e x p l i c i t l y  a p p r o p r i a t e s  t h e  Heideggerian 

no t ions  of t empora l i t y ,  c i r c u l a r i t y ,  and fore-meaning. T h i s  

s e c t i o n ,  then ,  s e r v e s  as a l i n k  t h a t  e l u c i d a t e s  Gadamer's 

r e l i a n c e  on t h e  Heideggerian themes w e  have a l r e a d y  looked 

at.  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  i t  sugges t  how they  s u b s t a n t i a t e  

Gadamer's a t t empt  t o  r e s u s c i t a t e  t h e  n o t i o n s  of  p r e j u d i c e ,  

a u t h o r i t y ,  and t r a d i t i o n .  I w i l l  exp lo re  t h e s e  concepts  i n  

more d e t a i l  i n  t h e  fo l lowing  c h a p t e r -  

Echoing Heidegger 's  concept ion of fore-meaning, Gadamer 

writes t h a t  t h e  hermeneut ical  exper ience  is: 

t h e  whole human exper ience  of t h e  world. . . There 
is always a world a l r e a d y  i n t e r p r e t e d ,  a l r e a d y  
organized i n  its b a s i c  r e l a t i o n s ,  i n t o  which 
exper ience  s t e p s  as something new, u p s e t t i n g  what 
has  l e d  our  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and undergoing 
r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  i t s e l f  i n  upheaval .  
Hisunders tandings  and s t r a n g e n e s s  a r e  n o t  t h e  f i r s t  



appea l s  t o  t heo ry  o r  method.) 

f a c t o r s ,  s o  t h a t  a v o i d i n g  misunders tandings  can be 
regarded as t h e  s p e c i f i c  t a s k  of hermeneut ics ,  
J u s t  t h e  r e v e r s e  is t h e  c a s e .  Only t h e  suppor t  of 
f a m i l i a r  and common unde r s t and ing  makes p o s s i b l e  
t h e  v e n t u r e  i n t o  t h e  a l i e n ,  t h e  l i f t i n g  up of 
something o u t  of t h e  a l i e n ,  and t h u s  t h e  broadening 
and enrichment of our  own expe r i ence  of t h e  world, 
(Gadamer 1977, 15) 

Here w e  see Gadamer's i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  w e  a r e  a l r e a d y  i n  a 

world b e f o r e  w e  f e e l  t h e  need t o  e x p l i c i t l y  i n t e r p r e t  o r  

g i v e  meaning t o  our  expe r i ence .  Gadamer a rgues  t h a t  t h e r e  is 

no f e l t  need f o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  u n l e s s  t h e r e  is 

misunderstanding,  and t h a t  t h e r e  is no misunders tanding 

without  some p r i o r  unders tanding .  H e  i n s i s t s  t h a t  t h e  s o r t  

of expe r i ence  t h a t  g i v e s  r ise t o  a f e l t  need f o r  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  ( i - e . ,  a s e n s e  of  u n f a m i l i a r i t y  o r  

puzzlement) can occur  on ly  on t h e  b a s i s  of a p r i o r  

unders tanding-  Such expe r i ences  of u n f a m i l i a r i t y ,  

puzzlement, misunders tanding,  a r e  d e r i v a t i v e ,  n o t  b a s i c ;  t hey  

do  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a s u b j e c t ' s  b a s i c  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  world, nor  

i n d i c a t e  t h e - p r i m a r y  r o l e  of unders tanding .  I n  as much as 

unders tanding  can overcome t h e  s e n s e  of d i s t a n c e  and 

s t r angeness  toward t h a t  which is u n f a m i l i a r ,  t h i s  p roces s  

i t s e l f  presupposes  a b a s i c  f a m i l i a r i t y - - a  fundamental,  though 

u s u a l l y  unthematized,  knowledge of t h e  world.  (La t e r  we 

s h a l l  see how t h i s  s u b s t a n t i a t e s  e lements  of a pragmatic t u r n  

i n  Gadamer's hermeneutics,  i - e . ,  t h a t  a p p l i c a t i o n  and praxis 

comprise a more fundamental way of unders tanding  than do 
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c e i v i n g  a l e t t e r :  as 

we read  t h e  l e t te r  w e  do  n o t  consc ious ly  o r  e x p l i c i t l y  t r y  t o  

fol low a p r e s c r i b e d  method f o r  unders tanding  it (Gadamer 

1992c, 294). Rather ,  w e  s imply  d e s i r e  t o  l e a r n  more about 

what t h e  le t ter  imp l i e s .  There  is no d e l i b e r a t e  ' t r y i n g  t o  

unders tand '  involved i n  r ead ing  a l e t t e r ,  u n l e s s  w e  come upon 

something t h a t  does  n o t  make s e n s e  t o  u s .  But, i n  t h i s  ca se ,  

t h e  mis-understanding o n l y  arises i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of  a p r i o r  

unders tanding.  Only when our  a t t e n t i o n  is drawn t o  an opaque 

meaning, set  a g a i n s t  a g e n e r a l  unders tanding  of t h e  whole, do  

we set  o u t  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  e x p l i c i t l y  and consc ious ly  what is 

meant. Gadamer w r i t e s :  "It is on ly  when t h e  a t t empt  t o  

accep t  what is s a i d  as t r u e  f a i l s  t h a t  w e  t r y  t o  'unders tand '  

t h e  t e x t ,  p sycho log ica l ly  o r  h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  as a n o t h e r ' s  

opinion" (Gadamer l99Zc, 294). 

A s  I mentioned earlier,  t h i s  Heideggerian n o t i o n  of 

fore-meaning, which Gadamer later deve lops  i n t o  t h e  concept  

of p r e j u d i c e ,  r e f e r s  t o  a l l  t h o s e  u n a r t i c u l a t e d  concept ions  

we have, and, u l t i m a t e l y ,  r e l y  on, i n  coming t o  

unders tanding.  I n  t h e  n e x t  c h a p t e r ,  I show i n  more d e t a i l  

how Gadamer r e v e a l s  fore-meaning, i - e . ,  p r e j u d i c e ,  as 

r e q u i s i t e  t o  t r u e  unders tanding .  S u f f i c e  it t o  s a y  here  t h a t  

a l l  unders tanding,  as w e l l  as misunderstanding,  is based on a 

shared world, sha red  exper ience- - reca l l  t h e  above q u o t a t i o n  

on t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic exper ience .  



I n  t h i s  way, our  expe r i enc  es i n  t h e  p  

m d  t i m e  i n  g e n e r a l ,  a r e  n o t  h indrances  t o  

ast ,  t h e  f u t u r e ,  

be avoided,  b u t  

become v i t a l  t o  a l l  unders tanding .  Gadamer comments: 

"Contrary t o  what w e  o f t e n  imagine, t i m e  is n o t  a chasm 

which w e  could b r i d g e  over  i n  o r d e r  t o  recover  t h e  p a s t ;  i n  

r e a l i t y ,  it is t h e  ground which s u p p o r t s  t h e  a r r i v a l  of t h e  

p a s t  and where t h e  p r e s e n t  t a k e s  its r o o t s "  (Gadamer 1987, 

136)-  Hence t h e  importance of  t h e  t e n p o r a l i t y  of 

unders tanding f o r  Gadamer, which, as I show i n  t h e  fo l lowing  

chap te r ,  he ca l l s  on i n  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  importance of 

t r a d i t i o n  t o  unders tanding .  Again, w e  s e e  i n  h i s  

app rop r i a t i on  of t e n p o r a l i t y  t h e  c l a i n  t o  u n i v e r s a l i t y .  

Descr ibing how t h e  h i s t o r i c  t r a d i t i o n  c o n f r o n t s  our  p r e s e n t  

t r a d i t i o n  through t h e  p roces s  of unders tanding,  Gadaner 

w r i t e s :  

t h i s  p r o c e s s  of  c h a l l e n g e  mediates  t h e  new by t h e  
o l d  and t h u s  c o n s t i t u t e s  a communicative p roces s  
b u i l t  on t h e  model of d i a logue .  From t h i s  I d e r i v e  
hermeneut ics '  c l a i n  t o  u n i v e r s a l i t y .  I t  s i g n i f i e s  
no th ing  less than  t h a t  language forms t h e  base  of 
eve ry th ing  c o n s t i t u t i n g  man and s o c i e t y .  (Gadamer 
1987, 87)  

Before e x p l o r i n g  hermeneut ics '  c l a i n  t o  u n i v e r s a l i t y  i n  

more d e t a i l  i n  t h e  nex t  c h a p t e r ,  I want t o  look a t  t h e  t h i r d  

theme Gadamer a p p r o p r i a t e s  from Heidegger: c i r c u l a r i t y .  

Gadamer asserts how t h e  no t ion  of c i r c u l a r i t y  concerns  t h e  

" r e l a t i o n  between t h e  whole and its p a r t s :  t h e  a n t i c i p a t e d  

meaning of a whole is unders tood through t h e  p a r t s ,  bu t  it is 

i n  l i g h t  of t h e  whole t h a t  t h e  p a r t s  t a k e  on t h e i r  
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i l l u m i n a t i n g  func t ion"  Gadamer 1987, 126). Gadamer n o t e s  how 

t h e  no t ion  of t h e  c i r c u l a r  a s p e c t  of unders tanding  w a s  

formal ized by t h e  Romantics and can be s een  i m p l i c i t l y  i n  

anc ien t  r h e t o r i c .  Thus t h e  concept  of c i r c u l a r i t y  is n o t  

new; bu t  what is nove l  is t h e  way Gadamer deve lops  t h e  

Heideggerian no t ion  of t h e  informality of  t h e  circle.  T h i s  

w i l l  be a key theme i n  t h e  nex t  c h a p t e r .  But I want t o  

provide he re  a b r i e f  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  what it means t o  

i n t e r p r e t  a p a r t i c u l a r  p i e c e  of  voca l  music. T h i s  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  i l l u m i n a t e s  t h e  in formal  a s p e c t  of  t h e  c i r c l e  of 

unders tanding,  and a l s o  t i e s  i n  t h e  themes of t empora l i t y  and 

f  ore-meaning . 

A voca l  s c o r e  e x i s t s  a p a r t  from its performer ,  y e t  a 

sco re  is n o t  synonymous w i t h  music. The performance ( o r  even 

p r i v a t e  r e h e a r s a l )  always r e q u i r e s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  What does  

such i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  e n t a i l ?  Both t h e  s i n g e r  and t h e  s c o r e  

have t h e i r  own 'worlds ' .  A s u c c e s s f u l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  occurs  

as t h e  two worlds are brought  t o g e t h e r  and r econc i l ed .  The 

s i n g e r  f i g u r a t i v e l y ,  as w e l l  as l i t e r a l l y ,  l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  

music, and a l l ows  h e r s e l f  t o  be  in f luenced  by it: its mood, 

rhythm, f e e l i n g  a f f e c t  t h e  s i n g e r -  S i m i l a r l y ,  through t h e  

a c t  of s i n g i n g  t h e  s i n g e r  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e  music: her  vo ice ,  

her s ty le ,  he r  e x p e c t a t i o n s  of  what t h e  music should 

COMunicate affect t h e  music. H e r  i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  music 

occurs  bo th  p r i o r  t o  t h e  a c t u a l  s inging-- in  t h a t  s h e  has  some 

idea  of what t h i s  p i e c e  should sound l i k e ,  and d u r i n g  t h e  
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of it--as it u n f o l d s  i n t o  a l i f e  of its o m .  The 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  s y m b i o t i c a l l y  emerges from t h i s  i n t e r a c t i o n :  

the proces s  is c i r c u l a r ,  con t inuous .  I t  is a f a l s e  dichotomy 

t h a t  asserts either t h e  s i n g e r  and music a r e  thoroughly 

independent from each o t h e r ,  or t h e r e  is u l t i m a t e l y  no 

d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  two. I n  f a c t ,  i n  t h e  performing arts ,  

'performance' and ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n '  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  used 

synonymously. 

I have drawn on s e v e r a l  examples t h a t  r e v e a l  t h e  

tempora l i ty ,  c i r c u l a r i t y ,  and f  ore-meaning involved i n  t h e  

process  of unders tanding ,  which provide  t h e  backdrop f o r  

Gadamer 's r e s u s c i t a t i o n  of p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n  and 

a u t h o r i t y .  They a l s o  r e v e a l  ano the r  key theme t h a t  proves  

imperat ive  i n  t h e  d e b a t e  w i th  Habermas, namely, t h e  

u n i v e r s a l i t y  of  t h e  hermeneutic exper ience .  The 

u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic exper ience  ma in t a in s  t h e  

f u t i l i t y  of a t t empt ing  t o  get behind,  o r  o u t  from, t h e  

hermeneutic expe r i ence  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  our  Being. Gadamer, 

fo l lowing  Heidegger, a rgues  t h a t  t h e  shared  exper ience  of 

i n h a b i t i n g  a world precedes  d i s t a n c i a t i o n .  And, t h e r e f o r e ,  

he concludes  t h a t  w e  need t o  get away from a view of 

hermeneutics t h a t  sees it  as a method t o  overcome a l i e n a t i o n  

and misunderstanding.  "But,"  Gadaner a s k s  a n t i c i p a t i n g  t h e  

Habermasian cha l l enge ,  "now t h e  q u e s t i o n  arises as t o  how we 

can l e g i t i m a t e  t h i s  hermeneut ical  condi t ionedness  of our  

being i n  t h e  f a c e  of modern s c i e n c e ,  which s t a n d s  o r  f a l l s  
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of  being unbiased and pre jud ice l e s s"  

How Gadaner answers t h i s  quest ion  serves 

next  chapter.  



CHAPTER I11 

PREJUDICE, TRADITION, AND TRUTH: LEGITIHATING THE 
HERHENEUTICAL CONDITIONEDNESS OF OUR BEING 

Having int roduced t h e  way i n  which t h e  themes of 

c i r c u l a r i t y ,  t empora l i t y ,  and fore-meaning u n d e r l i e  t h e  

Heideggerian/Gadanerian response  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  d u a l i s t i c  

ep i s t emolog ica l  approaches ,  I rn now i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  focus  

my e x p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  unique c l a i m s  of  Gadaner 's  o n t o l o g i c a l  

hermeneutics.  I n  t h i s  f i r s t  s e c t i o n ,  I d e t a i l  Gadamer's 

ontology of reason ,  and how t h i s  d r i v e s  h i s  r e s u s c i t a t i o n  of 

p re jud ice ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and a u t h o r i t y  as neces sa ry  components 

wi th in  t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s .  Gadamer's hermeneutics 

s t a n d s  i n  c o n t r a s t  w i th  t h e  Enlightenment view which 

considered t h e s e  as impediments t o  t r u e  unders tanding.  While 

Gadaner does  n o t  deny t h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  

o r  a u t h o r i t y  may p l a y  a d i s t o r t i n g  r o l e ,  he a i m s  t o  show how, 

i n  g e n e r a l ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  of  unde r s t and ing  r e l i e s  on p r e j u d i c e ,  

t r a d i t i o n ,  and a u t h o r i t y - - t h a t  t h e s e  concepts  a r e  n o t  

i n h e r e n t l y  d i s t o r t i n g -  Although ' p r e j u d i c e '  is commonly used 

t o  r e f e r  t o  a b e l i e f  t h a t  is unfounded, Gadaner wants t o  

change t h e  n e g a t i v e  c o n n o t a t i o n s  we a t t a c h  t o  t h e  word. H i s  
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o n t o l o g i c a l  emphasis ma in t a in s  t h e r e  can be no unders tanding  

p r e j u d i c e s .  

I n  t h e  second s e c t i o n  of  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  I work o u t  w i t h  

pore f o r c e  and d e t a i l  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of Gadamer's ontology 

of reason f o r  h i s  hermeneutic i d e a l .  I f  unders tanding  is n o t  

a mat te r  of a c o r r e c t  method a p p l i e d  by an i n d i v i d u a l  

s u b j e c t  i n  o r d e r  t o  get a t  t h e  one t r u e  meaning, then  what 

does t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s  look  l i k e ?  A r e  t h e r e  g o a l s ,  

s t anda rds ,  i d e a l s  towards which w e  might a i m ?  By 

a r t i c u l a t i n g  Gadaner 's no t ion  of p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and 

a u t h o r i t y  i n  t e r m s  of h i s  on to logy  of hermeneut ics ,  I a l s o  

want t o  a l l ow h i s  concept ion  of  t h e  r o l e  and n a t u r e  of t r u t h  

t o  emerge. T h i s  w i l l  a l l ow  m e  t o  f o c u s  t h e  Habermasian 

cha l lenge  which I pose i n  Chapter  Four-  For ,  on t h e  r ead ing  

of Gadamer I in t end  t o  s u p p o r t ,  t h e  i l l u m i n a t i o n  of t h e  

e f f i c a c y  of p r e j u d i c e ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and a u t h o r i t y  as c r u c i a l  

a s p e c t s  of unders tanding  w i l l  clear t h e  way f o r ,  and open u s  

up t o ,  a b e t t e r  unders tanding ,  i - e . ,  an unders tanding  t h a t  is 

more l i k e l y  t o  escape  ideology.  

Gadamer ma in t a in s  t h a t  o u r  p r e j u d i c e s  c o n s t i t u t e  u s  as 

beings  and t h a t  a l l  unde r s t and ing  rel ies on t h i s  ' p r e jud iced '  

n a t u r e  of beings--without p r e j u d i c e s  t h e r e  would be  no 

unders tanding-  The p r o c e s s  of  unders tanding  invo lves  t h e  

cont inuous exposure,  cha l l enge ,  and/or re inforcement  of 

p r e j u d i c e s -  I t  is t h i s  p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  t h e  c o n t i n u a l  

examination of our  b e l i e f s  t h a t  unde rg i rds  Gadamer's c l a i m s  



39 

*bout t h e  r e l a t i o n  between t r u t h  and unde r s t and ing -  T ru th  

and unders tanding  cannot  be  he ld  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  a p a r t  t h e  way 

s c e p t i c a l  accounts  imply- A t  t h e  same t ime,  t h e  more f u l l y  

we are a w a r e  of t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e  of  t h e  hermeneutic 

experience,  t h e  more w e  w i l l  f e e l  compelled t o  self- 

ques t ion ing ,  which, accord ing  t o  Gadamer, is t h e  g r e a t e s t  

safe-guard a g a i n s t  d i s t o r t i o n .  Such s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g  a l l ows  

f o r  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  and examinat ion o f  p r e j u d i c e s .  Here we 

can s e e  t h e  t ens ion  i n  t h e  Gadamer-Habermas d e b a t e  t h i s  

t h e s i s  w i l l  e t c h  o u t  i n  t h e  f i n a l  c h a p t e r s :  namely, t h e  

s t r u g g l e  between gmuis and theo ry .  Fo r  Gadamer, 

unders tanding always i n v o l v e s  a p p l i c a t i o n ;  f o r  Habermas, i n  

o rder  t o  ensure  a genuine unders tanding ,  we must develop a 

theory  t h a t  l i f t s  u s  above t h e  p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s t o r t i n g  

in f luences  of a p a r t i c u l a r  moment of  a p p l i c a t i o n .  Although 

t h e  pragmat ic  e lements  of  Gadamer's thought  w i l l  n o t  be 

e x p l i c i t l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  on u n t i l  t h e  f i n a l  chap te r ,  h i s  

defense  of t h e  importance of  p r e j u d i c e  t o  unders tanding  

con f ron t s  Habermas's c l a i m  t h a t  t h e o r y  is t h e  b e s t  insurance  

a g a i n s t  d i s t o r t e d  unders tanding .  

. . ce .  Tr* 

I n  r ec l a iming  t h e  importance of p r e j u d i c e  f o r  

unders tanding,  Gadamer beg ins  by s p e l l i n g  o u t  t h e  h i s t o r y  of 

t h e  word. Stemming from t h e  L a t i n  - .  , ' p r e jud ice '  

is a judgement which comes p r i o r  t o  a thorough j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

Although i n  our  common usage,  p r e j u d i c e  has  come t o  mean a 



40 

wrongful and misguided b e l i e f ,  Gadamer w a n t s  t o  reclaim it as 

a n e u t r a l  t e r m  and t h e r e f o r e  makes u s e  of its L a t i n  r o o t s  t o  

emphasize it as t h a t  which precedes  a judgement- For 

example, recall Heidegger 's  no t ion  of fore-meaning as 

descr ibed  i n  t h e  las t  chap te r .  P r e j u d i c e s  are t h e  hidden and 

u n a r t i c u l a t e d  e lements  of our  unders tanding  t h a t  w e  have 

i n h e r i t e d  and absorbed through our  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  i n t o ,  and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  wi th in ,  our  c u l t u r e .  Consequently,  many o f  ou r  

p r e j u d i c e s  f u n c t i o n  t o  he lp  u s  get around i n  t h e  world. The 

Enl igh tennent ,  however, cast an unequivoca l ly  d i s d a i n f u l  

shadow over  t h e  concept  of p r e j u d i c e .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e  

Enlightenment 's  " p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  p r e j u d i c e s "  became one of  

its d e f i n i n g  themes. Leo S t r a u s s  comments: "The word 

'p re jud ice '  is t h e  most s u i t a b l e  exp res s ion  f o r  t h e  great a i m  

of t h e  Enl igh tennent ,  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  f r e e ,  untrammeled 

v e r i f i c a t i o n ;  t h e  Vorurteil is t h e  unambiguous polemical  

c o r r e l a t e  of  t h e  ve ry  ambiguous word 'freedom'" (quoted i n  

Gadamer 1992c, 271). The Enl igh tennent  viewed p r e j u d i c e s  as 

menaces t o  o b j e c t i v e  unders tanding  i n  s o  f a r  as they  w e r e  

seen as l a c k i n g  b a s i s ,  s i n c e  t h e y  were t h a t  which preceded 

t r u e  knowledge o r  unders tanding .  

Gadamer, however, wants t o  r e v e a l  how p r e j u d i c e s  are n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  ( o r  by d e f i n i t i o n )  always mis lead ing  o r  

decep t ive .  Like reason ,  o r  unders tanding ,  p r e j u d i c e s  may o r  

may n o t  be  d i s t o r t i v e - - b u t  we should n o t  assume t h a t  t hey  a r e  

always a sou rce  of decep t ion  and t h e r e f o r e  must be 
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and t empora l i t y ,  Gadamer a t t e m p t s  t o  show t h a t  

because t h e r e  is no such t h i n g  as a f r e e - f l o a t i n g  p r e j u d i c e ,  

a p r e j u d i c e  is never  u t t e r l y  whimsical  o r  c a p r i c i o u s ,  T h i s  

is n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  a p r e j u d i c e  may n o t  be mis leading,  bu t  

t h a t  even its inaccuracy  is based on something--and t h e r e f o r e  

it is n o t  something w e  can,  o r  should ,  j u s t  s e e k  t o  d i s p o s e  

o f .  Gadamer uncovers t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  and h i s t o r y  of 

p r e j u d i c e  as emerging o u t  of  o u r  fore-having:  t h e  p r e j u d i c e  

we have is based on something,  growing o u t  of t h e  cont ingency 

of our  l i v e s ,  and t h e r e f o r e  having a b a s i s ,  a grounding.  The 

con t ingen t  n a t u r e  of  our  l i v e s  r e v e a l s  t h e  primacy of 

p r e j u d i c e s  as c o n s t i t u t i n g ,  shap ing ,  and enab l ing  our  ve ry  

being,  A s  I s h a l l  i n d i c a t e  later ,  p r e j u d i c e s  i n c i t e  a l l  

unders tanding  (and t h u s  be ing )  by g i v i n g  rise t o  v a r i o u s  

q u e s t i o n s  and i n t e r e s t s .  

The Enlightenment,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, conceived of 

p r e j u d i c e  as always u n j u s t i f i e d :  based e i t h e r  on one's  

(presumably) unfounded concess ion  t o  a u t h o r i t y  o r  on one 's  

ignorance and "ove rhas t ines s . "  It w a s  evidence of a f a i l u r e  

of r a t i o n a l i t y .  Here w e  f i n d  t h e  Enl ightenment ' s  scourge of 

ano ther  hindrance t o  knowledge: a u t h o r i t y .  Whereas t h e  

Enlightenment cons idered  a u t h o r i t y  always t o  be an impediment 

t o  t r u e  knowledge, Gadamer wants t o  r e v e a l  how a u t h o r i t y  has  

t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  stemming from reason.  Gadamer q u e s t i o n s  

t h e  Enlightenment d e c r e e  t h a t  " a u t h o r i t y  is a source  of 



prejudice"  (Gadamer 1992c, 271) -  The r e s u l t  of  t h i s  view, 
F 

w r i t e s  Gadamer, 

is t h a t  t h e  Enlightenment t e n d s  t o  a c c e p t  no 
a u t h o r i t y  and t o  d e c i d e  e v e r y t h i n g  b e f o r e  t h e  
judgement seat of reason .  . . . [Consequently] it 
t a k e s  t r a d i t i o n  as an o b j e c t  o f  c r i t i q u e ,  j u s t  as 
t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s  d o  w i t h  t h e  evidence of  t h e  
s enses .  (Gadamer 1992c, 272) 

But what can it mean f o r  r ea son  t o  be t h e  u l t i m a t e  

c r i t i q u e  o f ,  s t a n d i n g  over  and a g a i n s t ,  a u t h o r i t y  and 

t r a d i t i o n ?  Obviously, from what Gadamer has  been s a y i n g  

about t h e  importance of  examining o u r  fore-knowledge, he 

would n o t  d i s a g r e e  w i th  t h e  impetus  t o  c r i t i c a l l y  examine ou r  

p re jud ices .  However, whi le  t h e  Enlightenment r e g a r d s  reason  

and p r e j u d i c e  as incompat ible ,  Gadamer r e g a r d s  p r e j u d i c e s  as 

c o n s t i t u t i v e  of  reason.  Gadamer d o e s  n o t  equa te  p r e j u d i c e  

wi th  reason,  however, b u t  c o n s i d e r s  p r e j u d i c e  a neces sa ry  and 

e f f i c a c i o u s  p a r t  of reason.  Gadamer n o t e s  t h e  i nadequac ie s  

of t h e  Enlightenment 's  p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  p r e j u d i c e s :  

Does be ing  s i t u a t e d  w i t h i n  t r a d i t i o n s  r e a l l y  mean 
be ing  s u b j e c t  t o  p r e j u d i c e s  and l i m i t e d  i n  one ' s  
freedom? Is n o t  r a t h e r ,  a l l  human e x i s t e n c e ,  even 
t h e  f r e e s t ,  l i m i t e d  and q u a l i f i e d  i n  v a r i o u s  ways? 
I f  t h i s  is t r u e ,  t h e  i d e a  of  an a b s o l u t e  reason  is 
n o t  a p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  humanity. Reason 
e x i s t s  f o r  u s  on ly  i n  c o n c r e t e ,  h i s t o r i c a l  t e r m s - -  
i - e . ,  i t  is n o t  its own m a s t e r  b u t  remains 
c o n s t a n t l y  dependent on t h e  g i v e n  c i rcumstances  i n  
which it o p e r a t e s .  (Gadamer 1992c, 276) 

I f ,  accord ing  t o  Gadamer, p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  neces sa ry  f o r  

unders tanding,  are w e  l e d  t o  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  conc lus ion  t h a t  

we a r e  bound t o  a c c e p t  ( i - e . ,  adhe re  t o ,  s u b s t a n t i a t e ,  agree 

with ,  e t c . )  eve ry  one of our  p r e j u d i c e s ?  A r e  ou r  p r e j u d i c e s  
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o u t  of our  c o n t r o l ,  always i r r a t i o n a l ?  Gadaner 

c e r t a i n l y  does  not i n t end  t o  c l a i m  t h a t  j u s t  because,  i n  

gene ra l ,  p r e j u d i c e s  are r e q u i s i t e  f o r  unders tanding ,  

t h e r e f o r e  any one p a r t i c u l a r  p r e j u d i c e  can never  be 

mis leading.  H e  a rgues  t h a t  p r e j u d i c e s  cannot  be revea led  as 

e i t h e r  a c c u r a t e  o r  i n a c c u r a t e  u n l e s s  t hey  are brought  t o  t h e  

f o r e  and w e  a r t i c u l a t e  and c r i t i c i z e  t h e i r  c la ims .  And how 

do w e  b r i n g  them t o  t h e  f o r e ?  Do w e  need t o ,  as Habermas 

c l a i m s ,  indeed,  can w e ,  f o rmula t e  a method t h a t  r e l i e s  on 

a b s t r a c t i o n  and theo ry  t o  remove a l l  of our  p re jud ices?  Can 

we develop some s o r t  of methodological  t o o l  t h a t  uncovers o u r  

p r e j u d i c e s  f o r  us--apart  from t h e  c o n t e x t u a l i t y  of our  

exper ience? 

Reca l l  from t h e  las t  c h a p t e r ,  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  

in terdependence of a p p l i c a t i o n  and unders tanding,  i . e , ,  how 

unders tanding invo lves  knowing-how ( i - e . ,  p r a c t i c a l  

knowledge) r a t h e r  t han  knowing-that. Only through l i v e d  

exper ience ,  through t h e  c o n c r e t e  working o u t  of 

understanding-as-being,  does  t h e  exposure of p r e j u d i c e s  

occur.  Gadamer wants t o  show t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of a 

methodological  approach t o  unders tanding  by a rgu ing  t h a t  

method d e n i e s  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic p rocess .  

Such a d e n i a l  a t t e m p t s  t o  circumvent t h e  ve ry  a s p e c t s  of t h e  

hermeneutic circle t h a t  y i e l d  t r u e  unders tanding,  namely its 

d i s t u r b i n g  and r e v e l a t o r y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  
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But why does  Gadamer c o n s i d e r  it f u t i l e  t o  a t t empt  t o  

methodologize, o r  t o  d i s t i l l  a procedure  f r o n ,  t h e  a c t i v i t y  

of hermeneutics? H e  w r i t e s :  "The p r e j u d i c e s  and f o r e -  I 

meanings t h a t  occupy t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r ' s  consc iousness  are n o t  

a t  h i s  f r e e  d i s p o s a l .  H e  cannot  s e p a r a t e  i n  advance t h e  

produc t ive  p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  h inde r  it and l e a d  t o  

misunderstandings" (Gadamer 1992c, 295). Thus making one 's  

fore-unders tanding and p r e j u d i c e s  e x p l i c i t  happens wi th in  t h e  

hermeneutic process--not  p r i o r  t o  it. 

Consider an example t h a t  r e v e a l s  t h e  way i n  which our  

very s i t u a t e d n e s s  d i s t u r b s  and r e v e a l s  p r e j u d i c e s -  I am on 

my way t o  a f r i e n d ' s  house f o r  a p a r t y .  I ponder many 

assumptions I hold about  t h e  evening  ahead: who w i l l  be 

t h e r e ,  what w e ' l l  t a l k  about ,  what t ype  of  v i c t u a l s  w i l l  be  

served,  etc.  Only when I a r r i v e ,  however, and f i n d  t h e  f r o n t  

door moved t o  t h e  s i d e  of  t h e  house, am I j o l t e d  i n t o  t h e  

awareness of c e r t a i n  o t h e r  b e l i e f s ,  ' p r e j u d i c e s ' ,  I 

possessed.  T h i s  t r i v i a l  example s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  are 

some p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  s imply cannot  be  brought  t o  l i g h t  

without a c o n f r o n t a t i o n  by exper ience .  App l i ca t ion ,  

p r a c t i c a l  knowledge, and knowing-how a l low t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  

a s p e c t s  of expe r i ence  t o  c o r r e c t  u s .  Of cou r se ,  I am n o t  

c la iming t h a t  someone could n o t  have ques t ioned  whether t h e  

f r o n t  door would be  where it has  always been. Rather ,  my 

po in t  is t h a t  s i n c e  our  ve ry  way of be ing  is c o n s t i t u t i v e  of 

P re jud ices  how could w e  u l t i m a t e l y  know a p a r t  f r o n  our  
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exper ience  which p r e j u d i c e s  are d i s t o r t i n g  and which are 

he lp fu l ?  Gadamer wants t o  show how t h e  e f f o r t  t o  a b s t r a c t  a 

method o u t  from expe r i ence ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  somehow a l l e v i a t e  t h e  

e f f e c t s  of p r e j u d i c e s ,  p roves  o n t o l o g i c a l l y  imposs ib le .  

On Gadamer's account ,  t h e r e  is no f i n a l  r e s t i n g  p l a c e  of  

assurance  t h a t  we have reached  u n d i s t o r t e d  knowledge: 

p r e j u d i c e s  are c o n t i n u a l l y  c a l l e d  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  and e i t h e r  

r e i n f o r c e d  o r  j e t t i s o n e d -  I t  is t h i s  p r o p e n s i t y  and 

i n c e n t i v e  f o r  movement t h a t  s u s t a i n s  Gadamer's c l a i m s  of t h e  

t r u t h f u l n e s s  of unders tanding ,  showing how t h e  v e r y  exposure 

of p r e j u d i c e s  l e a d s  t o  a c r i t i q u e  of them. I n  o t h e r  words, 

unders tanding  is enhanced by t h e  c o n t i n u a l  c r i t i q u e ,  

i n i t i a t e d  by exper ience  and w, of  p r e j u d i c e s .  Gadamer 

exposes t h e  reason  why t h e  C a r t e s i a n  q u e s t  f o r  t h e  a b s o l u t e  

concept ion of  r e a l i t y  f a i l s .  For i f ,  l i k e  Descartes, one 

proposes a method f o r  expos ing  a l l  of  one ' s  p r e j u d i c e s ,  one 

imp l i e s  t h a t  t h e r e  can be  a p o i n t  a t  which t h e  f u r t h e r  

a r t i c u l a t i o n  of p r e j u d i c e s  can cease. And, acco rd ing  t o  

Gadamer, t h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  c l o s u r e  on t h e  examination of 
c. 

p r e j u d i c e s  u l t i m a t e l y  l e a d s  t o  decep t ion  and u n t r u t h .  For 

Gadamer, exposure  of a p r e j u d i c e  is n o t  a p r o c e s s  s e p a r a t e  

from t h e  examination of whether its founda t ion  is accep tab le .  

For t h e  ve ry  p roces s  of b r i n g i n g  a p r e j u d i c e  t o  l i g h t  e n t a i l s  

a c r i t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of its p l a c e  i n  one ' s  b e l i e f  system. I t  

is t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which t h i s  is p o s s i b l e  t h a t  f u e l s  t h e  

Gadamer and Habermas d e b a t e ,  s i n c e  Habermas appea r s  t o  hold 



t h a t  such a cr i t ical  a n a l y s i s  of  one ' s  p r e j u d i c e s  must always 

lead  t o  t h e i r  r e j e c t i o n .  I w i l l  examine t h i s  more c l o s e l y  i n  

Chapter  F ive .  

But, i f ,  on Gadamer's account ,  p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  n o t  always 

t o  be  r e j e c t e d ,  how a r e  w e  t o  e v a l u a t e  them? Gadamer p u t s  

t h e  ques t ion  t h i s  way: "Uhat is t h e  ground of t h e  l eg i t imacy  

I of p r e j u d i c e s ?  Uhat d i s t i n g u i s h e s  legitimate p r e j u d i c e s  from 

t h e  c o u n t l e s s  o t h e r s  which it is t h e  unden iab le  t a s k  of  

c r i t ica l  reason t o  overcome?'' (Gadamer 1992c, 277). I n  

pursu ing  an answer t o  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  he looks  a t  t h e  r o l e s  o f ,  

and r e l a t i o n s h i p  amongst, t r a d i t i o n ,  a u t h o r i t y ,  and reason.  

To r e i t e r a t e ,  he wants t o  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  Enlightenment 

equa t ion  of a u t h o r i t y  wi th  " b l i n d  obed ience - "  Gadamer does  

no t  want t o  a rgue  t h a t  sometimes a u t h o r i t y  d o e s  n o t  r e s u l t  

from b l i n d  obedience-  Rather ,  h i s  p o i n t  is t h a t  " t h i s  is n o t  

t h e  essence  of  a u t h o r i t y "  (Gadamer 1992c,  279). I n  o t h e r  

words, Gadamer wants t o  recover  a meaning of  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  

r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  oppos i t i on  between r ea son  and a u t h o r i t y  is a 

s u p e r f i c i a l  one. 

On Gadamer's account ,  genuine a u t h o r i t y  is earned,  

i - e . ,  it e n t a i l s  r e spec t - - i t  does  n o t  r e s u l t  from coerc ion .  

This  s t a n d s  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  a popula r  nay  of dichotomizing 

reason and a u t h o r i t y ,  Consider ,  f o r  example, t h e  f a l l a c y  of 

d e f e r r i n g  t o  a u t h o r i t y .  T h i s  f a l l a c y  o c c u r s  when w e  cons ide r  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  an a u t h o r i t y  s a y s  X as a s u f f i c i e n t  cond i t i on  
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t h a t  X is t r u e . 1  T h i s  f a l l a c y  d e s c r i b e s  a type  of " s l a v i s h  

obedience" t o  au tho r i t y - - the re  is no c r i t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  

adequacy of t h e  a u t h o r i t y .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  one f a i l s  t o  get at  

t h e  r o o t  and c o n t e x t  of a u t h o r i t y .  On Gadamer's account ,  

however, t h e  s t a t u s  of t r u e  a u t h o r i t y  is earned through t h e  

r a t i o n a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  ano the r  person  ( o r  i n s t i t u t i o n )  

posses se s  some s k i l l ,  a b i l i t y ,  o r  knowledge t h a t  one does  n o t  

onese l f  pos ses s .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  one c o n s i d e r s  t h e  more s k i l l e d  

person t o  have a u t h o r i t y  over  o n e s e l f .  For example, as a d u l t  

members of a democracy, w e  f r e q u e n t l y  exercise reason i n  

acknowledging and choosing t o  submit  t o  t h e  a u t h o r i t y :  e.g-, 

when t h e  system works w e l l  w e  can a r t i c u l a t e  r ea sons  f o r  why 

our c o l l e g e  p r o f e s s o r ,  our  cooking i n s t r u c t o r ,  our  plumber, 

our c h i r o p r a c t o r ,  e t c .  e a r n  our  r e s p e c t  as a u t h o r i t i e s ,  which ;  

w e  recognize .  T h i s  p roces s  of  e a r n i n g  a u t h o r i t y  involves ,  i n  

f a c t  e n t a i l s ,  r eason  on t h e  p a r t  of  such  pe r sons  who 
I 

recognize  it. 
I 

The Enlightenment c r i t i q u e  of a u t h o r i t y  r e j e c t e d  t h e  

appa ren t ly  a r b i t r a r y  bestowal  of  a u t h o r i t y  as l a c k i n g  reason-  

Whether t h i s  w a s  r e a l l y  what went on a t  t h e  t i m e  is n o t  t h e  

i s s u e .  Gadamer's p o i n t  is t h a t  t r u e  a u t h o r i t y  posses se s  a 

degree  of r e c i p r o c i t y :  one must prove t o  t h e  o t h e r  t h a t  one 

is worthy. Gadamer w r i t e s ,  "Thus, acknowledging a u t h o r i t y  is 

always connected w i t h  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  what t h e  a u t h o r i t y  s a y s  

+Again, Gadamer would n o t  deny t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  i n s t a n c e s  
when d e f e r r i n g  t o  a u t h o r i t y  is f a l l a c i o u s ;  r a t h e r ,  he wants 
t o  expose what l i e s  behind our  "deferment" t o  a u t h o r i t y .  
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is n o t  i r r a t i o n a l  and a r b i t r a r y  b u t  can,  i n  p r i n c i p l e ,  be  1 
I 

discovered  t o  be  t r u e "  (Gadamer 1992c, 280). The c o r e  of 

a u t h o r i t y ,  f o r  Gadamer, r e s u l t s  f r o n  a reasoned d e c i s i o n  t o  

acknowledge it. 

Once aga in ,  Gadamer does  n o t  a rgue  t h a t  t h i s  is always 

how a u t h o r i t y  works. H e  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  genuine a u t h o r i t y  

f r o n  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r ,  and e x i s t e n c e  o f ,  dogmatic, 

opp res s ive  a u t h o r i t y .  H e  a i m s  t o  r e v e a l ,  however, c o n t r a r y  

t o  t h e  Enlightenment c l a i m s ,  t h a t  a u t h o r i t y  is n o t  by its 

nature u n r e l a t e d  t o  reason ,  b u t  t h a t  a u t h o r i t y  is a c t u a l l y  

based on reason i t s e l f .  Gadamer p r e f e r s  t h e  t e r m  

'acknowledgement' of a u t h o r i t y  because it s u g g e s t s  t h e  

importance of  knowledge t o  a u t h o r i t y .  The r o l e  t h a t  

knowledge p l a y s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a u t h o r i t y  means t h a t  one can 

p o i n t  t o  and accep t  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  by which e x p e r t i s e  is 

g ran ted .  One freely a f f i r m s  t h e  accepted s t a n d a r d s  and 

chooses ( a s  a r e s u l t  of reason  n o t  f o r c e )  t o  d e f e r  t o  

a u t h o r i t y ,  Author i ty ,  i n  t h e  b e s t  case s c e n a r i o ,  is n o t  j u s t  

accepted ( i - e . ,  coe rc ion  can make one ' a ccep t '  a u t h o r i t y )  b u t  

is accep tab le .  H e  adds: "The obedience t h a t  belongs  t o  t r u e  

a u t h o r i t y  is n e i t h e r  b l i n d  nor  s l a v i s h "  (Gadamer 1977, 34). 

I n  o t h e r  words, Gadamer d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between a u t h o r i t y  and 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  (Gadamer l99Zc, 280). 

The form of a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  Gadamer a p p e a l s  t o  as most 

e f f i c a c i o u s ,  and indeed,  ub iqu i tous ,  is t h a t  of  t r a d i t i o n .  

But t h i s  is n o t  t o  s a y  Gadamer endorses  t h e  Romantic view 



which objectifies and reifies tradition, In its call to 

return to the past, to what is 'natural', Romanticism failed 

to acknowledge the dynamic quality of tradition. Thus, in so 

far as Romanticism held up tradition as the alternative to 

Enlightenment reason, it consequently reinforced the 

Enlightennent dichotomy between tradition and reason. 

Gadamer notes; 

Reversing the Enlightenment's presupposition 
results in the paradoxical tendency toward 
restoration--i,e., the tendency to reconstruct the 
old because it is old, the conscious return to the 
unconscious, culminating in the recognition of the 
superior wisdom of the primeval age of myth. But 
the romantic reversal of the Enlightenment's 
criteria of value actually perpetuates the abstract 
contrast between myth and reason, (Gadamer 1992c, 
273) 

Gadamer describes here the kind of dialectical development 

found in the prominent Hegelian notion of Bufhebung. Gadamer 

shows how this dialectic between the Enlightennent and 

Romanticism is a limited one. He seeks to show how the 

resulting opposition between tradition (or myth) and reason 

obscures the fecundity of both. Both the Enlightenment and 

Romantic assumption of the duality between tradition and 

reason prevents acknowledging the ontological nature of 

reason. In recognizing the contingency of this dualism, 

Gadamer's transcends this dualism by providing a 

critique of it. His critique is two-fold in that it both 

overcomes as well as preserves elements of the 

Enlightenment/Romanticism conflict. On one hand, Gadamer 

notes how the quarrel between the Enlightenment and 
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Romanticism s u g g e s t s  t h a t  " t h e  i d e a  of an a b s o l u t e  reason is 

not  a p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  humanity. Reason e x i s t s  f o r  

u s  on ly  i n  c o n c r e t e ,  h i s t o r i c a l  t e r m s - - i - e , ,  i t  is n o t  its 

own m a s t e r  b u t  remains c o n s t a n t l y  dependent on t h e  g iven  

c i rcumstances  i n  which it ope ra t e s "  (Gadaner 1 9 9 2 ~ ~  276). 

But t h e  t u r n  Gadamer e f f e c t s  i n  t h e  second p a r t  of h i s  

c r i t i q u e  is t o  r e v e a l  how such  an h i s t o r i c a l l y - e f f e c t e d  

reason is n o t  something t o  be  overcome b u t  is i t s e l f  

p roduc t ive  of  t r u e  unders tanding .  

For  Gadaner, as f o r  Hegel, reason  bo th  emerges o u t  from 

and shapes  t r a d i t i o n - - j u s t  as t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  emerges o u t  from 

and shapes  he r  own f ami ly .  I n  t h i s  way, reason is t h u s  b o t h  

crit ic  and activator of t r a d i t i o n .  But (pace Habermas, as w e  

s h a l l  see), a c r i t i q u e  of  t r a d i t i o n  does  n o t  e n t a i l  a 

thorough r e j e c t i o n  of  it. Con t r a ry  t o  bo th  Enlightenment and 

Romantic i d e a l s ,  w e  can never  e x t r a c t  o u r s e l v e s  f u l l y  from 

t r a d i t i o n ,  d e f i n i n g  o u r s e l v e s  i n  t e r m s  of a sub jec t -ob jec t  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t r a d i t i o n .  T r a d i t i o n  cannot  be  r e i f i e d :  it 

is no more something t h a t  can be  d i sposed  of ( a s  t h e  

Enl igh tennent  c a l l e d  f o r )  as it is something we can o r  should 

j u s t  fo l low (as Romanticism i n s i s t s  upon). On Gadamer's 

account ,  w e  cannot d e f i n e  o u r s e l v e s  a p a r t  from t r a d i t i o n - - i t  

is something w e  i n h a b i t ,  and which g i v e s  r i s e  t o  our  

unders tanding.  I f  w e  are always w i t h i n  some t r a d i t i o n  o r  

o t h e r ,  how f a r  is it p o s s i b l e  t o  remove o u r s e l f  from 

t r a d i t i o n ,  as t h e  Enl igh tennent  would have u s  do? Reca l l  



Desca r t e s ' s  a t t empt  t o  r i d  himself  of  t h e  d i s t o r t i n g  

t r a d i t i o n s  of h i s  day i n  o r d e r  t o  behold t h e  mind of God. 

Gadamer a sks ,  what could it p o s s i b l y  mean t o  c l a i m  t o  have 

removed onese l f  s a f e l y  f r o n  t h e  i n f l u e n c e s  of one ' s  

t r a d i t i o n ?  Gadaner s e e s  t r a d i t i o n  n o t  j u s t  as inescapable ,  

bu t  as an a c t i v e  f o r c e  t h a t  speaks  t o  and a d d r e s s e s  u s ,  

u l t i m a t e l y  enab l ing  unders tanding.  

A s  I desc r ibed  i n  t h e  p rev ious  c h a p t e r ,  our  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  t r a d i t i o n  can b e s t  be  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a form of 

symbiosis .  Gadamer c l a i m s  t h a t  j u s t  as a u t h o r i t y  r e q u i r e s  

a c t i v e  r e f l e c t i o n  by t h e  person choosing t o  submit  t o  

a u t h o r i t y ,  s o  t r a d i t i o n  r e q u i r e s  a c t i v e  r e f l e c t i o n  i n  t h e  

form of  p r e s e r v a t i o n .  Gadamer w r i t e s ;  

Hy t h e s i s  is--and I t h i n k  it is t h e  neces sa ry  
consequence of  r ecogn iz ing  t h e  o p e r a t i v e n e s s  of  
h i s t o r y  i n  our  cond i t i onedness  and f i n i t u d e - - t h a t  
t h e  t h i n g  which hermeneut ics  t e a c h e s  u s  is t o  see 
through t h e  dogmatism of a s s e r t i n g  an oppos i t i on  
and s e p a r a t i o n  between t h e  ongoing, n a t u r a l  
" t r a d i t i o n "  and t h e  r e f l e c t i v e  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  of it. 
For behind t h i s  a s s e r t i o n  s t a n d s  a dogmatic 
ob jec t iv i sm t h a t  d i s t o r t s  t h e  v e r y  concept  of  
hermeneut ical  r e f l e c t i o n  i t s e l f .  I n  t h i s  
ob j ec t iv i sm t h e  unders tander  is s e e n  . . , n o t  i n  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  h e r n e n e u t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  and t h e  
c o n s t a n t  o p e r a t i v e n e s s  of  h i s t o r y  i n  h i s  own 
consc iousness ,  b u t  i n  such a way as t o  imply t h a t  
h i s  o m  unders tanding  does  n o t  e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  
event .  (Gadamer 1977, 28) 

I n  o t h e r  words, t r a d i t i o n  is n o t  a s e p a r a t e  e n t i t y  a p a r t  

f r o n  human a c t o r s - - i t  cannot  pe r seve re  i n  t h e  f a c e  of 

P a s s i v i t y .  T r a d i t i o n  cannot  be reduced t o  a list of 

c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  e.g., t h e  American t r a d i t i o n  comprises 

pledging a l l e g i a n c e  t o  t h e  f l a g ,  c e l e b r a t i n g  Thanksgiving,  



observing t h e  Four th  of J u l y ,  e t c .  A t  b e s t ,  t h e s e  are 

c a r i c a t u r e s  of t r a d i t i o n .  Nor can it be reduced t o  a 

s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  reason,  e -g . ,  "don ' t  t h i n k  f o r  y o u r s e l f , "  

" j u s t  do  it t h e  way we've always done i t -"  For Gadamer, it 

is imposs ib le  t o  " j u s t  do  it t h e  way it 's always been done." 

One cannot  s t e p  i n t o  t h e  s a m e  s t ream t w i c e ,  s o  t o  speak; t o  

assert as much is t o  deny t h e  r e c i p r o c i t y  and symbiosis  of 

pe r sona l  i d e n t i t y  and t r a d i t i o n .  Any u t t e r a n c e  w e  make about  

t r a d i t i o n  is i t s e l f  e f f e c t e d  by t radi t ion--we cannot come up 

wi th  a list of  a s p e c t s  of  our  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  has  n o t  i t s e l f  

been spawned by some a s p e c t  of our  t r a d i t i o n .  T r a d i t i o n  

r e q u i r e s  involvement and a c t i v e  consent ;  it unfo lds  through 

a p p l i c a t i o n  and w. 
To p u t  it i n  Heideggerian terms,  t r a d i t i o n  is a form of  

knowing-how . Gadamer w r i t e s  : 

The f a c t  is t h a t  i n  t r a d i t i o n  t h e r e  is always an 
element of  freedom and of  h i s t o r y  i t s e l f .  Even t h e  
most genuine and pure  t r a d i t i o n  does  n o t  p e r s i s t  
because of  t h e  i n e r t i a  o f  what once e x i s t e d .  It  
needs  t o  be  a f f i rmed,  embraced, c u l t i v a t e d .  I t  is, 
e s s e n t i a l l y ,  p r e s e r v a t i o n ,  and it is a c t i v e  i n  a l l  
h i s t o r i c a l  change, But p r e s e r v a t i o n  is an act of 
reason,  though an inconspicuous one. . . . A t  any 
rate, p r e s e r v a t i o n  is as much a f r e e l y  chosen 
a c t i o n  as are r e v o l u t i o n  and renewal.  (Gadamer 
1992c, 281-282, emphasis mine) 

I n  o r d e r  t o  unders tand Gadamer's concept ion of t r a d i t i o n  more 

f u l l y ,  one needs  t o  look a t  h i s  no t ion  of hor izon .  Gadamer 

n o t e s  how "Since Nietzsche and Husse r l  ["horizon"] has  been 

used i n  phi losophy t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  w a y  i n  which thought  

is t i e d  t o  its f i n i t e  determinacy,  and t h e  way one ' s  range of 



sense  t o  u s .  Consequently, t h e  oppos i t e  of a l i e n a t i o n  is 

v i s i o n  is g r a d u a l l y  expanded" (Gadamer 1992c, 302). 

Underlying t h i s  view is t h e  p re suppos i t i on  t h a t  our  g o a l  i n  

unders tanding  is t o  s t e p  i n t o  t h e  hor izon of t h e  s u b j e c t  w e  

a r e  a t t empt ing  t o  unders tand.  Gadamer t a k e s  i s s u e  wi th  t h e  

t h i s  concept ion of hor izon as f i n i t e  and de t e rmina t e .  On h i s  

concept ion,  hor izon is o rgan ic ,  c o n t i n u a l l y  changing: 

J u s t  as t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  is never  s imply an 
i n d i v i d u a l  because he is always i n  unders tanding  
wi th  o t h e r s ,  s o  t o o  t h e  c l o s e d  hor izon t h a t  is 
supposed t o  enc lose  a c u l t u r e  is an a b s t r a c t i o n ,  
The h i s t o r i c a l  movement of  human l i f e  c o n s i s t s  i n  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  it is never  a b s o l u t e l y  bound t o  any 
one s t a n d p o i n t ,  and hence can never  have a t r u l y  
c lo sed  hor izon.  The hor izon  is, r a t h e r ,  something 
i n t o  which w e  move and t h a t  moves w i th  u s .  
Horizons change f o r  a person  who is moving. Thus 
t h e  hor izon of t h e  p a s t ,  o u t  of which a l l  human 
l i f e  l i v e s  and which e x i s t s  i n  t h e  form of 
t r a d i t i o n ,  is always i n  motion. (Gadamer 1992c, 
304 ) 

T h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  f l u i d  and o rgan ic  n a t u r e  of 

t r a d i t i o n  and hor izon b r i n g s  i n t o  f o c u s  Gadamer's no t ion  of 

t r u t h .  Extending t h e  metaphor of hor izon,  w e  can s a y  t h a t  

t r u t h  r e s u l t s  from a w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  look "beyond what is 

c l o s e  a t  hand--not i n  o r d e r  t o  look away from it b u t  t o  see 

i t  b e t t e r "  (Gadamer 1992c, 305). "Seeing it b e t t e r "  e n t a i l s  

a l lowing "what is c l o s e  a t  hand" t o  make a c l a im  on u s -  The 

k inds  of e x p e c t a t i o n s  we had become changed by v i r t u e  of t h i s  

c l a i m .  For Gadamer, coming t o  t r u t h  i nvo lves  an 

unders tanding  based upon a shared  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  Something 

t h a t  w a s  p r e v i o u s l y  d i s t a n t ,  unknown, o r  a l i e n  becomes p a r t  

of our  hor izon:  having a p e r s p e c t i v e  f o r  i t ,  it then makes 
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t r u t h :  "The n a t u r e  of t h e  hermeneut ica l  exper ience  is n o t  

t h a t  something is o u t s i d e  and d e s i r e s  admission.  Rather,  we 

are possessed by something and p r e c i s e l y  by means of it w e  

are opened up f o r  t h e  new, t h e  d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  t r u e "  (Gadamer 

1977, 9) .  

I now t u r n  t o  examine i n  more d e t a i l  how Gadamer works 

t h e  concepts  of  t r u t h  and v a l i d i t y  i n t o  an e x p o s i t i o n  of h i s  

herneneut ic  i d e a l .  O r ,  t o  p u t  it ano the r  way, what does  it 

mean t o  come t o  a t r u t h f u l  unders tanding?  

s Hsrneneut 

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  it should  be e v i d e n t  t h a t  t empora l i t y  and 

c i r c u l a r i t y  sugges t  t h e  dynamic n a t u r e  of t h e  hermeneutic 

exper ience .  The q u e s t i o n  then  arises, t h a t  i f ,  

t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t r u t h  has  been viewed as o c c u r r e n t  and 

o b j e c t i v e ,  how does  t h e  n o t i o n  of  t r u t h  f i t  w i th  Gadamer's 

no t ion  of  t h e  f l u i d i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic p rocess?  I w i l l  

look a t  t h r e e  a s p e c t s  of t h e  hermeneutic event  which a l low 

Gadamer's concept  of t r u t h  t o  emerge. F i r s t ,  many c r i t i c s  of  

t h e  Gadamerian p r o j e c t  i m p l i c a t e  h i s  hermeneut ics  wi th  a 

l a t e n t  conse rva t i sm-2  The re fo re ,  we need t o  a sk  what 

p rov ides  t h e  i n c e n t i v e  t o  move beyond o r  cha l l enge  t h e  status 

w. Second, i f  t h e  hermeneutic p roces s  is cont inuous,  non- 

formal ,  and c i r c u l a r ,  and t h u s  w i th  no f i n a l  p o i n t  t o  be 

reached,  how do  we know when w e  have reached a t r u t h f u l  

2Among t h o s e  I contend w i t h  i n  Chapter  F ive  a r e  
Habernas, Georgia Uarnke, and J a c k  Hendelson- 
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unders tanding? How do w e  know t h e  p roces s  has  gone on long  

enough, o r  t h a t  it has  succeeded? Furthermore,  what is, 

e x a c t l y ,  Gadamer's i m p l i c i t  no t ion  of t r u t h ?  Th i rd ,  i f  

Gadamer does  n o t  t a k e  t h e  d u a l i s t i c  concept ion  of  

reproduc t ion  as t h e  s t anda rd  a g a i n s t  which one de te rmines  a 

v a l i d  from an i n v a l i d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  t hen  what does  

determine v a l i d i t y ,  i .e . ,  t r u t h ?  

F i r s t ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  a d d r e s s  charges  of conservat ism made 

a g a i n s t  Gadamer, I want t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  what i n i t i a t e s  t h e  

hermeneutic p roces s ,  i n c i t i n g  u s  t o  move beyond t h e  status 

g u ~ .  For Gadamer, t h e  q u e s t i o n  is c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  hermeneutic 

process ;  and it would be  tempting t o  s a y ,  s t r a igh t - fo rward ly ,  

t h a t  t h e  hermeneutic p roces s  commences w i t h  a q u e s t i o n ,  a 

quandary, a confus ion  i n c i t i n g  t h e  need f o r  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o r  

unders tanding-  Th i s ,  however, would be  p u t t i n g  t h i s  p o i n t  

too  s t r o n g l y .  Assuming t h a t  t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s  

commences w i t h  a q u e s t i o n  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  w e  can p o i n t  t o  t h e  

one d i s t i n c t  moment a t  which t h e  he rpeneu t i c  p r o c e s s  beg ins .  

S i m i l a r l y ,  i f  t h e r e  is one d i s t i n c t  beginning,  should t h e r e  

no t  be one f i n a l  p o i n t  a t  which t h i s  p r o c e s s  ends? Gadamer, 

however, ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s  is never 

s t a t i c  and does  n o t  f i n a l i z e .  By drawing a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

importance of  t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  Gadamer shows t h e  c o n t e x t u a l ,  

temporal ,  and c i r c u l a r  n a t u r e  of t h e  hermeneutic process--in 

s o  f a r  as a q u e s t i o n  is always invoked by some p rev ious  

event  o r  concern.  I n  an e s s a y  e n t i t l e d  "What is Truth?",  i n  



p r o p o s i t i o n  is on ly  t h e r e  i n s o f a r  as it is an address"  

which he d i s c u s s e s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f ,  and r e l a t i o n s h i p  among, 

t r u t h ,  p r o p o s i t i o n s ,  and q u e s t i o n s ,  Gadamer asserts: 

The primacy of  t h e  q u e s t i o n  over  a g a i n s t  t h e  
p r o p o s i t i o n  imp l i e s  . . . t h a t  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  is 
e s s e n t i a l l y  an answer. Therefore ,  t h e r e  is no 
unders tanding  of any p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  does  n o t  t a k e  
its e x c l u s i v e  c r i t e r i o n  from t h e  unders tanding  of 
t h e  q u e s t i o n  t h a t  it answers.  (Gadamer 1994, 42) 

A t  f i r s t  g l ance ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a p r o p o s i t i o n  is p o s i t e d  

as an answer t o  a q u e s t i o n  might s e e m  s o  obvious  it is of no 

i n t e r e s t .  Therefore ,  w e  need t o  s t e p  back and cons ide r  t h e  

con tex t  i n  which Gadamer p r o f f e r s  such  claims. Against  t h o s e  

who a s s e r t  t h a t  t r u t h  can o n l y  be  found by e x t r i c a t i n g  

o u r s e l v e s  form our  s i t u a t i o n  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  w e  may be more 

o b j e c t i v e ,  Gadamer a rgues  t h a t ,  f a r  from producing a 

c o l l u s i o n  w i t h  t h e  status au, t h e  c i r c u l a r ,  temporal ,  and 

con tex tua l  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s  a l low u s  t o  

c o n t i n u a l l y  cha l l enge  our  b e l i e f s :  

Seeing q u e s t i o n s  means, however, t o  be  a b l e  t o  
b reak  th rough  t h a t  which c o n t r o l s  our  e n t i r e  
t h i n k i n g  and knowing l i k e  a c l o s e d  impermeable 
l a y e r  of  smoothed-over op in ions .  The r e s e a r c h e r  is 
c o n s t i t u t e d  by t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  b reak  through,  and i n  
t h i s  way new q u e s t i o n s  are seen  and new answers are 
made p o s s i b l e .  Every p r o p o s i t i o n  has  its horizon 
of  meaning i n  t h a t  it o r i g i n a t e s  i n  a q u e s t i o n  
s i t u a t i o n .  (Gadamer 1994, 42) 

Thus w e  see t h a t  Gadamer's hermeneut ics  p rov ides  no 

necessary  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  s t a t u s  auo. Ques t ions  

c o n t i n u a l l y  a r i s e  compell ing our  mot iva t ion  t o  t r u t h ,  and 

a l s o  a l lowing  t r u t h  t o  emerge; f o r ,  t h e  " t r u t h  i n  t h e  
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(Gadamer 1994, 43).  But, w e  may a sk ,  is it enough t o  p o s i t  

t h a t  t h e  r a i s i n g  of q u e s t i o n s  opens up t h e  way t o  t r u t h ?  

T h i s  l e a d s  t o  my second p o i n t :  i f  hermeneutics 

comprises a cont inuous  and in formal  p roces s ,  what gua ran tee  

is t h e r e  t h a t  w e  w i l l  ( o r  even can)  r each  t h e  t r u t h ?  How can 

we account f o r  t r u t h f u l n e s s  g iven  t h e  c i r c u l a r  n a t u r e  of t h e  

hermeneutic process?  To answer t h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  I want t o  t a k e  

a c l o s e r  look a t  Gadamer's d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  

movement compris ing t h e  hermeneutic circle. 

Gadamer p o i n t s  t o  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  t h e  movement of  t h e  

herneneut ic  c i r c l e  as be ing  p r o p e l l e d  by t h e  i n t e r p l a y  of  

s t r a n g e n e s s  and f a m i l i a r i t y .  What does  he mean by t h i s ?  

"Hermeneutics must s tar t  from t h e  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  a person 

seek ing  t o  unders tand something has  a bond t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  

matter t h a t  cones  i n t o  language through t h e  t r a d i t i o n a r y  t e x t  

and has ,  o r  a c q u i r e s ,  a connect ion w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  from 

which t h e  t e x t  speaks"  (Gadamer 1992c, 295). But what, w e  

want t o  ask ,  is t h e  n a t u r e  of  t h i s  bond? And, why must we 

presuppose it? 

I w i l l  exp lo re  t h e  lat ter  q u e s t i o n  f i r s t .  A s  I 

mentioned above, t h e  q u e s t i o n  is n o t  r e a l l y  t h e  f i r s t  s t e p  i n  

unders tanding:  even b e f o r e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  is asked it is 

presumed t h a t  t h e r e  is meaning t o  be found. T h i s  

presumption of meaning is what Gadaner calls  "fore-conception 

of completeness" and it r e f e r s  t o  our  p re suppos i t i on  of a 

u n i t y  of meaning, neces sa ry  f o r  unders tanding ,  I f  we are 



a t tempt  t o  reproduce a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t -  

going t o  a t t empt  t o  unders tand something, we must a l r e a d y  

have presupposed a u n i t y  of meaning; when w e  expec t  

something t o  make sense ,  we have a concept ion of what t h a t  

would look l i k e .  Having presupposed u n i t y  of neaning,  i f  w e  

do f i n d  c o n f l i c t  of c o n t e n t ,  we assume e i t h e r  t h a t  we have 

n o t  understood it o r  t h a t  it cannot  be understood because t h e  

con ten t  is s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  Gadamer s t r e s s e s  t h a t  no 

disagreement w i th  o r  cri t icism of ano the r  can occur  wi thout  

t h e  p r i o r  s t e p  of s eek ing  u n i t y  of neaning.  And our  

concept ion of meaning and cons i s t ency  comes from i n h a b i t i n g  

our p a r t i c u l a r  t r a d i t i o n - - t h i s  is t h e  bond t o  t r a d i t i o n  of 

which Gadamer speaks -  

T h i s  b r i n g s  u s  back t o  i n q u i r e  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h i s  

bond- Th i s  bond wi th  our  t r a d i t i o n  is n o t  s t a t i c ,  and 

n e i t h e r  s e l f - e v i d e n t  nor  permanent, f o r  it is c o n t i n u a l l y  p u t  

i n t o  q u e s t i o n .  Gadamer w r i t e s :  

T r a d i t i o n  is n o t  s imply a permanent p recond i t i on ;  
r a t h e r  we produce it  o u r s e l v e s  i n  as much as w e  
unders tand,  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  evo lu t ion  of 
t r a d i t i o n ,  and hence f u r t h e r  de te rmine  it 
our se lves .  Thus t h e  circle of unders tanding  is n o t  
a "methodological" c i r c l e ,  b u t  d e s c r i b e s  an element 
of  t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  of unders tanding.  
(Gadamer 1992c, 293) 

Being caught  up i n  t h e  c i r c l e  of unders tanding,  be ing  

produced by as w e l l  as producing t r a d i t i o n ,  has  r epe rcuss ions  

f o r  t h e  way i n  which w e  regard  t h e  concepts  of meaning and 

v a l i d i t y  i n  t e r m s  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  Gadamer c o n s i d e r s  

unders tanding  as a c r e a t i v e  and produc t ive  a c t i v i t y - - n o t  an 



Now we can add res s  t h e  t h i r d  and f i n a l  q u e s t i o n  I r a i s e d  

concerning v a l i d i t y .  I n  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  meaning and 

a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t  are n o t  e q u i v a l e n t ,  Gadaner w r i t e s  t h a t  

meaning 

is always co-determined a l s o  by t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
s i t u a t i o n  of  t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  and hence by t h e  
t o t a l i t y  of  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  cou r se  of  h i s t o r y -  . . . 
Not j u s t  o c c a s i o n a l l y  b u t  always, t h e  meaning of a 
tex t  goes  beyond its au tho r .  Tha t  is why 
unders tanding  is n o t  merely  a r ep roduc t ive  b u t  
always a p roduc t ive  a c t i v i t y  as w e l l .  (Gadamer 
1992, 296, emphasis mine) 

A v a l i d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t a k e s  t h e  text  s e r i o u s l y  by 

a l lowing  t h e  world of t h e  text  t o  c h a l l e n g e  one 's  o m  world. 

Such a cha l l enge  t a k e s  t h e  form of a c l a i m  t h a t  is n o t  

compatible w i th  our  e x p e c t a t i o n s  of  t h e  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r ,  I n  

o rder  t o  unders tand w e  must respond t o  t h e  c l a i n .  An 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  must always go beyond t h e  a u t h o r ' s  i n t e n t i o n s  

i n  o r d e r  t o  i n t e r a c t  wi th  t h e  world of t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r - -  

o therwise  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  a c l a i m  is occluded.  I n  

c la iming  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t  comprises  t h e  meaning of 

t h e  t e x t ,  one presupposes t h a t  unders tanding  can u l t i m a t e l y  

be d ivorced  from a p p l i c a t i o n  ( i .e . ,  knowing-how). Gadamer 

a rgues ,  however, t h a t  unders tanding  can never  be d ivorced  

from a p p l i c a t i o n .  H e  w r i t e s :  "This  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  text ,  

whether l a w  o r  gospe l ,  i f  it is t o  be understood properly--  

i - e . ,  accord ing  t o  t h e  c l a i n  it makes--must be  understood a t  

every moment, i n  every  c o n c r e t e  s i t u a t i o n ,  i n  a new and 

d i f f e r e n t  way. Understanding he re  is always a p p l i c a t i o n "  

(Gadamer 1992, 309). Our i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  t h e  t e x t ,  by 
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cont inuously  exposing ou r  p r e j u d i c e s ,  opens up t h e  pathway t o  

t r u e  unders tanding.  

A s  a c o r o l l a r y  of its p r o d u c t i v i t y ,  t h e  hermeneutic 

p roces s  never  f i n a l i z e s .  Gadamer w r i t e s ;  "But t h e  d i scove ry  

of t h e  t r u e  meaning of a t e x t  o r  work of ar t  is never 

f i n i s h e d ;  it is i n  f a c t  an i n f i n i t e  process"  (Gadamer 1992, 

298). For Gadaner, as f o r  Heidegger, unders tanding occu r s  i n  

a s t ream of cont inuous change. Therefore ,  t h e  dynamic and 

c i r c u l a r  n a t u r e  of unders tanding  r e v e a l s  t h e  inadequacies  of 

t h e  i n c e n t i v e  t o  s t a t i c a l l y  reproduce a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t .  

The p i c t u r e  w e  have he re  of Gadamer's hermeneutics is of  

a cont inuous,  ever-changing, incomplete,  informal  p rocess .  

Gadamer has  desc r ibed ,  based on concepts  borrowed from 

Heidegger, how t h e s e  a s p e c t s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  and f o s t e r  a more 

t r u t h f u l  unders tanding.  I t  is not t h a t  Gadamer merely does  

no t  go f a r  enough i n  proposing a way t o  e r a d i c a t e  our 

undes i r ab l e  p r e j u d i c e s  ( a s ,  w e  s h a l l  see, Habermas c l a ims ) .  

For,  it is p r e c i s e l y  t h e  c o n t e x t u a l ,  non-formal, and 

produc t ive  n a t u r e  of  unders tanding  t h a t  s p u r s  on t h e  

hermeneutic p roces s .  Thus, t h e  ve ry  n a t u r e  of t h e  

hermeneut ical  p roces s  p rec ludes  going f u r t h e r .  Gadamer 

w r i t e s :  

Fore-grounding (abheben) a p r e j u d i c e  c l e a r l y  
r e q u i r e s  suspending its v a l i d i t y  f o r  u s .  For as 
long as our  mind is inf luenced  by a p r e j u d i c e ,  w e  
do  n o t  cons ide r  it a judgement. How t hen  can we 
fore-ground it? I t  is impossible  t o  make ou r se lves  
aware of  a p r e j u d i c e  whi le  it is c o n s t a n t l y  
o p e r a t i n g  unnot iced,  bu t  on ly  when it is, s o  t o  
speak,  provoked. The encounter  w i th  a t r a d i t i o n a r y  



t e x t  can prov ide  t h i s  p rovoca t ion .  For what l e a d s  
t o  unders tanding  must be something t h a t  has  a l r e a d y  
a s s e r t e d  i t s e l f  i n  its own s e p a r a t e  v a l i d i t y .  
Understanding beg ins ,  as w e  have a l r e a d y  s a i d  
above, when something add res se s  u s .  (Gadaner 1992, 
299) 

Ques t ions ,  cha l l enges ,  p rovoca t ions ,  and a suspension of  

our p r e j u d i c e s  can on ly  occur  c o n t e x t u a l l y ,  w i th in  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n .  The importance of a ques t ion  s e r v e s  t o  

h i g h l i g h t  t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  n a t u r e  of t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s -  

For q u e s t i o n s  emerge from wi th in  a c o n t e x t ,  grow o u t  of a 

concern a l lowing  t h e  t e x t  t o  a c t i v e l y  engage u s .  To assert, 

as Gadamer does  above, t h a t  "unders tanding  beg ins  . . . when 

something add res se s  u s , "  is t o  main ta in  t h a t  w e  a r e  n o t  t h e  

s o l e  a c t o r s  nor  i n i t i a t o r s  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of unders tanding.  

I f  t h i s  is t h e  case, methodological  c r i t i q u e  is n o t  

something t h a t  can be merely g r a f t e d  on to  Gadamer's 

hermeneutics (as Habermas a t t e m p t s ) .  Therefore ,  as I w i l l  

a r t i c u l a t e  more f u l l y  i n  t h e  f i f t h  chap te r ,  Gadamer's 

hermeneutics emerges as less s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  ideology 

p r e c i s e l y  because it never  f i n a l i z e s ,  s o l i d i f i e s ,  o r  r e i f i e s  

i n t o  a method. The c o n t i n u a l  q u e s t i o n i n g  and exposure of 

p r e j u d i c e s  opens up t h e  nay t o  a more t r u t h f u l  unders tanding  

p r e c i s e l y  because t h e r e  is no i n c e n t i v e  t o  c l a i m  t h e  f i n a l  

ideology-free  s t a n c e .  C l a i m s  of t h i s  n a t u r e ,  I argue,  are 

more l i k e l y  t o  l ead  t o  i d e o l o g i c a l  s t a n c e s  than t h e  p roces s  

Gadamer d e s c r i b e s .  Thus f a r  I have spoken on ly  b r i e f l y  about  

ideology as it impinges upon unders tanding .  I t u r n  now, i n  

my nex t  c h a p t e r ,  t o  s p e l l  o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  of ideology and t h e  



way i n  which t h e  Habermasian p r o j e c t  attempts t o  formulate an 

i d e o l o g i c a l  c r i t i q u e  o f  Gadaner's hermeneutics .  



CHAE'TER I V  

FROM CRITIQUE OF IDEOLOGY TO COUUUNICATIVE ACTION THEORY: 
HABERHAS'S CRITICAL HERHENEUTICS 

I n  my approach t o  t h e  voluminous w r i t i n g s  of Habermas, I 

w i l l  f o c u s  on t h a t  a s p e c t  of  h i s  work which most f u l l y  

o v e r l a p s  w i t h  Gadamer's: h i s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c r i t i q u e  of 

unders tanding ,  which r e v e a l s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  

o b j e c t i v i t y  and t r u t h  as w e l l  as t h e  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  

i l l u s i o n  and ideo logy-  Both Gadamer and Habermas r e j e c t  

p o s i t i v i s m  (which I w i l l  c h a r a c t e r i z e  i n  a moment) and, 

whi le  Habermas draws upon elements  of  Gadamer's hermeneutics,  

he u l t i m a t e l y  a t t e m p t s  t o  combine t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  and c i r c u l a r  

a s p e c t s  of hermeneut ics  w i t h  t h e  t o o l s  of e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e  

i n  o r d e r  t o  p rov ide  a formal  and methodological  c r i t i q u e  o f  

r a t i o n a l i t y ,  l e a d i n g  him i n  a d i r e c t i o n  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from 

t h a t  of Gadamer. 

Desp i t e  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  of t h e  Gadamer-Habermas deba te ,  

t h e  p o s i t i o n s  of  t h e  two i n t e r l o c u t o r s  appear  t o  have become 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  s i m i l a r  over  t h e  y e a r s - - i t s e l f  a tes t imony t o  

t h e  f o r c e  of hermeneutic encounter .  Through t h e i r  

i n t e r a c t i o n ,  bo th  of t h e i r  p r o j e c t s  have cone t o  r e f l e c t  t h e  
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i n f luence  of t h e  o t h e r .  Habermas, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  has  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  wres t l ed  wi th  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of hermeneut ics  

f o r  h i s  own p r o j e c t .  A s  Richard Be rns t e in  n o t e s ,  one can 

a l s o  d e t e c t  a s h i f t  i n  Gadamer who i n  h i s  l a t e r  p u b l i c a t i o n s  

e x h i b i t s  an i n c r e a s i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  and s o c i a l  

r epe rcuss ions  of phi losophy.  These works i nc lude  

theBee and --orvHistorp. 

I n  t h i s  chap te r  I w i l l  be p r i m a r i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  

focus ing  on how Habermas has r e v o l u t i o n i z e d  t h e  s c i e n c e  of  

i d e o l o g i c a l  and s o c i a l  c r i t i q u e  by i n c o r p o r a t i n g  a s p e c t s  of 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  hermeneutics i n t o  h i s  p r o j e c t .  H i s  over- 

a r ch ing  g o a l  is t o  draw on he rneneu t i c s  i n  o rde r  t o  avoid t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  dichotomy between o b j e c t i v i s m  and r e l a t i v i s m .  

Th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  focus  of t h e  Habermasian p r o j e c t  is impor tan t  

f o r  t h i s  t h e s i s  i n  o rde r  t o  set t h e  stage f o r  t h e  c l a i m s  

Habernas makes r ega rd ing  t h e  inadequac ies  of t h e  Gadamerian 

p r o j e c t ,  c l a i m s  I examine i n  t h e  fo l lowing  chap te r .  As I 

have noted earl ier ,  Habermas ma in t a in s  t h a t  Gadamer's 

he rneneu t i c s  p rec ludes  a formal  c r i t i q u e .  For Habernas, such  

a c r i t i q u e  is our  only  de fense  a g a i n s t  i d e o l o g i c a l  d i s t o r t i o n  

of d i s c o u r s e  and reason.  

The first s e c t i o n  of  t h i s  c h a p t e r  examines Habermas's 

r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  n e o - p o s i t i v i s t i c  c r i t i q u e s  of s o c i e t y  t h a t  

l ead  him t o  develop h i s  t h e o r y  of communicative a c t i o n .  He 

a t t empt s  t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  e f f i c a c y  of normative c la ims  by 

t u r n i n g  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t heo ry ,  which combines e m p i r i c a l  as 



wel l  as hermeneutic s t r a i n s -  Relying on t h e  r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  

s c i e n c e s ,  whose a i m  "is t o  p rov ide  e x p l i c i t  t h e o r e t i c a l  

knowledge ("knowing-that") of i m p l i c i t  p r e - t h e o r e t i c a l  

"knowing-how,"" a l lows  Habermas t o  s e e k  t o  " i s o l a t e ,  

i d e n t i f y ,  and c l a r i f y  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  r e q u i r e d  f o r  human 

communication" (Be rns t e in  1991, 16) .  Habermas's c r i t i q u e  of 

p o s i t i v i s m  is d r i v e n  by h i s  a t t empt  t o  move beyond what he 

t a k e s  t o  be  t h e  f a l s e  dichotomy of o b j e c t i v i s m  and 

relativism. I n  my f i r s t  s e c t i o n  I w i l l  e x p l o r e  i n  more 

d e t a i l  whether,  i n  h i s  a t t empt  t o  p rov ide  a formal  and 

methodological  program f o r  r o u t i n g  o u t  ideo logy ,  Habermas 

s u c c e s s f u l l y  d e f l e c t s  cha rges  of  neo-Kantian 

t ranscendenta l i sm.  

I n  t h e  second s e c t i o n  I exp lo re  t h e  r o l e  language p l a y s  

f o r  Habermas by cons ide r ing  t h e  way i n  which he adop t s  key 

e lements  of  t h e  later Wi t tgens t e in :  namely, U i t t g e n s t e i n ' s  

c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of l i fe -wor ld  and t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  n a t u r e  of 

language. Habermas's penchant f o r  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  t u r n ,  i .e., 

h i s  i nco rpo ra t ion  of a s p e c t s  of hermeneut ics  i n t o  h i s  

c r i t i q u e  of  ideology,  marks h i s  r a d i c a l  b reak  w i t h  f e l l o w  

s o c i o l o g i s t s  of t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l .1  I n  t h e  f i n a l  p a r t  of  

s e c t i o n  two I draw on an a n a l y s i s  by Thomas HcCarthy i n  which 

1 In  h i s  earliest w r i t i n g s ,  Habermas (still predominantly 
under t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of t h e  F r a n k f u r t  School)  calls h i s  
t heo ry  a " c r i t i q u e  of ideology."  H e  u s e s  t h i s  t e r m  l e s s  and 
less and now r e f e r s  t o  it as a theo ry  of  "communicative 
a c t i o n . "  None-the-less, t h e  concept  " ideology" remains 
c r u c i a l  i n  Habermas's work and I begin t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  of 
t h i s  c h a p t e r  by d e f i n i n g  it. 



he compares and c o n t r a s t s  Habermas wi th  t h e  later 

U i t t g e n s t e i n .  Although, a t  t imes ,  HcCarthy's r e a d i n g  of 

U i t t g e n s t e i n  is imp laus ib l e  (as I n o t e  i n  more d e t a i l  i n  my 

foo tno te  on page e i g h t y - f i v e ) ,  I make u s e  of h i s  account  

because it sets i n  r e l i e f  t h e  Habermasian p o s i t i o n .  

HcCarthy's a n a l y s i s  p roves  h e l p f u l  i n  i l l u m i n a t i n g  t h o s e  

a s p e c t s  of t h e  he rmeneu t i c / l i ngu i s t i c  t u r n  t h a t  Habermas 

i n c o r p o r a t e s  i n t o  h i s  p r o j e c t  as w e l l  as t h o s e  a s p e c t s  from 

which he d i s t a n c e s  h imse l f .  H i s  account  b r i n g s  o u t  t h e  

p e c u l i a r  t e n s i o n  between t h e s e  two p o l e s  and t h u s  sets t h e  

s t a g e  f o r  an examination o f  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between Gadamer 

and Habernas i n  t h e  fo l lowing  c h a p t e r .  There I e l u c i d a t e  

more thoroughly t h o s e  a s p e c t s  of Habermas's thought  t h a t  

d i r e c t l y  c o n f r o n t  t h e  c l a i m s  of Gadaner. 

. . . . -  r i t l q l l e .  P o s l t l v l s n .  a T w  of 

I n  h i s  e a r l y  work Habermas w a s  s t r o n g l y  in f luenced  by 

t h e  neo-Harxist  emphasis of t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l .  A s  

s c i e n t i f i c  materialists, t h e  F rankfu r t  t h e o r i s t s  sought  t o  

model t h e  no t ion  of c r i t i q u e ,  as w e l l  as t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  

a b l u e p r i n t  f o r  s o c i a l  p rog res s ,  on n a t u r a l  s c i e n t i f i c  

method--or r a t h e r ,  on what t h e y  perce ived  t o  be  t h e  

methodological  concerns  of n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e .  A b e t t e r  s o c i e t y ,  

accord ing  t o  t h e  F rankfu r t  school ,  would be f r e e  from t h e  

i d e o l o g i c a l  d i s t o r t i o n  of  c o m u n i c a t i o n  as w e l l  as 

e x p l o i t a t i v e  p r a c t i c e s  of a u t h o r i t a r i a n  i n s t i t u t i o n s -  
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Since  t h e  term ' ideo logy '  emerges as a key concept  i n  

t h e  Habermasian co reus ,  I want t o  pause he re  t o  g i v e  it more 

p r e c i s e  c o n t e n t .  The term ' ideology '  w a s  f i r s t  coined around 

t h e  t u r n  of  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  S ince  t h a t  t i m e ,  t h e r e  

have been s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  d e f i n i t i o n s  of ideology,  and it  

remains a c o n t r o v e r s i a l  concept  (Geuss 1981, 4-44; Thompson 

1990, 28-73). For example, d e s p i t e  t h e  Marxis t  obsess ion  

wi th  r o u t i n g  o u t  ideology,  few can even agree on a 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  Marxis t  d e f i n i t i o n  of ideology (Thompson 1990, 

33). An exceeding ly  g e n e r a l  working d e f i n i t i o n ,  however, 

s t e n n i n g  from Marxis t  and F r a n k f u r t  s choo l s ,  c o n s i d e r s  

ideology t o  c o n s i s t  of i d e a s  t h a t  d i s t o r t  a t r u e  

unders tanding  of  h i s t o r y ,  s o c i e t y ,  and one ' s  con t ingen t  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e s e .  For Harx, f o r  example, t h i s  meant t h e  

dominant class h id  its t r u e  power over t h e  lower classes 

through its d i s t o r t i o n  of h i s t o r y ,  language, and s o c i e t y  

(Thompson 1990, 33-44). Such d i s t o r t i o n  d i d  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

t a k e  t h e  form of f a l s e  c l a i m s ;  r a t h e r ,  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  l a y  i n  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  unde r ly ing  compulsions of such  c l a i m s  w e r e  

hidden. 

Although it r e j e c t e d  i n p o r t a n t  a s p e c t s  of Harx's account  

of h i s t o r y  and s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e  F rankfu r t  s choo l  

extended t h e  Marxis t  view by a t t empt ing  a formal  c r i t i q u e  of 

s o c i e t y  i n  o r d e r  t o  expose f a l s e  p re suppos i t i ons  and hidden 

f o r c e s  of domination,  coe rc ion ,  and decept ion  t h a t  comprise 

its ideo logy-  The no t ion  of a ' formal '  c r i t i q u e  imp l i e s  t h e  



of an i s o l a t e d  s u b j e c t  u s i n g  a method i n  o r d e r  t o  

achieve a d i s t a n c e d  and o b j e c t i v e  p e r s p e c t i v e  on t h e  o b j e c t  

under s tudy .  The hope of t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l  w a s  t h a t  by 

us ing  s c i e n t i f i c  method t o  unders tand s o c i e t y ,  one could 

determine once and f o r  a l l  t h o s e  e lements  t h a t  w e r e  

i d e o l o g i c a l  and t h u s  d i s t o r t i v e  and/or coe rc ive .  The 

assumption he re  remains C a r t e s i a n :  i f  t h e  Marxis t  s o c i a l  

t h e o r i s t s  could j u s t  methodologica l ly  e l e v a t e  ( i s o l a t e )  

themselves above t h e  i n f l u e n c e s  of c u l t u r e ,  t h e y  could 

achieve t h e  u l t i m a t e  p e r s p e c t i v e  on s o c i e t y  and t h u s  s e e  

c l e a r l y  what t h e  'real' problems w e r e .  

Habermas, a l though  in f luenced  by t h e  F r a n k f u r t  school ,  

w a s  u l t i m a t e l y  f r u s t r a t e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  its c r i t i q u e  

seemed i n e l u c t a b l y  t o  end i n  p o s i t i v i s m .  But what, one may 

ask,  is t h e  sou rce  of Habermas's f r u s t r a t i o n  wi th  t h e  

r e s u l t i n g  pos i t i v i sm?  Richard Be rns t e in  o f f e r s  t h i s  i n s i g h t  

i n t o  Habermas's unders tanding  and c r i t i q u e  of pos i t i v i sm:  

Habermas . . - is speaking  of "pos i t i v i sm"  i n  a 
broad encompassing manner. H e  wants t o  i d e n t i f y  
t h a t  tendency, t o  which many independent movements 
have c o n t r i b u t e d ,  t h a t  narrows and restricts t h e  
scope of r a t i o n a l i t y .  Reason, from t h i s  
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  can enab le  u s  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  t o  
exp la in  t h e  n a t u r a l  and even t h e  s o c i a l  world. It 
can d i s c e r n  nomological r e g u l a r i t i e s ,  p r e d i c t ,  and 
g r a s p  t h e  e m p i r i c a l  consequences of  d i f f e r e n t  
cou r se s  of a c t i o n .  I t  can e v a l u a t e  t h e  r a t i o n a l  
d e c i s i o n  procedures  and assess t h e  c o s t  of  
competing means t o  ach ieve  s p e c i f i e d  ends.  But it 
is beyond t h e  scope  of  reason  t o  j u s t i f y  ends  or 
war ran t  u n i v e r s a l  norms. (Be rns t e in  1991, 5, 
emphasis mine) 
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Habermas t h u s  u s e s  p o s i t i v i s m  as a l a b e l  t h a t  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  

way i n  which t h e  scope of r a t i o n a l i t y  is l i m i t e d ,  o r  reduced, 

t o  i n s t rumen ta l  reason .  H e  ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  

c r i t i q u e  of  t h e  F r a n k f u r t  s choo l  t h e o r i s t s  r e s u l t e d ,  when 

app l i ed  t o  s o c i e t y ,  i n  a problemat ic  oppos i t i on  between 

' f a c t s '  and 'va lues ' .  For ,  as HcCarthy summarizes, 

p o s i t i v i s m  "argued t h a t  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of  hha s c i e n t i f i c  

method t o  t h e  s t u d y  of  s o c i a l  phenomena r equ i r ed  t h e  r i g o r o u s  

avoidance of normative c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  Value judgements d i d  

n o t  admit of t r u t h  o r  f a l s i t y ;  t h e y  w e r e  n o t  r a t i o n a l l y  

( s c i e n t i f i c a l l y )  dec idab le"  (HcCarthy 1985, 4-5)- I n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  it w a s  t h e  lacunae l e f t  i n  Hax Ueber's p r o j e c t ,  

t h e  most i n f l u e n t i a l  s o c i o l o g i s t  i n  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  cen tu ry  

Europe, t h a t  provided t h e  i n c e n t i v e  f o r  t h e  Habermasian 

p r o j e c t .  Weber a t tempted ,  b u t  f a i l e d ,  t o  imbue c r i t i q u e  w i t h  

t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  e n e r v a t e  p o s i t i v i s m .  Habermas w a s  d i s t u r b e d  

by Weber's f a i l u r e  t o  overcome t h e  p o s i t i v i s t i c  conc lus ion  

t h a t  reason a l o n e  cannot  show u s  t h e  b e s t  way t o  l i v e .  

Therefore ,  Habermas took  it  upon himself  t o  b u i l d  upon and 

extend t h e  t h i n k i n g  of  Weber hoping t o  avoid t h e  d e l e t e r i o u s  

" i r o n  cage" of r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  by "providCing] a r a t i o n a l  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  u n i v e r s a l  normative s t anda rds"  (Berns te in  

1991, 4 ) .  Habermas hoped t o  r e j u v e n a t e  a r a t i o n a l  c r i t i q u e  

of t h e  d i s t o r t i n g  f o r c e s  w i th in  s o c i e t y  wi thout  r e s o r t i n g  t o  

P o s i t i v i s t i c  a t t e m p t s  l i k e  t h o s e  of Ueber. 



I n  r e f l e c t i n g  upon Weber's f a i l u r e  t o  e l u c i d a t e  a 

s a t i s f a c t o r y  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 'what is' and 'what ought 

t o  be ' ,  Habermas noted t h e  Kantian inf luence of 

t r anscenden ta l i sm and a p r i o r  i s m .  Spec i f i ca l ly ,  Habermas 

a t tempted t o  d e s c r i b e  how t h e  dead end of pos i t iv i sm r e s u l t e d  

from Kant ' s  a t t empt  t o  u s e  phi losophy t o  c l a r i f y ,  d i r e c t ,  and 

l i m i t  s c i e n c e :  

I n  championing t h e  i d e a  of  a cogni t ion  before 
c o g n i t i o n ,  Kantian phi losophy s e t s  up a domain 
between i t s e l f  and t h e  s c i e n c e s ,  a r roga t ing  
a u t h o r i t y  t o  i t s e l f .  I t  wants t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  
founda t ions  of t h e  s c i e n c e s  once and f o r  a l l ,  
d e f i n i n g  t h e  l i m i t s  of what can and cannot be  
exper ienced.  T h i s  is tantamount t o  an a c t  of  
showing t h e  s c i e n c e s  t h e i r  proper  place .  I t h i n k  
phi losophy cannot  and should no t  t r y  t o  p l ay  t h e  
r o l e  of u she r .  (Habermas 1991a, 2)  

Nor should phi losophy,  Habermas cont inues ,  p lay  t h e  r o l e  of 

judge-  Phi losophy should n o t  s e e k  t o  be a ' F i r s t  

Philosophy' ;  i n s t e a d ,  i t  should s t r i v e  f o r  more modest ends,  

wi thout  l a p s i n g  i n t o  sub jec t iv i sm.  But t h i s  is n o t  t o  s a y  

t h a t  phi losophy has  no s p e c i a l  r o l e  i n  s o c i e t y  i n  v i r t u e  of 

its r e l a t i o n  t o  t r u t h .  Habermas wants t o  f i nd  a r o l e  f o r  

phi losophy t h a t  l i es  somewhere between those  who c l a i m  

phi losophy should prov ide  founda t ions  f o r  t r u t h ,  i - e . ,  be a 

F i r s t  Phi losophy,  and t h o s e  who t h i n k  philosophy has  no th ing  

s p e c i a l  t o  do  s a y  about t r u t h -  

What, t hen ,  should be t h e  r o l e  of  philosophy? 

According t o  Habermas, t h a t  of -ter, ' s t and- in ' .  

"Whose s e a t  would phi losophy be keeping;  what would it be 

s t a n d i n g  i n  f o r ?  Empir ica l  t h e o r i e s  w i t h  s t r o n g  



u n i v e r s a l i s t i c  c la ims" (Habermas 1991a, 15 ) .  The r o l e  of  

phi losophy should n o t  be t o  p rov ide  t h e  foundat ions  f o r  

knowledge b u t  t o  p rov ide  t h e  t e r m s  and i d e a s  t h a t  can be 

welded t o g e t h e r  w i th  e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e s  t o  e l i c i t  " u n i v e r s a l  

normative s t a n d a r d s . "  I n  t h e  p a s t ,  phi losophy 's  r o l e  as 

judge developed i n t o  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  ach ieve  

o b j e c t i v e  judgement over  and a g a i n s t  o n e ' s  c u l t u r e .  Habermas 

acknowledges t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  n a t u r e  of reason and t h u s  

develops  a new r o l e  f o r  phi losophy as uncovering and 

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  hidden norms and p re suppos i t i ons  of our  

c u l t u r e .  The d i f f e r e n c e  between p l a y i n g  t h e  r o l e  of judge 

v e r s u s  t h a t  of  s tand- in  l i e s  i n  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  

a t tempt  t o  d i s c o v e r  t i m e l e s s  and cu l tu re - t ranscendent  t r u t h s  

v e r s u s  t h e  a t t empt  t o  p rov ide  a c r i t i q u e  of t h e  norms our  

c u l t u r e  happens t o  presuppose.  For Habermas, as f o r  h i s  neo- 

Marxist  f o r e - f a t h e r s ,  t h i s  u l t i m a t e l y  comes t o  mean t h a t  

phi losophy is i n h e r e n t l y  p o l i t i c a l :  t r u t h  emerges from 

phi losophy 's  a b i l i t y  t o  p rov ide  a political c r i t i q u e .  

Thomas McCarthy d e s c r i b e s  Habermas's a t t empt  a t  

i n t e g r a t i n g  e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e  wi th  he rneneu t i c  philosophy i n  

o rde r  t o  p rov ide  such  a c r i t i q u e :  

It is important  t o  n o t e  t h a t  Habermas s e e s  t h e  
problem as one of b r i n g i n g  t h e  two approaches 
"under one roo f , "  and n o t  as one of  r e p l a c i n g  t h e  
methods of c a u s a l  a n a l y s i s  by t h o s e  of i n t e r p r e t i v e  
unders tanding,  o r  conve r se ly -  I t  is n o t  a matter 
of choosing between t h e  two b u t  of c r i t i c i z i n g  any 
p r e t e n s i o n  t o  u n i v e r s a l  and e x c l u s i v e  v a l i d i t y  on 
t h e  p a r t  of e i t h e r ,  and of f i n d i n g  some s o r t  of 
h igher  s y n t h e s i s  i n  which bo th  have a p l a c e .  
(HcCarthy 1978, 140) 



t Habermas wants t o  come up w 

71 

i t h  a t h e o r y  t h a t  l o c a t e s  and 

I d e s c r i b e s  " u n i v e r s a l  norms and s t a n d a r d s .  " But what, more 

p r e c i s e l y ,  l i es  behind Habermas's d e s i r e  t o  s y n t h e s i z e  

empi r i ca l  s c i e n c e  and herneneut ic  phi losophy? Habermas is 

d r i v e n  t o  ' r i g h t *  Ueber's f a i l u r e ,  which r e s u l t e d  from t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  p o s i t i v i s m  de l ivered  e m p i r i c a l  c l a i m s  wi thout  

underwr i t ing  s t a n d a r d s  by which t o  e v a l u a t e  them normat ive ly .  

Richard Be rns t e in  g i v e s  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n :  

The s t a n c e  t h a t  Habermas w a s  c h a l l e n g i n g  is most 
po ignan t ly  and even t r a g i c a l l y  r ep re sen ted  by Hax 
Weber. For  a l l  Weberas r a t i o n a l i s t  p r o c l i v i t i e s ,  
he despa i r ed  about t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  of r a t i o n a l l y  
grounding t h e  u l t ima te  norms t h a t  g u i d e  our  l i v e s ;  
w e  must choose t h e  "gods o r  demons" w e  decide t o  
pursue.  . . , Habermas s a w  c l e a r l y  t h a t  t h e  l o g i c  
of Ueber 's  u n s t a b l e  r e s o l u t i o n s  l e a d s  t o  t h e  
r e l a t i v i s m  and decis ionism s o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of our  
t imes .  (Berns te in  1988, 5) 

According t o  Habermas, however, t h i s  need n o t  be s o .  

Habermas tu rned  h i s  e f f o r t s  i n t o  deve lop ing  a r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  

t heo ry  which s tar ts  from a s s e s s i n g  c o n c r e t e  s i t u a t i o n s  of  

communication and l o c a t e s  w i th in  t h e n  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  norms 

presupposed i n  a l l  of comnunication, o r  communicative a c t i o n ,  

as he ca l l s  i t .  Before looking  a t  what, e x a c t l y ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  

t h e  c o n c r e t e  s i t u a t i o n s  of communication t h a t  concern 

Habermas, we need, f i r s t  of a l l ,  t o  get clear about  

Habermas's concept ion  of communicative a c t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

as it d i f f e r s  from purpos ive - r a t i ona l ,  o r  s t r a t e g i c ,  a c t i o n .  

Pu rpos ive - r a t i ona l ,  o r  strategic, a c t i o n  makes u s e  of 

empi r i ca l  d a t a ,  facts,  p r o p o s i t i o n s  and p r o p o s i t i o n a l  t r u t h  

i n  o r d e r  t o  ach ieve  its ends.  Haeve Cooke w r i t e s ,  



. . . one might s a y  t h a t  a g e n t s  who act 
s t r a t e g i c a l l y  recognize  on ly  one dimension of  
v a l i d i t y :  t h a t  of p r o p o s i t i o n a l  t r u t h  and 
e f f i c a c y .  They d e a l  w i t h  o t h e r  persons  and w i t h  
t h e i r  own i n n e r  n a t u r e  as though t h e s e  w e r e  s tates 
of a f f a i r s ,  o r  e n t i t i e s  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  world,  f o r  
which c r i t e r i a  of  p r o p o s i t i o n a l  t r u t h  are 
a p p r o p r i a t e .  They recognize  no o t h e r  modes of 
v a l i d i t y  and, hence, no o t h e r  modes of  r a t i o n a l i t y  
than  t h e  cogn i t i ve - in s t rumen ta l  mode. (Cooke 1994, 
21) 

F u r t h e r  on s h e  adds ,  ". . - t h e  a i m s  of strategic a c t i o n  must 

be  conceptua l ized  as p a r t  of t h e  o b j e c t i v e  world of  facts and 

e x i s t i n g  s ta tes  of  a f f a i r s .  They can t h u s  be  d e s c r i b e d  

adequa te ly  i n  terms of  t h e i r  e f f e c t  qua c a u s a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  

i n  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  world" (Cooke 1994, 22). 

For example i f  I o r d e r  my son t o  b r i n g  m e  a d r i n k ,  I 

commit a pu rpos ive - r a t i ona l  act.  I n  a t t empt ing  t o  get my 

g o a l  m e t  ( t o  have a d r i n k  brought  t o  me) I t r e a t  my son l i k e  

an o b j e c t ,  which I manipulate  i n  o rde r  t o  m e e t  my chosen 

g o a l .  I a m  complete ly  unconcerned wi th  him as a r a t i o n a l  

be ing  who has  concerns  of h i s  own. Attempting t o  ach ieve  a 

c e r t a i n  end through manipulat ion ( t h a t  of f o r c e  o r  

a u t h o r i t y ,  i - e . ,  power) c o n t r a s t s  w i th  having as my g o a l  t h e  

r each ing  o f  consensus  o r  a co-opera t ive  unders tanding .  Cooke 

p o i n t s  o u t  how Habermas d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between purpos ive  acts,  

which a i m  f o r  i n f luence ,  and communicative ones ,  which a i m  

f o r  consensus ,  and t h a t  i n f l u e n c e  and consensus  are mutua l ly  

e x c l u s i v e  c a t e g o r i e s  (Cooke 1994, 9 ) .  

An example of a c t i n g  communicatively would be  i f  I t o l d  

my son I w a s  r e a l l y  t h i r s t y  and I had had a busy day and 



would he mind g e t t i n g  me a d r i n k -  I n  t h i s  s cena r io  I a t t empt  

t o  ach ieve  consensus by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  my t r y i n g  t o  

persuade him t o  b r i n g  me a d r i n k  I a l s o  acknowledge h i s  

concerns .  Uy g o a l  is t o  raise a v a l i d i t y  c l a i n  and t o  have 

him i n t e r a c t  w i th  it by g i v i n g  t h e  r ea sons  f o r  e i t h e r  h i s  

r e j e c t i o n  o r  accep tance  of i t .  Thus when he r e p l i e s  t h a t  he 

is i n  t h e  middle of  an impor tan t  phone conversat ion,  b u t  he 

could b r i n g  be a d r i n k  i n  f i v e  minutes ,  w e  both are 

s a t i s f i e d .  Achieving consensus  v i a  communicative a c t i o n  

e n t a i l s  d i s c e r n i n g  n o t  j u s t  t h e  world as a s e t  of o b j e c t s  b u t  

a l s o  recogniz ing  t h e  s o c i a l  and s u b j e c t i v e  a spec t s  of 

r e a l i t y -  Cooke w r i t e s  t h a t  

. . . communicative a c t i o n ,  i n  its s imp les t  terms,  
is a form of i n t e r a c t i o n  i n  which t h e  success  of 
t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  depends on a h e a r e r ' s  responding 
" Y e s "  o r  "No" t o  t h e  v a l i d i t y  c l a i n  r a i s e d  wi th  a 
g iven  u t t e r a n c e .  With eve ry  speech a c t  t h e  speaker  
t a k e s  on an o b l i g a t i o n  t o  suppor t  t h e  c l a i m  r a i s e d  
w i t h  reasons ,  i f  she  is cha l lenged  by t h e  hea re r ,  
whi le  t h e  h e a r e r  t a k e s  on a s i m i l a r  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  
p rov ide  r ea sons  f o r  h i s  " Y e s "  o r  "No." This  means 
t h a t  communicative a c t i o n  is concep tua l ly  t i e d  t o  
p roces ses  o f  argumentat ion.  (Cooke 1994, 29) 

I n  o r d e r  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  and e v a l u a t e  communicative 

a c t i o n s ,  Habermas works o u t  a d e t a i l e d  theo ry  t h a t  

a r t i c u l a t e s  u n i v e r s a l  norms of communication. T h i s  t a k e  on 

t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  u n i v e r s a l s  marks ano the r  t u r n  i n  t h e  

hermeneutic p r o j e c t .  The C a r t e s i a n ,  o r  ep i s t emolog ica l ,  

emphasis w i th in  hermeneutics sought  t o  create a method t h a t  

would gua ran tee  a t r u e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i . e . ,  one t h a t  

corresponded wi th  a u t h o r i a l  i n t e n t .  Gadaner maintained t h a t  
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t r u t h  and meaning l a y  i n  t h e  on to log ica l  a c t i v i t y  of o u r  on- 

going commitment t o  unders tanding and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  - I n  

o t h e r  words, t r u t h  l i e s  i n  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  see t h e  coming t o  

agreement as a c o n t i n u a l  p r o c e s s -  Habermas p u l l s  u s  back t o  

an ep i s t emolog ica l  emphasis by searching f o r  u n i v e r s a l  norms 

t h a t  we can formula te  i n t o  a method t h a t  w i l l  g i v e  u s  a 

p re jud ice - f r ee  e v a l u a t i o n  of our  c o ~ u n i c a t i o n .  

Another a s p e c t  of h i s  t u r n  involves  n o t  s e e k i n g  

knowledge f o r  knowledge's s ake ,  bu t  wi th  t h e  g o a l  of 

developing a b e t t e r  s o c i e t y .  Habermas b e l i e v e s  t h a t  it is 

u l t i m a t e l y  t h e  emphasis on t h e  pragmatic ( i n  t e r m s  of  t h e  

b e s t  way t o  e f f e c t  a more r a t i o n a l  s o c i e t y )  t h a t  keeps  

charges  of Kantian a p r i o r i s m  a t  bay. For Habermas, t h e  

pragmat ic  e q u a l s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l .  

Habermas s e a r c h e s  f o r  u n i v e r s a l  norms i n  o r d e r  t o  reveal 

t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  v a l i d i t y  c l a i n s  r a i s e d  i n  connun ica t ive  

a c t s .  Once a l l  a c t o r s  are clear about t h e  v a l i d i t y  c l a i m s  

r a i s e d ,  t h e  stage is then  se t  f o r  a r a t i o n a l  d i a l o g u e  i n  

which a l l  concerned p a r t i e s  can r a t i o n a l l y  e v a l u a t e  t h e s e  

c l a i n s .  For  Habermas, exposing i m p l i c i t  v a l i d i t y  c l a i m s  is 

t h e  b e s t  way t o  ensure  t h a t  r a t i o n a l i t y ,  and n o t  c o e r c i o n ,  is 

t h e  main de te rminant  i n  coming t o  consensus.  

What kind of t heo ry  a l l ows  one t o  come up w i t h  u n i v e r s a l  

norms of communication and assess t h e  v a l i d i t y  c l a ims  r a i s e d ?  

Here Habermas in t roduces  r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  theory :  a s y n t h e s i s  

of hermeneut ics  and s c i e n t i f i c  t heo ry .  Habermas's i d e a  of a 



r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t heo ry  is modelled a f t e r  the  work of t h e o r i s t s  

l i k e  Chomsky, P i a g e t ,  and Kohlberg, which a t t e m p t s  t o  f i n d  

u n i v e r s a l  r u l e s  and norms of language,  behaviour,  and moral 

development ( r e s p e c t i v e l y ) .  Having loca ted  t h e s e  u n i v e r s a l  

r u l e s ,  one can then c o n s t r u c t  l i n g u i s t i c  and developmental  

t h e o r i e s .  The t e r m  ' r e c o n s t r u c t i v e '  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  way t h e s e  

t h e o r i e s  are germinated.  B u i l t  from t h e  ground up, t h e y  a r e  

n o t  cons idered  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  o r  The t h e o r i e s  

r e s u l t  from t h e  c o n t r o l l e d  obse rva t ion  of c o m u n i c a t i v e  acts: 

hypotheses are formulated,  t e s t e d ,  and s o  on. D e s c r i b i n g  t h e  

w a y  i n  which Habermas's r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  d i f f e r s  from t h a t  of 

Kant, and t h u s  avo ids  t ranscendenta l i sm,  Cooke w r i t e s :  

For Kant and h i s  s u c c e s s o r s ,  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  took  
t h e  form of a s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  ground 
of p o s s i b l e  t h e o r e t i c a l  knowledge and moral  
conduct .  Habermas ma in t a in s  t h a t  i n  t h e  meantime 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  as a mode of r e f l e c t i o n ,  h a s  t aken  
t h e  form of a r a t i o n a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  g e n e r a t i v e  
r u l e s  and c o g n i t i v e  schemata- Here he is t h i n k i n g  
of endeavors such  as Chomsky's g e n e r a t i v e  grammar, 
P i a g e t ' s  t heo ry  of  c o g n i t i v e  development, and 
Kohlberg's  account  of  moral  development, According 
t o  Habermas t h e s e  are examples of r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  
s c i e n c e s ,  f o r  t h e y  set o u t  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t ,  o r  make 
t h e o r e t i c a l l y  e x p l i c i t  t h e  p r e t h e o r e t i c a l  i m p l i c i t  
knowledge and competencies of a c t i n g  and speak ing  
s u b j e c t s .  (Cooke 1994, 1) 

I n  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  e f f i c a c i o u s  achievements of such  

r e c o n s t r u c t i v i s t  t h e o r i s t s ,  Habermas w r i t e s :  "Both Kohlberg 

and P i a g e t  e x p l a i n  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of presumably u n i v e r s a l  

competencies i n  t e r m s  of p a t t e r n s  of development t h a t  are 

i n v a r i a n t  a c r o s s  c u l t u r e s ,  t h e s e  p a t t e r n s  be ing  determined by 
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what is conceived as an i n t e r n a l  l o g i c  of t h e  cor responding  

l e a r n i n g  process"  (Habernas 1991a, 35). 

Habernas a t t e m p t s  a p a r a l l e l  p r o j e c t  by a n a l y z i n g  

communicative a c t s  and coming up wi th  r a t i o n a l  

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of u n i v e r s a l  norms which a r e  p r e s e n t  i n  eve ry  

such act. P a r t  of t h e  s t r e n g t h  of r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t heo ry ,  

accord ing  t o  Habermas, l i es  i n  its subsequent a b i l i t y  t o  be  

e m p i r i c a l l y  t e s t e d .  I t  is p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  r e c i p r o c a l  

r e l a t i o n  between t h e o r y  and p r a c t i c e  t h a t  a l l a y s  concerns  

t h a t  Habermas is a t t e m p t i n g  an j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of 

i d e a l  communication p a t t e r n s .  Habermas emphasizes t h a t  "it 

is important  t o  s e e  t h a t  all r a t i o n a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s ,  l i k e  

o t h e r  t y p e s  of knowledge, have on ly  hypo the t i ca l  s t a t u s . "  H e  

con t inues :  "While [such a] c r i t i q u e  of  a l l  a p r i o r i [ s i c ]  and 

s t r o n g  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  c l a i m s  is c e r t a i n l y  j u s t i f i e d ,  it 

should n o t  d i s cou rage  a t t e m p t s  t o  p u t  r a t i o n a l  

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of presumably b a s i c  competencies t o  t h e  test,  

s u b j e c t i n g  t h e n  t o  i n d i r e c t  v e r i f i c a t i o n  by u s i n g  them as 

i n p u t s  i n  e m p i r i c a l  t h e o r i e s "  (Habermas 1991a, 32). 

I n  o t h e r  words, having formulated hypotheses t h a t  

i d e n t i f y  t h e  norns  i m p l i c i t  i n  c o ~ u n i c a t i v e  acts, one then 

tests whether t h e s e  norns  are s a l i e n t ,  p roduc t ive ,  and 

r ea sonab le  i n  l i g h t  of o t h e r  norms and p r a c t i c e s  of s o c i e t y .  

Habermas does  n o t  j u s t  a c c e p t  such  norns  as t i m e l e s s  t r u t h s  

b u t  i n v e s t i g a t e s  whether t h e y  i n s p i r e  r a t i o n a l  d i a logue  as 

opposed t o  coerc ion  by f o r c e  o r  decep t ion .  Cooke d e s c r i b e s  



how t h i s  r a t i o n a l  d ia logue--or ,  as Habernas c a l l s  it, 

based on a number of " i d e a l i z i n g  supposi t ions"  
which a r e  roo ted  i n  t h e  ve ry  s t r u c t u r e s  of a c t i o n  
o r i e n t e d  toward unders tanding.  Even t h e  most 
rudimentary forms of va l id i ty -o r i en t ed  d i s c u s s i o n s  
p o i n t  i m p l i c i t l y  t o  i d e a l  f orms of argumentations. 
. . Some of t h e  s t r o n g  i d e a l i z a t i o n s  s p e c i f i c  t o  
argumentation t h a t  Habernas f r equen t ly  mentions 
i nc lude  t h e  p re suppos i t i on  t h a t  no re levant  
argument is suppressed o r  excluded by t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  t h e  p re suppos i t i on  t h a t  no f o r c e  
except  t h a t  of t h e  b e t t e r  argument is exer ted ,  and 
t h e  p re suppos i t i on  t h a t  a l l  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  are 
motivated on ly  by concern f o r  t h e  b e t t e r  argument. 
(Cooke 1994, 30-31) 

Habermas t h u s  t u r n s  h i s  a n a l y t i c  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

everyday c o n t e x t  of connunica t ive  acts and, by f o c u s i n g  on 

t h e  l i f e -wor ld ,  d e r i v e s  i n h e r e n t  ' r u l e s '  of communication 

which can be used t o  h i g h l i g h t  deviant--or ideo log ica l - -  

comnunication. "Habernas s i n g l e s  o u t  c la ims t o  p r o p o s i t i o n a l  

t r u t h  and normative r i g h t n e s s  as v a l i d i t y  claims t h a t  are 

concep tua l ly  l i nked  t o  t h e  i d e a  of universal agreement on t h e  

v e r s a l  v a l i d i t y  of  what is agreed" (Cooke 1994, 31)- 

That t h e r e  can be s a i d  t o  be norms of comnunicative a c t i o n  

is c r u c i a l  f o r  Habermas, b u t  of equa l  importance is t h e  fact 

t h a t  t h e s e  norms emerge o u t  of communicative acts- - they a r e  

no t  a m  with  r e s p e c t  t o  communicative p r a c t i c e  i n  

g e n e r a l -  Phi losophy a t t e m p t s  t o  e x p l i c a t e  t h e  under ly ing  

assumptions about  moral s t a n d a r d s  hidden i n  conmunicative 

a c t i o n ,  and once t h e s e  are l a i d  b a r e  w e  are i n  a b e t t e r  

p o s i t i o n  t o  e v a l u a t e  them r a t i o n a l l y -  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  



uncovering mechanisms of coe rc ion  and ideo log ica l  d i s t o r t i o n s  

t h a t ,  f o r  Habermas, impede f  reedom. 

Habermas hopes h i s  a t t empt  a t  uncovering u n i v e r s a l  norms 

w i l l  avoid  t h e  s n a r e s  of bo th  t ranscendental ism and 

r e l a t i v i s m -  Cooke p rov ides  u s  w i t h  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  

c la ims  of t h e  Habermasian p r o j e c t  : 

Habermas ma in t a in s  t h a t  t h e  concept  of 
communicative r a t i o n a l i t y  exp res se s  a conception of 
r a t i o n a l i t y  t h a t  does  j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  most important  
impulses of  twent ie th-cen tury  philosophy while 
e scap ing  r e l a t i v i s m  and p rov id ing  s tandards  f o r  
c r i t ica l  e v a l u a t i o n  ( f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  of s o c i a l  
pa tho log ie s ,  q u e s t i o n s  of moral v a l i d i t y  ( j u s t i c e ) ,  
and p r a c t i c e s  of communicative a c t i o n ) .  T h i s  
double  a s p e c t  a l l ows  him t o  regard  h i s  conception 
of reason as a d i s t i n c t i v e l y  modern one and t o  
d e s c r i b e  it  as pos tmetaphys ica l  y e t  non-defea t i s t .  
(Cooke 1994, 37)  

Never the less ,  comments Be rns t e in ,  "such a communicative 

reason on ly  concep tua l i ze s  a ~r0-i i t  is 

no t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  judge o r  d i c t a t e  a s u b s t a n t i a l  form of 

s o c i a l  l i f e "  (Be rns t e in  1988, 191) .  Rather,  Habermas 

main ta ins ,  t h e  judgement r e g a r d i n g  s o c i a l  l i f e  is b e s t  l e f t  

up t o  t h e  a c t o r s  w i t h i n  a g iven  community--not s c i e n t i s t s  o r  

ph i losophers  who are removed from t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  I n  t h i s  

way, phi losophy does  n o t  assume a t ranscendent  p o s i t i o n  of 

' F i r s t  Phi losophy ' .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  s t a g e  is s e t  where t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  r a t i o n a l  d i a l o g u e  is maximized and t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of  f o r c e  o r  coe rc ion  is minimized. 

I t  cannot  be  s t r e s s e d  enough t h a t ,  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  

temptat ion of  r ead ing  Habermas t o  t h e  con t r a ry ,  he does  n o t  
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t h a t  is thoroughly f r e e  of ideology and coercion.  H e  does  

n o t  expec t  t o  come up wi th  a formula t h a t  would prov ide  

phi losophy wi th  t i m e l e s s  equa t ions  f o r  t r u t h .  I n s t e a d ,  

Habermas ma in t a in s  t h e  importance of coming up wi th  a 

r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t heo ry  which can po in t  t h e  way t o  an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  ideology-f r e e  communication and p reven t  u s  f  r o n  

l a p s i n g  i n t o  r e l a t i v i s m  overwhelmed by d e s t r u c t i v e  

p r e j u d i c e s .  

I n  a rgu ing  f o r  ph i losophy ' s  r o l e  t o  be t h a t  of s tand- in ,  

as opposed t o  usher  o r  judge,  Habermas hopes t o  avoid charges  

of  a p r io r i sm.  Phi losophy ' s  g o a l  no longer is t o  i l l u m i n a t e  

t h e  a ~ r i o r i s t r u c t u r e s  of unders tanding ( a s  Kant advocated)  

b u t  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  con t ingen t  and hidden s t r u c t u r e s  of 

unders tanding  and communication. A s  we s h a l l  see i n  t h e  n e x t  

c h a p t e r ,  it is n a t u r e  of t h e  e x t e n t  and power of  such a 

d e s c r i p t i v e  p roces s  t o  a c t u a l l y  f r e e  u s  from d i s t o r t i v e  

unders tanding  t h a t  s t a n d s  as t h e  crux of t h e  Gadamer-Habermas 

deba te  - 

e u t w s .  

Habermas p i c t u r e s  t h e  s t a t e  of philosophy as t h a t  of a 

" tangled  mobile" a t  a s t a n d s t i l l .  Th i s  s t a n d s t i l l  is 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by t h e  i n t e r t w i n i n g  of "sc ience ,  morals ,  and 

ar t ."  To f r e e  t h e s e  s t r a n d s  and a l low them t o  swing i n  

ba lance ,  Habermas advoca tes  t h a t  philosophy should s t o p  

"p lay ing  t h e  p a r t  of t h e  a r b i t e r  t h a t  i n s p e c t s  c u l t u r e  and 

i n s t e a d  [start] p l a y i n g  t h e  p a r t  of  mediat ing i n t e r p r e t e r "  



(Habernas 1991a, 1 9 ) -  For Habermas, acknowledging t h e  r o l e  

phi losophy p l a y s  as i n t e r p r e t e r  e n t a i l s  l ook ing  a t  t h e  u s e  

and meaning of language. S ince  language p l a y s  a key r o l e  f o r  

both  Gadamer and Habernas, I want t o  explore  Habermas's view 

of language i n  terms of its s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  Gadaner ' s .  

A s  w e  have seen above, communicative-action, as one form 

of language use ,  p l a y s  a key r o l e  i n  Habernas 's  p r o j e c t .  

But what are Habermas's under ly ing  comnitments r e g a r d i n g  

language? Habermas fo l lows  Wi t tgens te in  i n  r e v e r s i n g  

p rev ious  concept ions  of language by 

t a k i n g  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y  as t h e  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  and 
c o n s t r u c t i n g  s u b j e c t i v i t y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  it. T h i s  
is t h e  procedure  r ep re sen ted  i n  . . . 
Wit tgens t e in ' s  model of a r u l e  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  two 
s u b j e c t s  must be a b l e  t o  fo l low.  Concepts such  as 
" r o l e "  o r  " r u l e "  must be de f ined  from t h e  o u t s e t  i n  
i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  terms.  Thus t h e  p r i o r i t y  of  t h e  
s o l i t a r y  p r i v a t e  consc iousness  is rep laced  by t h a t  
of communicative r e l a t i o n s .  Furthermore,  t h e  
unde r ly ing  systems of r u l e s  are no longe r  
a t t r i b u t e d  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  s u b j e c t s  . , - .(UcCarthy 
1978, 162) 

What does  it mean t o  start wi th  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y ?  

Addressing i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y  a l l ows  u s  t o  s p e l l  o u t  what goes  

on i n  communication, t h a t  is, language,  and d e r i v e  ou r  n o t i o n  

of  an i n d i v i d u a l  from t h a t .  Search ing  f o r  what goes  on i n  

language d o e s  n o t  mean s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a ~riacj. grammatical  

r u l e s .  Y e t ,  t o  a s s e r t  t h a t  t h e r e  is no grammatical 

s t r u c t u r e  t o  language does  n o t  e n t a i l  denying t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of any unde r ly ing  grammatical  s t r u c t u r e  t o  

language.  McCarthy d e s c r i b e s  it t h i s  way: 



Language is no longer  r ep re sen ted  as a l o g i c a l l y  
r i g i d  essence .  Rather ,  exp res s ions  have meaning 
on ly  wi th in  d i v e r s e  language games, which are 
complexes of speech and a c t i o n .  These polymorphous 
a r r a y s  of language and p r a c t i c e  a r e  no t ,  however, 
wi thout  t h e i r  own s t r u c t u r e  of "grammars" . . - - 
I n  l e a r n i n g  a n a t u r a l  language, we come t o  engage 
i n  agreed common p r a c t i c e s  and t o  share  agreed 
common cr i ter ia  f o r  t h e i r  performance. (HcCarthy 
1978, 163) 

Habermas's concern t o  develop an a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  

view t h a t  language is f i x e d  and r i g i d  r e l i e s  on select 

a s p e c t s  of t h e  later U i t t g e n s t e i n .  The l a t e r  U i t t g e n s t e i n  

a t tempted t o  show how language-as-pract ice  is pr imary  t o  

t h e o r e t i c a l  concept ions  of  language.  I n  other  words, t h e  

Wi t tgens te in ian  " l i f  e-world" of language l ea rn ing  and u s e  

precedes  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o n s t r u c t s .  T h i s  primacy of t h e  

l i fe -wor ld  t o  t heo ry ,  as HcCarthy p o i n t s  ou t ,  is a l s o  

fundamental t o  Habermas' t heo ry :  

A t  t h i s  stage, language a n a l y s i s  l o s e s  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  t h e  l o g i c  of  s c i e n c e  claimed by 
t h e  Tractatus; it no longe r  d e l i m i t s  t he  
c o n t e s t a b l e  domain of t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i ences .  
I n s t e a d  it g a i n s  a s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  t h e  
s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s ;  it n o t  on ly  d e l i m i t s  t h e  domain of 
s o c i a l  a c t i o n ,  b u t  makes it a c c e s s i b l e .  . . . In 
d i s c l o s i n g  t h e  grammars of  forms of l i f e ,  t h e  
l o g i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of o r d i n a r y  language touches  t h e  
ve ry  o b j e c t  domain of t h e  s o c i a l  s c i ences .  
(HcCarthy 1978, 163) 

Bui ld ing  upon Wi t tgens t e in ,  Habermas a t t empt s  t o  

r e l o c a t e  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of language from wi th in  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  

i s o l a t e d  mind t o  t h e  r a t i o n a l  a c t i o n s  and i n t e n t i o n s  of a 

s o c i e t y ,  conmunity. I n  f a c t ,  i n  h i s  later w r i t i n g s ,  Habermas 

t a k e s  up U i t t g e n s t e i n ' s  concept  of  l i fe -wor ld-  Cooke 

d e s c r i b e s  t h e  l i fe -wor ld  as a background of p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  



iboth r e s t r i c t s  connunicat ion ( i n  t e r n s  the l i m i t i n g  e f f e c t s  

of a hor izon)  and e n l i v e n s  communication ( i n  t e r n s  of 

c r e a t i n g  t r a d i t i o n s ,  language,  e t c .  t h a t  provide t h e  r a w  

m a t e r i a l  f o r  connunica t ion) .  She wr i t e s ,  "Hore p rec i seCs ic ]  , 

he u s e s  ' l i f e -wor ld*  t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  stock of i m p l i c i t  

assumptions,  i n t u i t i v e  know-how, and s o c i a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  

p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  f u n c t i o n s  as a background t o  a l l  

unders tanding" (Cooke, 1994, 14) .  This  sugges t s  t h a t  

Habernas l e a n s  toward ag ree ing  wi th  Gadaner t h a t  t h e  i s o l a t e d  

mind can never  wrench i t s e l f  f r e e  f r o n  p re jud ices  i n  o rde r  t o  

a r r i v e  a t  t h e  one, f i n a l  t r u t h  bu t  t h a t  none-the-less w e  may 

still a r r i v e  a t  n o n - r e l a t i v i s t i c  knowledge. 

HcCarthy p o i n t s  o u t  how Habernas, r e l y i n g  on 

Wi t tgens te in ,  a s s e r t s  t h a t  n e i t h e r  language l e a r n i n g  nor  

r a t i o n a l i t y  is a p r e - p r a c t i c a l ,  p r e - t h e o r e t i c a l  a c t i v i t y ;  

r a t h e r ,  it emerges f r o n  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  of p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a 

l i v i n g  community. Both language use  and r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  

occur a t  once through t h e  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  i n t o ,  and 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  wi th in ,  s o c i e t y .  HcCarthy sunna r i ze s :  "In 

t h i s  s ense ,  t h e  adequacy of our  mastery of ru l e s - - ru l e s  t h a t  

p e r t a i n  now n o t  merely t o  t h e  format ion and t r ans fo rma t ion  of 

p r o p o s i t i o n s ,  b u t  t o  an i n t e r p l a y  of symbols and a c t i v i t i e s - -  

can be  co r robora t ed  on ly  i n  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  by a kind of 

consensus among t h o s e  a c t i n g  toge the r "  (HcCarthy 1978, 165). 

I n  one of  h i s  earlier e s says ,  Habernas d e s c r i b e s  h i s  

view of t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between r u l e s  and a c t i o n ,  a view t h a t  



a t  t h e  t i m e  he l a b e l l e d  " c r i t i q u e , "  and tha t  now u n d e r g i r d s  

h i s  t h e o r y  of communicative a c t i o n :  

[ C r i t i q u e ]  t h u s  encompasses a dual 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e o r y  and praxisCsic1. On 
t h e  one hand, i t  i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e  c o n s t i t u t i v e  
h i s t o r i c a l  complex of t h e  cons te l la t ion  of se l f -  
i n t e r e s t s ,  t o  which t h e  t h e o r y  still belongs a c r o s s  
and beyond its a c t s  of i n s i g h t .  On the o t h e r  hand, 
i t  s t u d i e s  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  in terconnect ions  of 
a c t i o n ,  i n  which t h e  t h e o r y ,  as ac t ion-or ien ted ,  
can  i n t e r v e n e .  - Because of its r e f l e c t i v e  
o r i g i n s ,  c r i t i q u e  is t o  be  d is t inguished from 
s c i e n c e  as w e l l  as from philosophy.  For t h e  
s c i e n c e s  f o c u s  away f rom t h e i r  c o n s t i t u t i v e  
c o n t e x t s  and c o n f r o n t  t h e  domain of t h e i r  s u b j e c t  
matter w i t h  an o b j e c t i v i s t i c  posture;  whi le  
o b v e r s e l y ,  ph i losophy  has  been only too c o n s c i o u s  
of its o r i g i n s  as something t h a t  had 0nt010gical 
primacy.  . . . C r i t i q u e  unders tands  t h a t  its 
c l a i m s  t o  v a l i d i t y  can  be  v e r i f i e d  only i n  t h e  
s u c c e s s f u l  p r o c e s s  of  enl ightenment ,  and t h a t  
means: i n  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e  of t h o s e  
concerned.  (Habermas 1973, 2) 

Habermas r e g a r d s  t h i s  r e c i p r o c a l  movement between r e f l e c t i o n  

and a c t i o n ,  o r  t h e o r y  and p r a c t i c e ,  as the  p r o c e s s  towards  an 

ideology-f  ree s t a n c e .  T h i s  emphasis on movement e c h o e s  t h e  

two themes w e  looked a t  in G a d m e r ' s  hermeneutics: 

c i r c u l a r i t y  and t e m p o r a l i t y .  T h i s  descript ion of Habermas's 

acknowledgement of  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between t h e o r y  and KU2lXh 

may s e e n  Gadamerian, as it  der ives  theory  from e x p e r i e n c e  and 

emphasizes  t h e  back and f o r t h  movement between t h e  two. 

However, Habermas d e n i e s  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  he rmeneu t i c  

he rmeneu t i c s ,  as I no ted  i n  Chapter  TWO and e l a b o r a t e  i n  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  c h a p t e r ,  e x p r e s s e s  t h e  fundamental d i f f e r e n c e  

between t h e  two. I s h a l l  s a y  n o r e  about  Habermas's r e l i a n c e  
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on Gadamer i n  a moment, b u t  s u f f i c e  it t o  s a y  he re  t h a t  

Habermas's r e l i a n c e  on hermeneutics narks h i s  d ive rgence  from 

t h e  F r a n k f u r t  school .  

Another important  p o i n t  of agreement between Habermas 

and Wi t tgens t e in  (and Gadamer), as hinted a t  above, concerns  

t h e i r  view of r u l e s .  U i t t g e n s t e i n  maintains t h a t  language is 

r u l e  d e s c r i b a b l e ,  and y e t  n o t  " i p s 0  f ac to [ s i c ]  r u l e  governed" 

(Hecarthy 1978, 166). Given HcCarthy's n i s - r e a d i n g  of 

U i t t g e n s t e i n  a t  t imes ,  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  nay appear  t o  have 

' go t t en  it wrong'. I n  what s e n s e  is language r u l e  

d e s c r i b a b l e  b u t  n o t  r u l e  governed? Although w e  d e r i v e  r u l e s  

f r o n  our  language use ,  our  eve ry  day language p r a c t i c e  is n o t  

consc ious ly  determined by r u l e s .  We can p i c k  o u t  r u l e s  f r o n  

our  language p r a c t i c e ,  i n  t h i s  way t h e  r u l e s  are d e r i v a t i v e .  

But t h a t  does  n o t  mean t h a t  fo l lowing  such r u l e s  comprises  

a l l  t h e r e  is t o  language use- - th i s  is t h e  U i t t g e n s t e i n i a n  

p o i n t .  T h i s  is s i m i l a r  t o  a p o i n t  we have seen  i n  Gadamer: 

namely, t h a t  t h e  c o n t e x t u a l  n a t u r e  of behaviour is 

o n t o l o g i c a l l y  p r i o r  t o  r u l e s .  Habermas agrees w i t h  t h i s  

much, b u t  goes  f u r t h e r :  he wants t o  re-emphasize t h e  

importance of r u l e s  (even though they  d e r i v e  f r o n  expe r i ence )  

t o  t h e  r a t i o n a l i t y  of unders tanding.  J u s t  as Gadamer wanted 

t o  r e s u s c i t a t e  t h e  d i sca rded  no t ion  of p r e j u d i c e ,  s o  it n i g h t  

be s a i d  t h a t  Habermas wants t o  r e s u s c i t a t e  t h e  pos t -  

p o s i t i v i s t i c  no t ion  of r u l e s .  Habermas wants t o  show t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  and potency of r u l e s  i n  a l lowing  an ideo logy- f ree  



unders tanding.  Being cognizan t  of c e r t a i n  r u l e s  a l l o w s  u s  t o  

see more c l e a r l y .  HcCarthy w r i t e s :  

p r i n c i p l e s  and r u l e s  "arise i n  t h e  course of 
conduct and a r e  i n t e l l i g i b l e  on ly  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  
t h e  conduct  o u t  of which they  arise." On t h e  o t h e r  
hand, " t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  conduct  o u t  of which t h e y  
a r i s e  can on ly  be unders tood as an embodiment of  
t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s . "  Thus t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t  cannot  
a r r i v e  a t  a "more r e f l e c t i v e  understanding" of  
s o c i a l  phenomena wi thout  f i r s t  g rasp ing  " t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t ' s  u n r e f l e c t i v e  understanding." 
(HcCarthy 1978, 167) 

The importance of  t h e  s o c i a l  a c t o r s  and t h e  d e r i v a t i v e  

a s p e c t  of  r u l e s  are key themes f o r  Wi t tgens te in ,  Habernas, 

and Gadamer; and y e t ,  each  does  ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  w i t h  

t h e s e  i deas .  I want now t o  exp lo re  i n  nore  d e t a i l ,  w i t h  t h e  

he lp  of an a n a l y s i s  by Thomas HcCarthy, those  a s p e c t s  of 

hermeneutics Habernas u s e s  and how, i n  t h i s  nay, he s t r a y s  

from t h e  views HcCarthy a t t r i b u t e s  t o  U i t t g e n s t e i n .  

S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  I w i l l  look a t  t h r e e  of t h e  p o i n t s  HcCarthy 

s p e l l s  o u t  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  way i n  which Habernas s i d e s  w i t h  

Gadamer a g a i n s t  U i t t g e n s t e i n . 2  The p o i n t  of t h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  

which s e r v e s  as a conc lus ion  t o  t h i s  chap te r ,  is t o  draw o u t  

more pronouncedly Habermas's c l a i m  t o  have avoided t h e  s n a r e s  

2HcCarthy 's p o i n t s  a c t u a l l y  a d d r e s s  t h e  inadequac ies  of 
bo th  Wi t tgens te in  and Winch. However, f o r  t h e  purposes  of 
t h i s  t h e s i s ,  it is n o t  neces sa ry  t o  go i n t o  HcCarthy's 
exegesis and summary of Winch, Furthermore,  I t a k e  i s s u e  
wi th  some of HcCarthy's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of Wi t tgens te in  
which tend  t o  exaggerate t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between Gadaner and 
Wi t tgens t e in -  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  I am t h i n k i n g  of h i s  
d e s c r i p t i o n  of W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s  'forms of l i f e ' .  However, 
because HcCarthy g e n e r a l l y  has  an a c c u r a t e  concept ion of 
Wi t tgens t e in ,  and h i s  criticisms h i g h l i g h t  important  
t e n s i o n s ,  I an a l lowing  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  t o  s t a n d -  



of bo th  ob jec t iv i sm and r e l a t i v i s m -  Indeed,  it is Habermas's 

c la im t o  have moved beyond bo th  t h e  a h i s t o r i c i s m  of  a Kant ian 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  account of s c i e n c e s  and t h e  t h r e a t  of 

r e l a t i v i s m  wi th in  he rneneu t i c s  t h a t  unde rg i rds  h i s  c r i t i c i s m s  

of Gadamer. 

A s  w e  have a l r e a d y  seen ,  f o r  Habermas, t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  

come t o  a consensus v i a  r a t i o n a l  d i a logue  and reasoned 

argumentation d r i v e s  h i s  p r o j e c t .  And t h i s  i d e a l  of r a t i o n a l  

d i a logue ,  HcCarthy p o i n t s  o u t ,  presupposes  a commitment t o  

t h e  u n i t y  of reason,  as developed by hermeneutics.  Such a 

commitment t o  t h e  u n i t y  of reason s t a n d s  i n  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  t h e  

i dea  of s e p a r a t e ,  i s o l a t e d  language games, as p u t  f o r t h  by 

U i t t g e n s t e i n i a n  l i n g u i s t i c  phi losophy.  Here w e  see t h e  

s t r e n g t h  of Habermas's con ten t ion  t h a t  i f  we a r e  t o  develop a 

reasoned c r i t i q u e  of s o c i e t y ,  w e  must p o s t u l a t e  a u n i v e r s a l  

r a t i o n a l i t y :  he deve lops  a case f o r  t h e  u n i t y  of reason t o  

con fu t e  t h e  t h e s e s  of bo th  r e l a t i v i s m  and Kantian 

t ranscendenta l i sm.  For ,  t h e  u n i t y  of reason i n v i t e s  a 

r a t i o n a l  p rog res s ion  t o  consensus.  Habermas a rgues  a g a i n s t  

t h e  U i t t g e n s t e i n i a n  n o t i o n  of forms of l i f e  and language 

games, which cannot be  brought  i n t o  r a t i o n a l  d i a l o g u e  b u t  

e x i s t  as "windowless monads." Habermas says :  

We are never  locked w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  grammar. 
Rather ,  t h e  f i r s t  grammar t h a t  w e  l e a r n  t o  m a s t e r  
a l r e a d y  p u t s  u s  i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  s t e p  o u t  of it and 
t o  i n t e r p r e t  what is f o r e i g n ,  t o  make 
comprehensible what is incomprehensible,  t o  
a s s i m i l a t e  i n  our  own words what a t  f i r s t  escapes  
them- The r e l a t i v i s m  of l i n g u i s t i c  world views and 
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t h e  monadology of t h e  language games a r e  e q u a l l y  
i l l u s o r y .  (quoted i n  HcCarthy 1978, 171) 

I f  language is open-ended, as wi th  Gadamer and Habermas, 

w e  have t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  conmunicate w i th  any o t h e r  language 

speaker  no ma t t e r  how f o r e i g n  t h e  language may seem a t  f i r s t .  

Habermas goes  a s t e p  f u r t h e r  by a rgu ing  t h a t  it is p r e c i s e l y  

t h e  u n i t y  of reason t h a t  unde rg i rds  t h e  Gadamerian t h e s i s  

t h a t  unders tanding  amongst u s e r s  of d i f f e r e n t  languages  is 

p o s s i b l e .  I n  t h i s  way, Habermas a t t e m p t s  t o  expla in  why 

Gadamer's t heo ry  works, whi le  showing t h a t  it a l s o  c o n t a i n s  

t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  a formal  c r i t i q u e  of i t s e l f .  T h i s  la t ter  

c la im is c r u c i a l ,  f o r  it i l l u m i n a t e s  how Habernas can draw on 

a s p e c t s  of Gadamer's hermeneut ics  and y e t  claim t h a t  

Gadamer's hermeneutics s t o p s  dangerously  sho r t  of deve lop ing  

a formal  c r i t i c a l  method. 

I t  is f r o n  h i s  unders tanding  of t h e  un i ty  of reason 

t h a t  Habernas d e r i v e s  h i s  t heo ry  of v a l i d i t y  c la ims.  

Be rns t e in  remarks: "According t o  Habermas, anyone a c t i n g  

communicatively must, i n  t h e  performing of a speech a c t i o n ,  

raise u n i v e r s a l  v a l i d i t y  claims and suppose t h a t  t hey  can be 

v i n d i c a t e d  o r  redeemed (w)" (Berns te in  1988, 186)-  If 

however, t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of v a l i d i t y  c l a i m s  rests on t h e  

assumption of  t h e  u n i t y  of reason ,  how can Habermas avoid 

making a t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  appeal?  

T h i s  b r i n g s  u s  t o  t h e  second p o i n t  of d ivergence.  

HcCarthy p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  way i n  which Habermas o f f e r s  a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  hermeneutic emphasis on t h e  temporality and 



h i s t o r i c a l  cont ingency of language, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  a 

U i t t g e n s t e i n i a n  a h i s t o r i c a l  approach t o  language. Habermas 

w r i t e s :  

Ac tua l ly  sphe re s  of language a r e  not  monadically 
c lo sed  o f f ,  b u t  inwardly as w e l l  a s  outwardly 
porous .  The grammar of a language cannot c o n t a i n  a 
r i g i d  des ign  f o r  its a p p l i c a t i o n .  Whoever has  
l ea rned  t o  apply  its r u l e s  has  no t  on ly  lea rned  t o  
exp res s  himself  b u t  i n t e r p r e t  express ions  i n  t h i s  
language.  Both t r a n s l a t i o n  (outwardly) and 
t r a d i t i o n  ( inward ly)  must be poss ib l e  i n  p r i n c i p l e .  
Along w i t h  t h e i r  p o s s i b l e  a p p l i c a t i o n ,  grammatical 
r u l e s  s imul taneous ly  imply t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  . - . With Gadamer language g a i n s  
a t h i r d  dimension--grammar governs an a p p l i c a t i o n  
of r u l e s  which i n  t u r n  f u r t h e r  develops  t h e  system 
of r u l e s  h i s t o r i c a l l y .  . . . Language e x i s t s  on ly  
as t r a n s m i t t e d .  For t r a d i t i o n  r e f l e c t s  on a l a r g e  
s c a l e  t h e  l i f e - l o n g  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  of i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  
t h e i r  language.  (quoted i n  HcCarthy 1978, 174) 

T h i s  a s p e c t  of t h e  t e m p o r a l i t y  of unders tanding  is a  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  s a l i e n t  one f o r  t h e  Habernasian p r o j e c t  because 

Habernas wants t o  j e t t i s o n  t h e  n e o - p o s i t i v i s t i c  a t t e m p t s  a t  a 

method t h a t  would gua ran tee  an ideology-free  f u t u r e .  I t  is 

n o t ,  however, t h a t  Habermas b e l i e v e s  we should n o t  a i m  f o r  

less i d e o l o g i c a l  communication--this is p r e c i s e l y  h i s  

concern-  But, pace t h e  n e o - p o s i t i v i s t s ,  he wants t o  come up 

wi th  a c r i t i q u e  t h a t  t a k e s  i n t o  account our  h i s t o r i c a l  

cont ingency and temporal  be ing  i n s t e a d  of t r y i n g  t o  t ranscend  

i t -  Habermas, n o t i n g  t h e  s t r e n g t h s  of Gadamer's disavowal of 

sub jec t iv i sm,  w r i t e s :  

The i n t e r p r e t e r  is a moment of t h e  same f a b r i c  of 
t r a d i t i o n  as h i s  o b j e c t .  H e  a p p r o p r i a t e s  a 
t r a d i t i o n  from a hor izon of e x p e c t a t i o n s  t h a t  is 
a l r e a d y  informed by t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  For t h i s  
reason w e  have, i n  a c e r t a i n  way, a l r e a d y  
unders tood t h e  t r a d i t i o n  wi th  which we are 



conf ron ted .  And on ly  f o r  t h i s  reason is t h e  
hor izon opened up by t h e  language of t h e  
i n t e r p r e t e r  no t  merely something sub jec t ive  t h a t  
d i s t o r t s  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  (Habernas 1986, 253) 

I n  o t h e r  words, h i s  p r o j e c t  e n t a i l s  revers ing t h e  

s o c i o l o g i c a l  tendency t o  a t tempt  an a h i s t o r i c a l  

unders tanding  t h a t  presupposes t h e  e leva t ion  o f  t h e o r y  over  

p r a c t i c e .  T h i s  l e a d s  d i r e c t l y  t o  a f i n a l  p o i n t  of c o n t r a s t  

McCarthy makes between Habermas and Wi t tgens te in-  

The two p r i o r  p o i n t s  b r i n g  o u t  Habernas's o p p o s i t i o n  t o  

bo th  r e l a t i v i s m  and t ranscendenta l i sm.  A s  I sugges t ed  

e a r l i e r ,  t h i s  shows a fundamental s i m i l a r i t y  between Habermas 

and Gadaner, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t e r m s  of the  pragmat ic  e lements  

i n  both .  But,  it is important  t o  r e i t e r a t e  h e r e  t h a t  

Habernas 's  a t t empt  t o  d e r i v e  t h e o r y  from Praxis d e n i e s  t h e  

u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic experience.  While Gadamer 

would n o t  f a u l t  t h e  u s e  of  r e - cons t ruc t ive  t h e o r y  t o  

i l l u m i n a t e  c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  of communication, he would d i s p u t e  

its c l a i m  t o  p rov ide  a t r u e r  unders tanding of  communication- 

That  is, he wants t o  show how t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  

hermeneutic exper ience  unde rcu t s  claims t h a t  a t h e o r e t i c a l  

unders tanding  p rov ides  t h e  most f i n a l ,  complete,  and 

comprehensive d e s c r i p t i o n .  With t h i s  p o i n t  i n  mind, w e  can 

see t h e  important  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between t h e  two i n  t h e  r i g h t  

p e r s p e c t i v e -  HcCarthy p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  importance of  

hermeneutics f o r  Habermas i n  t e r m s  of t h e  r o l e  Praxis p l a y s  

i n  unders tanding-  



To p u t  it g e n e r a l l y :  f o r  Gadamer, t h e  moment of 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  cannot  occur  a p a r t  from t h e  moment of 

a p p l i c a t i o n .  I n  o t h e r  words, one cannot unders tand without  

r e l a t i n g  t h e  meaning t o  one ' s  own s i t u a t i o n .  Both Gadamer 

and Habermas emphasize t h a t  unders tanding is p r e c i s e l y  

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  working o u t  i n  one ' s  o m  s i t u a t i o n ,  n o t  t r y i n g  

t o  g e t  away from, i . e . ,  t r anscend ,  one ' s  own s i t u a t i o n .  

Habermas, aga in  commenting on t h e  s t r e n g t h  of  Gadamer's work, 

w r i t e s :  

From t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  of hermeneutic s e l f -  
r e f l e c t i o n ,  t h e  phenomenological and l i n g u i s t i c  
founda t ions  of i n t e r p r e t i v e  (-) 
soc io logy  nove t o  t h e  s i d e  of h i s t o r i c i s m ,  Like 
t h e  la t ter ,  t hey  succunb t o  ob jec t iv i sm,  because 
they  c l a i m  f o r  t h e  phenomenological observer  and 
t h e  language a n a l y s t  a p u r e l y  t h e o r e t i c a l  a t t i t u d e .  
But bo th  a r e  connected wi th  t h e i r  o b j e c t  domain 
through communication exper ience  a lone  and cannot ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  l a y  c l a i m  t o  t h e  r o l e  of uninvolved 
s p e c t a t o r s  - I m p a r t i a l i t y  is guaranteed on ly  
through r e f l e c t e d  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  t h a t  is, by 
moni tor ing t h e  i n i t i a l  s i t u a t i o n  
(-) of  t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r - - t h e  
sounding board from which hermeneutic unders tanding  
cannot  be detached.  (Habermas 1986, 253) 

Gadaner 's  emphasis on and a p p l i c a t i o n  is t h e  

element most heralded by Habermas. Grounding unders tanding  

i n  t h e  c o n c r e t e  moment p rov ides  Habermas wi th  t h e  material t o  

be  a b l e  t o  work o u t  an e m p i r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of  unders tanding.  

Habermas hopes t h a t  t h e  combined e f f o r t s  of hermeneutics and 

e m p i r i c a l  a n a l y s i s ,  which comprise h i s  r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  theory ,  

a l low h i s  c r i t i q u e  t o  nove beyond what he sees as t h e  

dangerous p o t e n t i a l  f o r  t h e  conservat ism of Gadamer's 

approach. I n  t h e  nex t  c h a p t e r  I t u r n  t o  examine Habermas's 



e x p l i c i t  a l l e g a t i o n s  that  Gadamer's hermeneutics is 

fundamentally conservat ive ,  and l eaves  u s  unable t o  d e t e c t  

i d e o l o g i c a l  d i s t o r t i o n s  t h a t  hide the  rea l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  

dominance and power t h a t  make up a s o c i e t y .  



CHAPTER V 

HERHENEUTICS AS ONTOLOGY OR EPISTEHOLOGY?: 
A CRITICAL INTERACTION WITH 

I n  t h e  preced ing  c h a p t e r ,  I o u t l i n e d  t h e  key components 

of Habermas's p r o j e c t  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  

unders tanding  Habermas's cri t icisms of Gadaner. So f a r ,  I 

have on ly  h i n t e d  a t  Habermas's main conten t ion  wi th  t h e  

Gadanerian p r o j e c t :  namely, t h a t  Gadamer 's r e s u s c i t a t i o n  of 

t h e  n o t i o n s  p r e j u d i c e ,  a u t h o r i t y ,  and t r a d i t i o n  f a i l s  t o  

imbue unders tanding  wi th  t h e  power t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  i d e n t i f y  

and r o u t  o u t  ideology,  i - e . ,  d i s t o r t i v e  unders tanding.  Such 

a charge imputes t o  Gadaner 's  hermeneutics an i n s i d i o u s  

conservat ism.  Put  ano the r  way, t h e  main t h r u s t  of Habermas's 

cri t icisms concerns  t h e  o n t o l o g i c a l  c l a i m s  Gadaner makes 

about t h e  he rneneu t i c  p r o c e s s -  Gadaner i n s i s t s  on t h e  

u n i v e r s a l i t y  of  t h e  hermeneutic exper ience ,  he c la ims  it is 

fundamental t o  our  t h e o r i z i n g  about it. This  l e a d s  Habermas 

t o  accuse h i s  hermeneutics of n o t  "going f a r  enough." 

Habermas contends  t h a t  a l though  Gadaner 's  account of 

hermeneutics moves i n  t h e  r i g h t  d i r e c t i o n  i n  a t t empt ing  t o  

go beyond p o s i t i v i s t i c  o r  r e l a t i v i s t i c  accounts ,  it 
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n e v e r t h e l e s s  emerges as t o o  pas s ive  an  account  of 

unders tanding .  Habermas demands t h a t  hermeneut ics  needs  t o  

go f u r t h e r  by i n c o r p o r a t i n g  a methodological ly  c r i t ica l  

component- T h i s  cha l l enge  t h a t  Gadaner's hermeneut ics  does  

n o t  "go f a r  enough" emerges as a key theme towards t h e  end of 

t h i s  c h a p t e r .  

Although Habermas a g r e e s  t h a t  p re jud ice ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and 

a u t h o r i t y  are a l l  p a r t  of unders tanding,  he does  n o t  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  t h i s  p rec ludes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a methodological  

c r i t i q u e .  Thus, he se t s  o u t  t o  i n t e g r a t e  a s p e c t s  of t h e  

e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e s  (namely, r e c o n s t r u c t i v e  t h e o r y )  w i th  

hermeneutics i n  o rde r  t o  come up with  a way t o  prov ide  checks 

and ba l ances  w i th in  t h e  he rneneu t i ca l  p roces s  t h a t  a l l e v i a t e  

i d e o l o g i c a l  i n f l u e n c e s .  Although Habermas does  n o t  d i s p u t e  

t h e  p i v o t a l  r o l e  played by p r e j u d i c e s  i n  unders tanding,  and 

he p r a i s e s  Gadamer f o r  uncovering what t h e  Enlightenment 

covered up i n  t h i s  r ega rd ,  Habermas a sks  po in t ed ly :  " B u t  

does  it fo l low of i t s e l f  from t h e  u n a v o i d a b i l i t y  of 

he rneneu t i c  a n t i c i p a t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  are l e g i t i m a t e  

prejudgments?" (Habermas l g g l b ,  169) .  

Habernas a rgues  t h a t  merely showing t h e  u n a v o i d a b i l i t y  

of p r e j u d i c e s ,  wi thout  a c r i t i q u e  of p r e j u d i c e s ,  l e aves  

Gadamer's hermeneutics impotent  a g a i n s t  t h e  s n a r e s  of 

ideology.  Habermas is concerned t h a t  s i n c e  Gadamer is n o t  

e x p l i c i t  about  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  c r i t i q u e ,  we posses s  no 

i n c e n t i v e  much less a b i l i t y  f o r  c r i t i c a l l y  r e f l e c t i n g  upon 
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our t r a d i t i o n  as a whole. Habermas thus  bases h i s  c r i t i q u e  

on t h e  apparen t  f a i l u r e  of  Gadamer's descr ipt ion of t h e  r o l e  

of p r e j u d i c e  and t r a d i t i o n  t o  inc lude  both an i n c e n t i v e  and 

means f o r  a s e l f - r e f l e c t i v e  c r i t i q u e -  A t  the end of Chapter  

Three, I in t roduced  my c l a i m  t h a t  t h e  c i r cu l a r  and cont inuous 

n a t u r e  of Gadaner 's hermeneutic p rocess  ac tua l ly  p rov ides  a 

b e t t e r  guard a g a i n s t  ideo logy  than  t h e  development of a 

methodological  c r i t i q u e  of t h e  s o r t  Habermas proposes.  1 now 

develop t h i s  c l a i m  by looking  a t  four  s p e c i f i c  criticisms 

Habermas makes a g a i n s t  Gadaner. 

I n  h i s  f i r s t  p o i n t  of criticism, Habernas ma in t a in s  t h a t  

Gadaner's i n s i s t e n c e  on t h e  primacy of t h e  hermeneutic 

p roces s  t o  method ends  up sounding p o s i t i v i s t i c -  Recall t h a t  

accord ing  t o  Habernas, p o s i t i v i s m  r e f e r s  t o  the view t h a t  

reason is unable  t o  j u s t i f y  u n i v e r s a l  norms. Habermas 

w r i t e s :  

Gadamer u n w i t t i n g l y  o b l i g e s  t h e  p o s i t i v i s t i c  
deva lua t ion  of  hermeneutics.  He j o i n s  h i s  
opponents i n  t h e  view t h a t  herneneut ic  exper ience 
" t r anscends  t h e  range of  c o n t r o l  of s c i e n t i f i c  
method" - . - [ H i s ]  c r i t i q u e  of a f a l s e  
o b j e c t i v i s t  s e l f -unde r s t and ing  cannot ,  however, 
l ead  t o  a suspension o f  t h e  methodological 
d i s t a n c i a t i o n  of t h e  o b j e c t ,  which d i s t i ngu i shes  a 
s e l f - r e f l e c t i v e  unders tanding  from everyday 
conmunicative exper ience .  The confrontat ion of 
" t r u t h "  and "method" should n o t  have misled Gadamer 
t o  oppose hermeneutic exper ience  a b s t r a c t l y  t o  



methodic knowledge as a whole. (Habermas 1986, 
267 ) l  

I n  o t h e r  words, Habermas c o n s i d e r s  Gadamer's hermeneut ics  

u l t i m a t e l y  p o s i t i v i s t i c  because it admits a d i s t i n c t i o n  

between c r i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n  and everyday exper ience .  T h i s  

d ivo rce ,  accord ing  t o  Habermas, r e s u l t s  from Gadamer 's f a l s e  

dichotomy between methodic knowledge and hermeneutic ( i - e . ,  

communicative o r  everyday) exper ience .  Habermas q u o t e s  

Gadamer i n  o rde r  t o  show what l i e s  behind Gadamer's 

' p o s i t i v i s t i c '  tendency t o  keep everyday expe r i ence  ( t h e  

s u b j e c t  of Geistesnissenschaften) s e p a r a t e  from method: 

Understanding is n o t  t o  be  thought of s o  much as an 
a c t i o n  of one 's  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  bu t  as t h e  p l a c i n g  of 
onese l f  w i th in  a p roces s  of  t r a d i t i o n ,  i n  which 
p a s t  and p r e s e n t  are c o n s t a n t l y  fu sed -  T h i s  is 
what must be expressed  i n  hermeneut ical  t heo ry ,  
which is f a r  t o o  dominated by t h e  i d e a  of a 
p roces s ,  a method- (Habermas 1991b, 168) 

According t o  Gadamer, unders tanding  is no t  a matter of 

fo l lowing  t h e  r i g h t  s t e p s  t o  ensu re  t r u t h f u l n e s s ,  accuracy,  

e t c - ,  b u t  of s e e i n g  onese l f  p l aced  wi th in  a g r e a t e r  

t r a d i t i o n ,  and t h i s  means s e e i n g  t h e  p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  make up 

one 's  t r a d i t i o n  i n  o r d e r  t o  be  cha l lenged  by them. On t h i s  

view, unders tanding  invo lves  t h e  awareness of  one ' s  own 

hor izon,  and ach iev ing  such  an awareness i n  i t s e l f  b r i n g s  

about  a s h i f t ,  an expansion,  of one ' s  hor izon.  Habermas 

c o n s i d e r s  t h i s  t o o  p a s s i v e ,  t o o  res igned  a p o s i t i o n .  

=In  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  f o r  r e a s o n s  of c l a r i t y  and 
exp lana t ion ,  I draw on of  two d i f f e r e n t  t r a n s l a t i o n s  of 
Habermas's review ar t ic le  of  Truth Method. 



T h i s  f i r s t  concern of Habermas is, perhaps  i n  one sense ,  

t h e  most s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d l y  d e a l t  wi th  s i n c e  it seems t o  

revolve  around a misunders tanding of  t he  Gadamerian p r o j e c t ,  

a l b e i t  a common one. For example, D ie t e r  Hisgeld  w r i t e s  

Gadaner proposes  t o  u s e  t h e  no t ions  of t r u t h  and 
method d i s j u n c t i v e l y ,  as i f  t h e  one had no r e l a t i o n  
t o  t h e  o t h e r .  I n  a r e v e r s a l  of  t he  u s u a l  
concept ion ,  he s e e m s  t o  c l a i m  t h a t  t r u t h  can be  
found on ly  i f  it is argued t h a t  " the  hermeneutic 
phenomenon is b a s i c a l l y  n o t  a problem of  method a t  
al l ."  (Ho l l i nge r  1985, 144) 

However, i n  t h e  foreword t o  t h e  f i f t h  German e d i t i o n  of 

Truth (from which t h e  second r e v i s e d  Eng l i sh  

t r a n s l a t i o n  w a s  made) Gadamer d i s p u t e s  t h e  no t ion  t h a t  he 

p i t s  t r u t h  a g a i n s t  method, Gadamer s tates t h a t  he never  

in tended t o  nega te  t h e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  f o r  a s c i e n t i f i c  approach 

t o  unders tanding,  r a t h e r  he wanted t o  underscore  t h e  

" ' s c i e n t i f i c '  i n t e g r i t y  of acknowledging t h e  commitment 

involved i n  a l l  unders tanding" (Gadamer 1992c, x x v i i i ) .  

Connitment p recedes  a l l  a p p l i c a t i o n s  of method. S c i e n t i s t s  

must p r e c a r i o u s l y  ba lance  t h e  explana t ion  of unconvent ional  

d a t a  i n  a way t h a t  is commensurate wi th  t h e  t ac i t  commitments 

of t h e i r  s c i e n t i f i c  community. T h i s  r e q u i r e s  t h e  need t o  

c r e a t i v e l y  go o u t  on a l imb by exposing t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of 

such  t a c i t  commitments, and y e t  n o t  go s o  f a r  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  

d i smissed ,  o u t  of  hand, by t h e i r  s c i e n t i f i c  p e e r s .  

An example of t h e  way i n  which t h e  t ac i t  commitments of 

s c i e n t i s t s  i n f l u e n c e  t h e i r  work is E i n s t e i n ' s  development of 

t h e  cosmological  t e r m  t h a t  ' r i g h t e d '  one of t h e  more shocking 



conc lus ions  of h i s  g e n e r a l  r e l a t i v i t y  equat ion-  E i n s t e i n ' s  

s c i e n t i f i c  community w a s  committed t o  the f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

un ive r se  is s t a t i c :  it n e i t h e r  expands nor c o n t r a c t s .  

Therefore ,  when h i s  g e n e r a l  r e l a t i v i t y  equa t ion  suggested 

t h a t  t h e  un ive r se  e i t h e r  expands o r  c o n t r a c t s ,  i n s t e a d  of 

pursu ing  t h i s  ' unbe l ievable '  no t ion ,  he developed a t e r m  t h a t  

accounted f o r  t h e  apparen t  movement of t h e  u n i v e r s e  and 

concluded t h a t  it w a s  indeed s t a b l e  as " w a s  known a l l  along." 

E i n s t e i n ' s  t ac i t  commitment t o  t h e  assumptions of h i s  

s c i e n t i f i c  community fundamental ly  inf luenced h i s  

conc lus ions .  Stephen Hawking remarks: 

A s  it w a s ,  no-one thought  t h e  universe  w a s  changing 
wi th  t ime u n t i l  1929 when Edwin Hubble d i scovered  
t h a t  d i s t a n t  g a l a x i e s  are moving away from us .  The 
un ive r se  is expanding. E i n s t e i n  later c a l l e d  t h e  
cosmological  term " t h e  greatest mistake of my 
l i f e - "  (Hawking 75, 1993) 

I t  is a b l a t a n t  misunders tanding t o  c l a i m  t h a t  Gadamer 

a rgues  t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  methodology has no p l a c e  i n  t h e  

humani t ies  o r  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s .  Gadamer d i r e c t l y  d e n i e s  t h i s  

is h i s  p o s i t i o n :  "I d i d  n o t  remotely  i n t end  t o  deny t h e  

n e c e s s i t y  of methodical  work wi th in  t h e  human sc i ences"  

(Gadamer 1992c, x x i x ) -  H e  con t inues ,  

The d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  c o n f r o n t s  u s  is n o t  i n  t h e  
method b u t  i n  t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  of knowledge- The 
ques t ion  I have asked s e e k s  t o  d i scove r  and b r i n g  
i n t o  consc iousness  s o n e t h i n g  which t h a t  
methodological  d i s p u t e  s e r v e s  only  t o  concea l  and 
n e g l e c t ,  sone th ing  t h a t  does  n o t  s o  much conf ine  
o r  l i m i t  modern s c i e n c e  as precede it and make it 
p o s s i b l e -  (Gadamer 1992c, xx ix )  
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j ~ a d a m e r  t h u s  wants t o  s t a y  away from the  d i s p u t e  r ega rd ing  
i 
i t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between, and/or s u p e r i o r i t y  o f ,  t h e  method 
I 
1 used i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s  v e r s u s  t h a t  used i n  t h e  human 

i s c i e n c e s .  I n s t e a d ,  h i s  concern is t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  p roces s  

of unders tanding  t h a t  goes  on be fo re  and encompasses t h e  

a c t u a l  methodological  p r a c t i c e s  of t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s .  

Th i s  s o r t  o f  hermeneut ical  self-awareness does  n o t  p rec lude  

t h e  subsequent  u s e  of  method, b u t  c a l l s  f o r  a more humble u s e  

of method i n  t h a t  w e  are aware of its c o n d i t i o n a l  v a l i d i t y -  

I n  o t h e r  words, - is is e x p l o r a t i o n  of 

what d r i v e s  method, o r  what d r i v e s  our s c i e n t i f i c  ( a s  w e l l  as 

n o n - s c i e n t i f i c )  q u e s t  f o r  unders tanding.  The germina t ing  

q u e s t i o n  of  h i s  magnum opus a sks :  

how is unders tanding  p o s s i b l e ?  This  is a ques t ion  
which precedes  any a c t i o n  of unders tanding on t h e  
p a r t  of  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  methodical  
a c t i v i t y  of t h e  " i n t e r p r e t i v e  sc ience"  and t h e i r  
norms and r u l e s -  Heidegger 's  temporal a n a l y t i c s  of 
Dasein has ,  I t h i n k ,  shown convincingly t h a t  
unders tanding  is n o t  j u s t  one of t h e  v a r i o u s  
p o s s i b l e  behaviours  of  t h e  s u b j e c t  bu t  t h e  mode of 
be ing  of Dasein i tself .  (Gadamer 1992c, xxx, 
emphasis mine) 

Gadamer does  n o t  view hermeneut ics  as t ranscending  

s c i e n t i f i c  method, as Habermas c l a i m s ,  r a t h e r  Gadaner wants 

t o  expose t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  unders tanding  t h a t  t a k e s  p l a c e  

p r i o r  t o  and underneath  s c i e n t i f i c  method. I f  t h i s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  still makes Gadamer's p r o j e c t  sound 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l ,  perhaps  one has  f o r g o t t e n  t h e  c i r c u l a r  

emphasis Gadamer b r i n g s  t o  t h e  hermeneutic p roces s .  Keeping 

i n  mind t h e  c i r c u l a r  a s p e c t  of t h e  hermeneutic event  p reven t s  
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one from fo rma l i z ing  Gadamer's desc r ip t ion  of t h e  

hermeneut ical  p roces s  i n t o  a s e r i e s  of s t e p s :  f i r s t  comes a 

hidden, 'myster ious '  hermeneutic process,  then  comes t h e  

e x p l i c i t  fo rmula t ion  of a s c i e n t i f i c  method. Such a 

d e s c r i p t i o n  c o n f l i c t s  wi th  Gadamer's emphasis on t h e  

Heideggerian themes of c i r c u l a r i t y  and tempora l i ty .  When 

Gadamer c l a i m s  t o  e x p l i c a t e  t h e  hermeneutical  p r o c e s s  

'underneath '  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  method, he is n o t  looking  f o r  an 

o n t o l o g i c a l l y  d i s t i n c t  realm i n  which the  hermeneut ical  

p rocess  occu r s .  

Recall Heidegger 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  of being-in-the-world i n  

terms of Dasein as always a l r e a d y  caught up wi th in  a world. 

Heidegger and Gadamer have shown t h e  e f f e t e n e s s  o f  a 

b i f u r c a t e d  view which p o s i t s  s u b j e c t  versus  o b j e c t  i n  t h e  

world as t h e  b a s i c  g iven .  So it is with t h e  r e l a t i o n  between 

hermeneutics and sc i ence .  Gadamer wr i tes :  "The 

hermeneut ical  exper ience  is p r i o r  t o  a l l  methodical  

a l i e n a t i o n  because it is t h e  m a t r i x  out  of which a r i s e  t h e  

q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  it then d i r e c t s  t o  sc ience"  (Gadamer 1977, 

26). The p r a c t i c e  and q u e s t i o n s  of sc ience  emerge from our  

s i t u a t e d n e s s ,  our  engagement w i th in  t he  world-  Although 

s c i e n t i f i c  method p rov ides  an important  way t o  look a t  t h e  

world, t h e  c i r c u l a r  and temporal  a spec t s  of unders tanding  

show t h e  d e r i v a t i v e  n a t u r e  of s c i e n t i f i c  method. S c i e n t i f i c  

unders tanding  focuses  on t h e  occu r ren t ,  b u t  t h i s  is 

dependent on, as Heidegger has  shown, our fundamental  being- 
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in-the-world. Both Heidegger and Gadamer main ta in  t h a t  

s c i e n t i f i c  unders tanding  does  n o t  oppose hermeneutic 

unders tanding  b u t  stems f r o n  i t .  They argue f o r  t h e  

d e r i v a t i v e  n a t u r e  of a s c i e n t i f i c ,  ob j ec t ive  approach t o  t h e  

world. Unless w e  a l r e a d y  have a s i t u a t i o n ,  a fore-grounding 

of exper ience ,  w e  have no hor izon  by which t o  b r i n g  i n t o  

focus  t h e  o c c u r r e n t .  The re fo re ,  f a r  f ron  be ing  p o s i t i v i s t i c  

by opposing s c i e n t i f i c  and hermeneutic unders tanding,  

Gadamer's emphasis on t h e  c i r c u l a r ,  temporal and c o n t e x t u a l  

a s p e c t s  of unders tanding  a c t u a l l y  undercuts  t h i s  dua l i sm-  On 

Gadamer's account ,  j u s t  as t h e  sub jec t -ob jec t  dual ism is n o t  

t h e  fundamental way t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  world, s o  it does  n o t  

make s e n s e  t o  a rgue  f o r  a s c i e n t i f i c - h e r n e n e u t i c  d u a l i s n . 2  

. . 
a u e  of T-on and - 

I now t u r n  t o  Habermas's second poin t  of  c r i t i q u e  

concerning t h e  r o l e  of t r a d i t i o n  i n  unders tanding.  According 

t o  Gadamer, unders tanding  o c c u r s  n o t  as a m a t t e r  of 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y  fo l lowing  a method b u t  by t h e  ". . . p l a c i n g  of 

onese l f  w i th in  a p roces s  of  t r a d i t i o n ,  i n  which p a s t  and 

p r e s e n t  a r e  c o n s t a n t l y  f u s e d -  T h i s  is what must be 

expressed i n  hermeneut ical  t h e o r y ,  which is f a r  t o o  

dominated by t h e  i d e a  of a p roces s ,  a nethod," (quoted i n  

2This  is n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  two do n o t  c o n s i s t  of 
d i f f e r e n t  a c t i v i t i e s  o r  procedures--I w i l l  s a y  more about  
t h i s  under t h e  f o u r t h  p o i n t  below where I cons ide r  Habermas's 
appea l  t o  an e x t r a - t r a d i t i o n a l  c r i t i q u e  i n  o r d e r  t o  r o u t  o u t  
ideology.  
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Habermas 1991b, 168) .  Habermas a s s e r t s  that  Gadamer 's view 

of t r a d i t i o n  remains t o o  p a s s i v e ,  ru l ing  out any c r i t i q u e  of  

t h e  t r a d i t i o n  i t s e l f .  Again, i t  is not t ha t  Habernas d e n i e s  

t h e  c r u c i a l  r o l e  played by t r a d i t i o n  in  understanding; 

r a t h e r ,  he wants t o  ca l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  way i n  which t h e  

app rop r i a t i on  of a t r a d i t i o n  a c t u a l l y  d i s so lves  its s u b t l e  

g ra sp  on u s .  Hore s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Habermas ma in t a in s  t h a t  w e  

a r e  a b l e  t o  g r a s p  and r e i f y  t h e  genes i s  of ou r  t r a d i t i o n  SO 

as t o  f r e e  u s  from its p o t e n t i a l  d i s t o r t i v e  i n f l u e n c e s .  

Habermas comments, " In  Gadamer's view, on go ing  t r a d i t i o n  and 

hermeneutic i n q u i r y  merge t o  a s i n g l e  po in t ,  Opposed t o  t h i s  

is t h e  i n s i g h t  t h a t  t h e  r e f l e c t e d  appropr ia t ion  of t r a d i t i o n  

breaks  up t h e  n a t u r e l i k e  (-) subs tance  of  

t r a d i t i o n  and a l ters  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of t h e  s u b j e c t  on it" 

(Habernas 1986, 268) .  The t e r m  "na tu re l ike , "  as expla ined  i n  

an e d i t o r ' s  n o t e  t o  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  t r a n s l a t i o n  "means 

l i t e r a l l y  'growing'. The t e r m  is used by neo-Marxists t o  

r e f e r  t o  p r o c e s s e s  t h a t  develop without r e f l e c t i o n  o r  plan"  

(Habermas 1986, 275). 

Thus accord ing  t o  Habermas, Gadamer's view of t r a d i t i o n  

m i m i c s  t h e  evo lu t iona ry  process ;  t h u s  we can speak about  

t r a d i t i o n  unfo ld ing ,  changing, adapt ing ,  growing, e tc -  Such 

a view of t r a d i t i o n  s u g g e s t s  a t a c i t  contingency upon 

o r i g i n s ,  as opposed t o  a r e f l e c t e d  d i s a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  what 

came be fo re .  Our p a r t i c i p a t i o n  wi th in  a t r a d i t i o n  man i f e s t s  

our  c o n t i n u i t y  wi th ,  and connect ion t o ,  what came before .  It  
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does n o t  break up o r  problemize t h i s  c o n t i n u i t y .  Habermas 

t h e r e f o r e  concludes  t h a t  Gadamer's approach t o  t h e  r o l e  of  

t r a d i t i o n  appears  t o  l i m i t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  c r i t ica l  

exposure of t r a d i t i o n  i t s e l f .  Whereas f o r  Habermas, 

r e f l e c t i o n  a c t u a l l y  b reaks  up t h i s  n a t u r e l i k e  process :  

through s c i e n t i f i c  r e f l e c t i o n  t r a d i t i o n  is s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

a l t e r e d  t o  t h e  p o i n t  of its demise, o r  a t  least t o  t h e  p o i n t  

of unrecogni t ion .  Habermas claims: " . . . when r e f l e c t i o n  

unders tands  t h e  g e n e s i s  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  from which it 

proceeds  and t o  which it r e t u r n s ,  t h e  dogmatism of  l i f e -  

p r a x i s  is shaken" (Habermas 1991a, 168). I n  o t h e r  words, 

r e f l e c t i o n ,  as c r i t i q u e  of  t r a d i t i o n  and unders tanding ,  

r a d i c a l l y  changes t h e  o l d  t r a d i t i o n .  

Habermas t h u s  draws a marked c o n t r a s t  between h i s  own 

p o s i t i o n  and Gadaner 's ,  which emphasizes our  embeddedness 

wi th in  t r a d i t i o n  and s u g g e s t s  a compliant  r e l a t i o n  t o  

t r a d i t i o n .  Again, it is t h i s  apparen t  p a s s i v i t y  t h a t  

t r o u b l e s  Habermas, f o r  it s e e m s  w e  are t o o  e a s i l y  l u l l e d  i n t o  

accep t ing  t h e  status auQ (which may be i d e o l o g i c a l ) ,  and 

denied any impetus t o  come up w i t h  a formal c r i t i q u e  of our  

t r a d i t i o n .  Habermas's concern p i t s  t h e  power of t h e  

r e f l e c t e d  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n  t o  "break up t h e  

n a t u r e l i k e  subs t ance  of t r a d i t i o n "  a g a i n s t  t h e  

"acknowledgement" of t r a d i t i o n  through t h e  c r e a t i o n  of new 

p r a c t i c e s .  



The provoca t ive  ques t ion  is, "How s t r o n g  is t h e  quake 

t h a t  shakes  t h e  'dogmatism of l i f e -p rax i s ' ? "  Habernas, as we 

have seen ,  p o r t r a y s  t h e  Gadamerian view of t r a d i t i o n  as a 

pass ive  unfo ld ing  wi th  no c r i t i c a l  a b i l i t y .  I n  its p l a c e ,  

Habermas proposes  w e  come up wi th  a method t h a t  a l lows  u s  t o  

r e f l e c t  o u r s e l v e s  o u t  of t r a d i t i o n .  Gadamer summarizes h i s  

view of Habermas's f a l s e  dichotomy; 

Now my t h e s i s  is--and I be l ieve- - tha t  t h e  t h i n g  
hermeneutics t eaches  u s ,  as a necessary consequence 
of recogniz ing  t h e  contingency and f i n i t u d e  which 
a r e  i n sepa rab le  from h i s t o r i c a l  involvement, is t o  
s e e  through t h e  dogmatic a n t i t h e s i s  between ongoing 
"autochthonous" t r a d i t i o n ,  on t h e  one hand, and its 
r e f l e c t i v e  app rop r i a t i on  on t h e  o t h e r .  Even i n  t h e  
i n t e r p r e t i v e  s c i e n c e s ,  t h e  one who does t h e  
unders tanding can never r e f l e c t  himself o u t  of t h e  
h i s t o r i c a l  involvement of h i s  herneneut ica l  
s i t u a t i o n  s o  t h a t  h i s  own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  does  n o t  
i t s e l f  become a p a r t  of t h e  s u b j e c t  a t  hand. 
(Gadamer 1990b, 282) 

Gadamer's concept ion of ' h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t e d  consciousness '  

is important  i n  s o r t i n g  o u t  t h i s  c l a s h  over t h e  n a t u r e  and 

potency of t r a d i t i o n .  The term ' h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t e d  

consciousness ' ,  according t o  Gadamer, w i l l  always remain 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y  ambiguous i n  t h a t  "it is used t o  mean a t  once 

t h e  consciousness  e f f e c t e d  i n  t h e  cou r se  of h i s t o r y  and 

determined by h i s t o r y ,  and t h e  ve ry  consciousness of be ing  

thus  e f f e c t e d  and determined" (Gadamer 1992c, xxxiv)  . 

For Gadamer, h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t e d  consciousness does  

not  imply t h e  p a s s i v i t y  of unders tanding b u t  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  

of what w e  are a b l e  t o  be aware of a t  a given t ime.  

H i s t o r i c a l l y  r e f l e c t e d  consciousness  does  not p rec lude  



r e f l e c t i o n ,  i - e . ,  i t  is n o t  an uncr i t ica l  ( n a t u r e - l i k e )  

unfo ld ing  as t h e  neo-Marxists imply. Gadamer does  n o t  deny 

it is important  t o  c r i t i c a l l y  r e f l e c t  on one ' s  knowledge, 

t r a d i t i o n ,  h i s t o r y ,  c u l t u r e ,  e t c .  Nor would he r u l e  o u t  t h e  

importance of t h e  u s e  of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  methods t o  a i d  i n  

our  r e f l e c t i o n .  Rather ,  what he denies is our  a b i l i t y  t o  

exhaus t ive ly  expose every  p re jud ice  that makes up t h e  

t r a d i t i o n  which w e  are. There is no " r e f l e c t i n g  o u r s e l v e s  

o u t  of t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  involvement of our hermeneut ical  

s i t u a t i o n ,  " as Habermas proposes .  Given t h e  n a t u r e  of t h i s  

s i t u a t e d n e s s ,  we cannot  even s t r i v e  f o r  such  an h i s t o r i c a l l y  

t r anscenden t  s t a n c e ,  Gadamer wr i tes :  

But on t h e  whole t h e  power of e f f e c t i v e  h i s t o r y  
does  n o t  depend on its be ing  recognized. Th i s ,  
p r e c i s e l y ,  is t h e  power of h is tory over  f i n i t e  
human consciousness ,  namely tha t  it p r e v a i l s  even 
where f a i t h  i n  method l e a d s  one t o  deny one ' s  own 
h i s t o r i c i t y .  . . That w e  should become 
complete ly  aware of e f f e c t i v e  h i s to ry  is j u s t  as 
hybrid  a s t a t emen t  as when Hegel speaks  of  a b s o l u t e  
knowledge, i n  which h i s t o r y  would become 
complete ly  t r a n s p a r e n t  t o  i t s e l f  and hence be 
r a i s e d  t o  t h e  l e v e l  of a concept. Rather ,  
h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t e d  consciousness - . . is an 
element i n  t h e  act o f  understanding i t s e l f  and, as . . w e  s h a l l  see, is a l r e a d y  e f f e c t u a l  i n  flndlng t h e  

t aueskkns t o  ask. (Gadamer 1992c, 301) 

Gadaner a rgues  t h a t  t h e  power of h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f f e c t e d  

consc iousness  r e s u l t s  i n  a s p e c t s  of unders tanding t h a t  can 

never be  f u l l y  exposed, a r t i c u l a t e d  or e x p l i c a t e d ;  and i f  

t h i s  is t h e  ca se ,  then any method we come up wi th  t o  expose 

some deeper  l e v e l  of our  understanding remains i n i t i a t e d  by 

and embedded wi th in  h i s t o r i c a l l y  e f fec ted  consc iousness .  



There fo re  Habermas's dichotomy does  not s t a n d ,  A s  a r e s u l t ,  

Gadamer a r g u e s  t h a t  o n l y  "dogmatic p re jud ice"  w i l l  make u s  

a t t e m p t  t h e  t y p e  of methodologica l  c r i t i q u e  Habermas d e s i r e s -  

Fur thermore ,  Gadamer s t r e s s e s  t h a t  Habermas's n o t i o n  of t h e  

" n a t u r e l i k e  s u b s t a n c e  of t r a d i t i o n "  is an i n e f f e c t u a l  one 

t h a t  even Harx himself d i s m i s s e d .  Hence Gadamer conc ludes :  

Seen from t h i s  p o i n t  of  view, of course ,  t h e  
concep t  o f  an "autochthonous" o r  " n a t u r a l "  o r d e r  of 
t h i n g s .  . . t a k e s  on a h i g h l y  q u e s t i o n a b l e  a s p e c t .  
Indeed t h a t  is s h e e r  romanticism--and s u c h  
romant ic ism creates an a r t i f i c i a l  g u l f  between 
t r a d i t i o n  and t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  grounded i n  h i s t o r i c a l  
consc iousness .  (Gadamer 1990b, 287) 

Gadamer h e r e  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t ,  given h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of 

t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n  t h a t  he condones t h e  

rests on a misunders tanding.  H e  d i s m i s s e s  p r o p o s a l s  t h a t  t h e  

he rmeneu t i ca l  p r o c e s s  he d e s c r i b e s  is e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  

u n f o l d i n g  i n  a n o n - c r i t i c a l  way, and t h u s  p a s s i v e  i n  n a t u r e .  

Recall t h e  way i n  which Gadamer d e s c r i b e s  t h e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  

t r a d i t i o n  as r e q u i r i n g  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  r e f l e c t i o n ,  and 

a d a p t a t i o n .  H e  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  n o t  on ly  c a n  Habermas never ,  

i n  a l l  h i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  deve lop  a s c i e n t i f i c  c r i t i q u e  of 

t r a d i t i o n  and language,  e scape  t h e  g r a s p  o f  h i s t o r i c a l l y  

e f f e c t e d  consc iousness ,  b u t  t h e  v e r y  a t t e m p t  t o  d o  s o  is a 

d e n i a l  of  t h e  fundamental o n t o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e  of  he rmeneu t i c s  

and t h a t  s u c h  d e n i a l  a c t u a l l y  makes one more v u l n e r a b l e  t o  

ideo logy  and d i s t o r t i v e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g -  

Dieter Hisge ld  a rgues  t h a t  Gadamer's o m  work r e f u t e s  



a c c u s a t i o n s  of conserva t i sm and b l i n d  accep tance  of p a s t  

views : 

Thus Gadamer a rgues  f o r  a thoroughly h i s t o r i c a l  
no t ion  of i n q u i r y .  T r a d i t i o n s  a r e  open t o  
mod i f i ca t ion ,  y e t  eve ry  mod i f i ca t ion  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  
t h e i r  con t inua t ion .  He is a n t a g o n i s t i c  t o  concepts  
of i n q u i r y  t h a t  p o s t u l a t e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a 
complete emancipation from t r a d i t i o n .  (Hisgeld  
1985, 149). 

Th i s  is n o t  t o  s a y ,  however, t h a t  Gadamer t h i n k s  t h a t  such  

a t t e m p t s  a t  a method of c r i t i q u e  are f u t i l e .  (He himself  

admits  t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  method has  a r o l e  i n  examining t h e  

s o c i a l  wor ld . )  But r a t h e r ,  Gadamer i n s i s t s  t h a t  he is on ly  

e x p l i c a t i n g  what t h i s  comprehensive hermeneut ical  p roces s  

comprises-  He w r i t e s :  

What d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e  p r o c e s s  of r e f i n i n g  
hermeneutic p r a c t i c e  f r o n  a c q u i r i n g  a mere 
technique ,  whether it is c a l l e d  s o c i a l  technology 
o r  c r i t ica l  method, is t h a t  i n  hermeneut ics  
h i s t o r y  co-determines t h e  consc iousness  of  t h e  
person who unders tands .  There in  l i e s  an e s s e n t i a l  
r e v e r s a l :  what is unders tood always deve lops  a 
c e r t a i n  power of convincing t h a t  h e l p s  form new 
conv ic t ions .  I do  n o t  a t  a l l  deny t h a t  i f  one 
wants t o  unders tand ,  one must endeavor t o  d i s t a n c e  
onese l f  f r o n  one 's  o m  op in ions  on t h e  m a t t e r .  
(Gadamer 1992c, 567-568) 

For Gadamer, d i s t a n c i n g  onese l f  from one 's  op in ions  beg ins  

wi th  t h e  exposure of p r e j u d i c e  and I now t u r n  now t o  

Habermas's t h i r d  p o i n t  i n  which he d i s p u t e s  Gadamer's 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  r o l e  of p r e j u d i c e  i n  unders tanding .  

Habermas a rgues ,  a g a i n s t  Gadamer, t h a t  t h e  exposure of 

p r e j u d i c e s  n e c e s s a r i l y  r ende r s  them impotent .  To r e c a l l ,  he 
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does  n o t  deny t h a t  p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  unavoidable b u t  he does  

no t  draw t h e  same conc lus ion  f r o n  t h i s  t h a t  Gadamer does ,  

namely, t h a t  p r e j u d i c e s  can be l eg i t ima te .  Reca l l  t h a t  

Gadaner i n s i s t s  t h a t  ". . . ' p re jud ice '  c e r t a i n l y  does  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  nean a f a l s e  judgment, but  p a r t  of t h e  i d e a  is 

t h a t  it can have e i t h e r  a p o s i t i v e  o r  a  nega t ive  value"  

(Gadamer 1992c, 270)- Thus, whi le  both Gadamer and Habermas 

agree t h a t  exposing p r e j u d i c e s  e n t a i l s  a  change i n  t h e  way 

they  o p e r a t e ,  on Gadamer's account,  either p r e j u d i c e s  are 

r e j e c t e d  ( i f  t hey  have no p l a c e  i n  t h e  development of a u n i t y  

of meaning, i .e . ,  t hey  are found t o  be u n t r u t h f u l )  or  

p r e j u d i c e s  a r e  brought t o  l i g h t  and c r i t i c a l l y  adapted i n t o  

our b e l i e f  s t r u c t u r e  ( i - e . ,  t h e y  a r e  deemed t r u t h f u l  and are 

given t h e  s t a t u s  of a j u s t i f i e d  b e l i e f ) .  For Habermas, 

however, once a p r e j u d i c e  is exposed, it no longer  f u n c t i o n s  

as a p r e j u d i c e ,  i - e . ,  as a c r u c i a l  ( u n c r i t i c i z e d )  component 

w i th in  t h e  unders tanding  p roces s .3  

Habermas a rgues  t h a t  what Gadamer cons ide r s  t h e  cr i t ical  

adap ta t ion  of  a t r u t h f u l  p r e j u d i c e  is a c t u a l l y  t h e  mere 

t r a n s f e r e n c e  of  a p r e j u d i c e  f r o n  one p l ace  i n  one 's  b e l i e f  

system t o  another  p l a c e -  Discuss ing  t h e  way i n  which a 

s t u d e n t  l e a r n s  from h i s  t e a c h e r ,  Haberaas s e e k s  t o  

s u b s t a n t i a t e  h i s  c l a i m  t h a t  Gadamer needs t o  go f u r t h e r  and 

W h i l e  it no longer  has  t h e  sane p o t e n t i a l  power ( i n  
o p e r a t i n g  unexamined), I do  n o t  see how Habermas could nean 
t h a t  a l l  exposed p r e j u d i c e s  s imply melt  away. I t h i n k  w e  
could t h i n k  of many examples of hidden p r e j u d i c e s  t h a t  are 
exposed and y e t  still ( r i g h t f u l l y  o r  n o t )  con t inue  t o  f u n c t i o n -  



develop a formal  c r i t i q u e  i n  o r d e r  t o  avoid t h e  d i s t o r t i v e  

i n f l u e n c e s  of t h e  s t a t u s  auo.  Habermas d e s c r i b e s  how on 

Gadamer's account a p r e j u d i c e  can be made immune from 

c r i t i q u e  because it remains p a r t  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole 

and t h a t  Gadamer prov ides  no means f o r  c r i t i c a l l y  r e f l e c t i n g  

upon t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole. Habermas w r i t e s :  

A s  t h e  person,  having become mature, confirmed t h e  
s t r u c t u r e  of prejudgments,  he would t r a n s f e r ,  i n  
r e f l e c t e d  form, t h e  once invo lun ta ry  
acknowledgement of t h e  pe r sona l  a u t h o r i t y  of  t h e  
guard ian  t o  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  a u t h o r i t y  of a c o n t e x t  
of  t r a d i t i o n .  Y e t  i t  would remain a u t h o r i t y ,  f o r  
r e f l e c t i o n  would be  a b l e  t o  move on ly  wi th in  t h e  
l i m i t s  of t h e  f a c t i c i t y  of what w a s  handed down. 
The act of r e c o g n i t i o n ,  mediated by r e f l e c t i o n ,  
would n o t  have a l t e r e d  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n  as 
such  remained t h e  on ly  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of  
prejudgments.  (Habermas 1991b, 169-170) 

A s  w e  have seen ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  Gadamer d e s c r i b e s  as 

coming t o  a u n i t y  of  meaning, i n  which one reflects 

c r i t i c a l l y  on a p r e j u d i c e ,  e n t a i l s  e i t h e r  r e j e c t i n g  it as 

inadequate  o r  adap t ing  it t o  f i t  more a s s u r e d l y  i n  one ' s  

b e l i e f  system. According t o  Habermas, t h i s  p r o c e s s  ends up 

main ta in ing  t h e  status of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole i n  

which t h e  p r e j u d i c e  is s i t u a t e d -  Gadamer f a i l s  t o  n o t i c e  t h e  

" l i m i t s  o f  f a c t i c i t y  of  what was handed down" and how w e  

remain t rapped  wi th in  t h e s e  l i m i t a t i o n s  u n l e s s  we have a way 

t o  t ranscend  them. Consequently,  t r a d i t i o n  u l t i m a t e l y  ho lds  

on to  its a u t h o r i t y .  T h i s  p rov ides  t h e  f o r c e  i n  Habermas's 

argument t h a t  Gadamer's hermeneutics does  n o t  go f a r  enough: 

it may a l low f o r  r e f l e c t i o n  upon a myriad of p r e j u d i c e s ,  b u t  

it does  no th ing  t o  p rov ide  a c r i t i q u e  f o r  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a 



whole which provides  t h e  sys temic  suppor t  f o r  t h e s e  

p r e j u d i c e s -  We need t o  t ranscend  our t r a d i t i o n  f o r  t o o l s  t o  

be a b l e  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  c r i t i c i z e  our t r a d i t i o n .  

To r e i t e r a t e ,  Habermas accuses Gadamer of f a i l i n g  t o  

recognize  t h e  e x t e n t  of t h e  power of c r i t ica l  r e f l e c t i o n  t o  

break up t h e  "dogmatic f o r c e s "  of t r a d i t i o n .  Habermas relies 

on a s p e c t s  of  Gadamer's hermeneutics t o  reveal t h a t  we cannot  

ignore  t r a d i t i o n  nor our  p l a c e  wi th  i n  it, b u t  t h i s  does  n o t  

mean t h a t  w e  cannot u se  s c i e n t i f i c  r e f l e c t i o n  t o  he lp  u s  

escape t h e  d i s t o r t i n g  i n f l u e n c e s  of t r a d i t i o n .  

Echoing Habermas's concerns ,  Jack Hendelson r e v e a l s  a 

lacuna i n  Gadamer's response t o  Habermas: 

Re f l ec t ion  and c r i t i q u e  are f o r  [Gadamer] moments 
of unders tanding .  Thus, he t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  
oppos i t i on  between hermeneutics and ideology- 
c r i t i q u e  is misleading.  But Habernas is r i g h t  when 
he p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  psychoana ly t ic  approach t o  
unconscious motives and n e u r o t i c  behavior  employs a 

f o r  t h e  purpose of explanation, and t h i s  
d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  its procedures  f r o n  o r d i n a r y  
p roces ses  of unders tanding  meaning. From t h e  
p e r s p e c t i v e  of t h e  methodology of s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  
t h i s  is a c r u c i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and Gadamer nowhere 
d e a l s  w i t h  it s a t i s f a c t o r i l y .  (Hendelson 1979, 65) 

We need t o  a sk ,  then,  why Gadamer f a i l s  t o  d e a l  wi th  

t h i s  p o i n t  s a t i s f a c t o r i l y .  I t h i n k  t h i s  is due t o  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  bo th  Gadamer and Habernas seem t o  mean d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  

by 'exposure '  i n  t h e i r  d i s p u t e  about t h e  r o l e  of p r e j u d i c e ,  

and t h e i r  d i f f e r i n g  d e f i n i t i o n s  are n o t  mutual ly  e x c l u s i v e -  

When Habermas c la ims  t h a t  once a p r e j u d i c e  is exposed it no 

longer  o p e r a t e s  as a c r u c i a l  b e l i e f  i n  our  b e l i e f  s t r u c t u r e ,  

t h i s  s t e n s  f r o n  h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of a formal  



c r i t i q u e  of t r a d i t i o n  as a whole- I n  o t h e r  words, t h e  g o a l  

of a f o r n a l  c r i t i q u e  is t o  d i s i n t e g r a t e  p r e j u d i c e s  i n  o rde r  

t o  expose ideology.  A s  Hendelson n o t e s  above, t heo ry  does  

prov ide  an exp lana t ion  i n  a way t h a t  d i f f e r s  from t h e  

fundamental onto-hermeneutical  exper ience .  

However, Gadaner nowhere d e n i e s  t h a t  a formal '  c r i t i q u e  

may have a unique r o l e  t o  p l ay ,  and he even acknowledges 

t h e  r o l e  t h a t  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of method can p l a y  i n  t h e  

s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s ,  I n  f a c t ,  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  one can 

l e g i t i m a t e l y  extend t h i s  c l a i n  by Gadamer and assert t h a t  

Gadamer n i g h t  a c t u a l l y  ag ree  w i th  Habermas's p o i n t  t h a t  a 

f o r n a l  c r i t i q u e  can lead  t o  t h e  demise of  c e r t a i n  

p r e j u d i c e s -  To a rgue  as much does  n o t  t a k e  away from 

Gadamer's main p o i n t  t h a t ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  remains a 

more fundamental  exper ience  than  t h a t  of a formal ized  

c r i t i q u e .  But t o  c l a i n  t h a t  a formal ized  c r i t i q u e  may 

provide  c e r t a i n  i n s i g h t s  is n o t  t o  e l e v a t e  ( o r  p i t )  method 

a g a i n s t  he rneneu t i c  exper ience .  

Gadamer shows how a t  t h i s  more fundamental  l e v e l  of 

exper ience  p r e j u d i c e s  cone t o  be exposed as a r e s u l t  of t h e  

d i a l o g i c a l  p r o c e s s  of understanding--but  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t o  

t h e  p o i n t  of t h e i r  demise.* And t h i s  is t h e  p o i n t  Habermas 

never  seems t o  add res s  d i r e c t l y .  H e  a rgues  t h a t  Gadamer's 

account of t h e  exposure of p r e j u d i c e s  ( a s  he i l l u s t r a t e s  wi th  

4F0r example, as i n  t h e  psycho-analyt ic  model, exposing 
a psychos i s  does  n o t  ' cure '  t h e  p a t i e n t  b u t  b e t t e r  enab le s  
him t o  cope w i t h  it. 
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t h e  s t u d e n t  t eache r  example) f a i l s  t o  provide a s u i t a b l e  

a n a l y s i s  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole--but t h i s  l i n e  of 

argument does  n o t  add res s  Gadamer's p o i n t  t h a t  prejudices 

( n o t  t r a d i t i o n s )  can be exposed i n  t h i s  way. Habermas d e n i e s  

Gadamer's p o i n t  by always b r i n g i n g  t h e  argument back t o  a 

c r i t i q u e  of t r a d i t i o n s  as a whole. Perhaps one could i n f e r  

t h a t  t h e i r  argument over p r e j u d i c e  is r e a l l y  a red h e r r i n g ,  

a t t r a c t i n g  a t t e n t i o n  away from a more s i g n i f i c a n t  o r  perhaps  

more f r u i t f u l  deba t e  over  t h e  r o l e  of  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole. 

Pursu ing  t h i s  thought ,  I now want t o  t u r n  t o  Habermas's final 

p o i n t  of criticism. 

o r  

Habermas proceeds t o  argue t h a t  i n  o rde r  t o  avoid t h e  

t e n e b r i f i c  i n f luences  of ideology one must appea l  t o  a 

framework, o r  a r e f e r e n c e  system o u t s i d e  of t r a d i t i o n .  

A n t i c i p a t i n g  a Gadamerian concern t h a t  i f  bo th  t h e  

i n t e r p r e t e r  and t h e  o b j e c t  a r e  p a r t  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n ,  as bo th  

Gadaner and Habermas assert, Habermas a sks ,  "how could such  a 

r e f e r e n c e  system be l e g i t i m i z e d  except ,  i n  t u r n ,  ou t  of t h e  

app rop r i a t i on  of t r a d i t i o n ? "  (Habermas 1988, 270). 

Habermas ag rees  wi th  Gadamer t h a t  language is t r a d i t i o n ,  

o r  as Habermas p u t s  i t ,  language is a "me ta - in s t i t u t i on . "  

However, Habermas r ega rds  language as a l s o  a t  t h e  hand of our  

s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n s ;  i n  o t h e r  words, it is a l s o  a t o o l  of  

s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Delving i n t o  an examination of language 

is key because of t h e  d u a l  r o l e  it p l a y s  i n  s o c i e t y :  as w e l l  
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as be ing  t h e  embodiment of t r a d i t i o n ,  language a l s o  becomes a 

t o o l  f o r  s o c i e t y .  T h i s  is Habermas's movement beyond 

hermeneutics: "Hermeneutic exper ience ,  encounte r ing  t h i s  

dependence of symbolic c o n t e x t  on a c t u a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  

becomes a c r i t i q u e  of ideology" (Habernas 1991b, 172 ) -  

Habermas t a k e s  herneneut ic  exper ience  t o  be a c o n t e x t u a l  

encounter wi th  phenomena. But it is p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  

con tex tua l  a spec t  of t h e  encounte r  wi th  meaningful  phenomena 

as 'meaningful* t h a t  t r o u b l e s  Habermas: w e  need something 

e x t e r n a l  t o  t h i s  exper ience ,  i - e . ,  theory ,  t o  i n s u r e  t h a t  our  

unders tanding is no t  d i s t o r t e d .  Herneneut ic  exper ience ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  must be supplemented by a c r i t i q u e  of ideology 

which problemizes what hermeneutic exper ience  t a k e s  f o r  

g ran ted .  

Th i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of he rneneu t i c  exper ience  p r e v e n t s  

Habermas from f a l l i n g  i n t o  t h e  t r a p  t h a t  he s e e s  Gadamer as 

having f a l l e n  i n t o :  t h a t  of a b s o l u t i z i n g  he rneneu t i c  

exper ience and denying t h e  power of r e f l e c t i o n  t o  act on and 

shape hermeneutic exper ience .  Habermas a g r e e s  w i t h  Gadamer 

t h a t  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  dependent upon t h e  "neta-  

i n s t i t u t i o n  of language" b u t  t h i s  does  n o t  mean t h a t  language 

cannot be brought under c r i t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  i n  o rde r  t o  examine 

its p o t e n t i a l  f o r  ideo logy-  Habermas accuses  Gadamer's 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of hermeneutics of l a p s i n g  i n t o  i dea l i sm-  

According t o  Habermas, Gadamer p i c t u r e s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between language and s o c i e t y  as u n i d i r e c t i o n a l .  Language 



g i v e s  r i s e  t o  and in f luences  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  b u t  n o t  t h e  

o t h e r  way round. Ins tead  of cons ide r ing  i d e a s  t o  be t h e  

fundamental substance of r e a l i t y ,  as he c l a i m s  Gadamer does ,  

Habermas p a i n t s  a p i c t u r e  of a symbio t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

language and t h e  ma te r i a l  world: 

The l i n g u i s t i c  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  of s o c i e t y  is a 
moment i n  a complex t h a t ,  however symbo l i ca l ly  
mediated, is a l s o  c o n s t i t u t e d  by t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  of 
r e a l i t y :  by t h e  c o n s t r a i n t  of e x t e r n a l  n a t u r e ,  
which e n t e r s  i n t o  t h e  procedures  of t e c h n o l o g i c a l  
e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  and by t h e  c o n s t r a i n t  of  i n n e r  
n a t u r e ,  which is r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  r e p r e s s i o n s  of 
s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  of power. (Habermas 1991b, 
174) 

I n  o t h e r  words, s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and power " a f f e c t  

t h e  very grammatical r u l e s  i n  accordance wi th  which w e  

i n t e r p r e t  t h e  world" (Habermas 1991b, 174).  The same can be 

s a i d  of t r a d i t i o n - - i t  does n o t  s t a n d  free from t h e  i n f l u e n c e  

of s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  and power any more than  language does .  

Habermas quo te s  Albrecht  Uellmer: 

The Enlightenment knew what hermeneutics f o r g e t s :  
t h a t  t h e  "conversat ion"  which, accord ing  t o  
Gadamer, w e  "are" is a l s o  a nexus of  f o r c e  and f o r  
p r e c i s e l y  t h a t  reason is n o t  a conve r sa t ion .  . . . 
The c la im t o  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  hermeneut ical  
approach can be upheld on ly  i f  one starts from t h e  
r ecogn i t i on  t h a t  t h e  c o n t e x t  of t r a d i t i o n ,  as t h e  
l ocus  of p o s s i b l e  t r u t h  and real accord,  is a t  t h e  
same t ime t h e  l ocus  of real fa lsehood and t h e  
p e r s i s t e n t  u s e  of f o r c e .  (Habermas 1990, 314) 

Here we s e e  t h e  concern expressed t h a t  any given  t r a d i t i o n  is 

as l i k e l y  t o  spawn t r u e  unders tanding  as it is a f a l s e  one-- 

and t h a t  hermeneutics p rov ides  no way of d i s c e r n i n g  one f r o n  

ano the r .  Such a d u a l i s t i c  view of knowledge rests on t h e  

p re suppos i t i on  t h a t  one can ach ieve  a s t a n d p o i n t  f r o n  which 



one can o b j e c t i v e l y  assess t h a t  a s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  of a 

t r a d i t i o n  is e i t h e r  t r u e  o r  f a l s e .  But Gadamer's 

c o n t i n u a t i o n  of t h e  Heidegger ian p r o j e c t  shows t h a t  such  a 

p e r s p e c t i v e  is impossible--one can on ly  judge t h e  t r u t h  o r  

f a l s e n e s s  of  a t r a d i t i o n  from wi th in  a t r a d i t i o n .  The 

ques t ion  then  becomes n o t  whether w e  s t a r t e d  from a t r u e  o r  

f a l s e  p e r s p e c t i v e  ( f o r  t o  what s t a n d a r d s  could we p o s s i b l y  

appea l  t o  make such a judgment?), b u t  how a r e  w e  b e s t  a b l e  t o  

a s s e s s  t h e  p r e s e n t  s tate of our  t r a d i t i o n .  

I n  Chapter  Three I p re sen ted  t h e  Gadamerian argument 

t h a t  t o  i n h a b i t  a t r a d i t i o n  demands c o n t i n u a l  a s s e s s i n g ,  

modifying, changing, e t c .  of  one ' s  t r a d i t i o n .  But t h i s  does  

n o t  s a t i s f y  Habermas. H e  t a k e s  Gadamer's i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  we 

are s o  imbedded wi th in  t h e  hermeneut ical  p roces s ,  and 

t h e r e f o r e  have no r ecour se  f o r  a t r anscenden t  c r i t i q u e  of  

t r a d i t i o n  o r  language, t o  imply t h a t  Gadamer is u l t i m a t e l y  an 

i d e a l i s t ,  Habernas s a d d l e s  Gadamer's hermeneutics wi th  

i dea l i sm because it appea r s  t o  cons ide r  language as p r i o r  and 

g i v i n g  rise t o  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of  t h e  community of language 

u s e r s .  Gadamer, obvious ly ,  wants t o  d e f l e c t  any such charges  

of idea l i sm.  Commenting on t h e  r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n  of t h e  

p r a c t i c e  of s c i e n c e  and our  everyday language, Gadamer 

r e j o i n s :  

T h i s  by no means sugges t s ,  however, what Habermas 
imputes t o  m e :  t h a t  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  
consc iousness  c l a i m s  t o  de te rmine  a l l  t h e  material 
be ing  of l i f e - p r a c t i c e .  I t  on ly  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  
t h e r e  is no s o c i e t a l  r e a l i t y ,  w i t h  a l l  its conc re t e  
f o r c e s ,  t h a t  does  n o t  b r i n g  i t s e l f  t o  



r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  a c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t h a t  is 
l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d .  R e a l i t y  d o e s  n o t  
happen "behind t h e  back" o f  language;  . . . 
r e a l i t y  happens p r e c i s e l y  within language.  (Gadamer 
1977, 35) 

Gadamer t h u s  e x p l i c i t l y  d e f e n d s  h imse l f  a g a i n s t  c h a r g e s  

of  i d e a l i s m  by s t a t i n g  t h a t  he d o e s  n o t  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e r e  is a 

u n i - d i r e c t i o n a l  c a u s a l  o r  c o n s t i t u t i v e  r e l a t i o n  between 

language and s o c i e t y ,  and t h a t  he n e v e r  i m p l i e s  t h a t  language 

is a l l  t h e r e  is t o  r e a l i t y .  Ra the r ,  he c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e r e  is 

no e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  is n o t  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d .  How, 

t h e n ,  d o e s  he respond t o  c h a r g e s  o f  conse rva t i sm?  Gadamer 

h imse l f  c o n s i d e r s  t h i s  t h e  " w e i g h t i e s t  o b j e c t i o n  . . . 
[namely,] t h a t  I have a l l e g e d l y  d e r i v e d  t h e  fundamental  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  a g r e e n e n t  from t h e  language dependence of a l l  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and a l l  coming t o  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  and t h e r e b y  

have l e g i t i m a t e d  a p r e j u d i c e  i n  f a v o r  o f  e x i s t i n g  s o c i a l  

r e l a t i o n s "  (Gadamer 1992c, 566, emphasis  n i n e ) .  

Gadamer c e r t a i n l y  d o e s  n o t  t a k e  l i g h t l y  such  c h a r g e s  of 

c o n s e r v a t i s m .  H e  f o l l o w s  t h i s  q u o t a t i o n  by o u t l i n i n g  how he  

agrees w i t h  t h e  f irst  p a r t  o f  t h i s  a c c u s a t i o n ,  s t a t i n g  t h a t :  

" A 1 1  coming t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i n  language p resupposes  

a g r e e n e n t  n o t  j u s t  a b o u t  t h e  meaning of words and t h e  r u l e s  

of spoken language;  much remains  u n d i s p u t e d  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  

t h e  ' s u b j e c t  m a t t e r '  as w e l l - - i . e . ,  t o  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  can  

b e  m e a n i n g f u l l y  d i s c u s s e d "  (Gadamer 1992c, 5 6 7 ) -  But what 

k Gadamer c h a l l e n g e s ,  and what I w a n t  t o  e x p l o r e ,  is whether  



qun. Georgia Warnke, who p rov ides  an i n s i g h t f u l  a n a l y s i s  of 

Gadaner 's p r o j e c t ,  f a u l t s  Gadaner f o r  h i s  l a t e n t  

conservat ism:  

Gadaner 's  t h e s i s  . . . is fundamental ly  [a] 
conse rva t ive  one t h a t  s i n c e  w e  a r e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  
f i n i t e ,  s i n c e  we have no concept of r a t i o n a l i t y  
t h a t  is independent of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  t o  which w e  
belong and hence no u n i v e r s a l  norms and p r i n c i p l e s  
t o  which we can appea l ,  we ought no t  even t o  
a t t empt  t o  overthrow t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of t h a t  
t r a d i t i o n -  . . - We must accep t  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of 
t h e  t r a d i t i o n  because w e  cannot know enough t o  be 
c e r t a i n  of ou r  c r i t i c i s m s  of  it. (Uarnke 1987, 138) 

I contend t h a t  Uarnke m i s s e s  Gadaner 's  p o i n t  r ega rd ing  

t r a d i t i o n .  Gadamer no where c l a i m s  w e  should not a t t empt  t o  

overthrow a u t h o r i t y ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  e tc . ,  b u t  t h a t  our  a b i l i t y  t o  

do  s o  w i l l  a lways be l i m i t e d  i n  ways we cannot  g ra sp .  We 

cannot  g i v e  a f i n a l  argument a g a i n s t  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  does  n o t  

i t s e l f  draw on t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of our  t r a d i t i o n .  Gadaner 

i n s i s t s :  " T r a d i t i o n  is no proof and v a l i d a t i o n  of 

something, i n  any case n o t  where v a l i d a t i o n  is demanded by 

r e f l e c t i o n "  (Gadaner 1977, 34). Uarnke i m p l i e s  t h a t  Gadaner 

claims t h a t  i f  we do  n o t  have a coheren t ,  s y s t e m a t i c  reason 

f o r  r e j e c t i n g  t r a d i t i o n  o r  a u t h o r i t y ,  then w e  must b l i n d l y  

submit-  For example, Uarnke c l a ims  t h a t  Gadaner would be  

a g a i n s t  r e v o l u t i o n s  i n  which t h e r e  is no immediate cause  f o r  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n - - o r  t h a t  t h e r e  never  are any good reasons  f o r  

suppor t ing  a r e v o l u t i o n .  

While Gadaner p rov ides  no e x p l i c i t  r e b u t t a l  t o  Warnke's 

a t t a c k ,  I do t h i n k  t h e  Gadanerian account  leaves room f o r  

t h e  endorsement of r e v o l u t i o n s .  Recall Gadaner 's  account  of 



t h e  way i n  which p r e j u d i c e s  are exposed. The hermeneutic 

p roces s  f o s t e r s  a more a u t h e n t i c  s e e i n g  i n  t h a t  p r e j u d i c e s  

are exposed as we knock up a g a i n s t  exper ience .  J u s t  because 

one does  n o t  immediately a c t  on one ' s  d i s comfor t  does  n o t  

mean one is p r e s e r v i n g  t h e  status QUO--yet, t h i s  is what 

Warnke seems t o  imply: 

F a i l u r e  t o  f i n d  axiomat ic  grounds f o r  our  cri t icism 
of a u t h o r i t y  does  n o t  mean t h a t  w e  must submit 
dogmat ica l ly  t o  it. We can c r i t i c i z e  it f o r  a 
v a r i e t y  of d i f f e r e n t  reasons ,  i nc lud ing  its own 
i n a b i l i t y  t o  know why w e  should n o t .  I n  equa t ing  
t h e  l a c k  of an u l t i m a t e  founda t ion  f o r  our  b e l i e f s  
wi th  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of s u b m i t t i n g  t o  a u t h o r i t y  
Gadamer r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  conse rva t ive  dimension of 
h i s  " a n t i c i p a t i o n  of completeness.  " (Uarnke 1987, 
136)s 

According t o  Warnke, Gadamer ma in t a in s  t h a t  u n l e s s  w e  

can develop a sys t ema t i c  account  f o r  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  system, 

then we should b l i n d l y  submit .  But, Gadamer's stress on t h e  

c o n t i n u a l l y  s h i f t i n g  hor izon of unders tanding  c o u n t e r a c t s  

charges  of conservat ism.  For example, i f  a l l  s o c i e t a l  

e r u p t i o n s  begin from a f e e l i n g  of d i s t r e s s ,  oppress ion ,  

uncomfortableness,  e tc . ,  and i f  s o c i a l  upheavals  and 

r e v o l u t i o n s  a r e  n o t  a r b i t r a r y  e rup t ions- - i f  t h e y  a r e  

r e a c t i o n s  t o  p a r t i c u l a r  inadequac ies  w i th in  a system--then 

such f e e l i n g s  of inadequac ies  w i l l  n a t u r a l l y  provoke 

q u e s t i o n s  and concerns  r ega rd ing  t h e  statusauo. It is 

p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  s ense  of inadequacy, when one runs  up a g a i n s t  

5Here Warnke appears  t o  be  r e f e r r i n g  t o  
w. Unfor tuna te ly ,  i n  her  whole s e c t i o n  on Gadamer's 
conservat ism,  s h e  f a i l s  t o  make r e f e r e n c e s  t o  e x p l i c i t  passages .  



something t h a t  one can no longer  make sense  o f ,  t h a t  Gadamer 

accounts  f o r  i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of p r e j u d i c e .  On Gadamer's 

account ,  t h e  ve ry  event  of q u e s t i o n i n g  and exposing one ' s  

p r e j u d i c e s  e l i c i t s  change- 

D i e t e r  Uisgeld  p rov ides  a h e l p f u l  coun te rpo in t  here .  

H e  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  Gadamer's c l a i m  about  t h e  fundamental and 

ub iqu i tous  a s p e c t  of  t r a d i t i o n  "does n o t  t u r n  Gadamer i n t o  an 

u l t r a - conse rva t ive . "  Uisgeld cont inues :  

For whi le  Gadamer claims t h a t ,  f o r  example, t h e  
development of s c i e n c e  w i l l  m e e t  a l i m i t ,  he a l s o  
s a y s  t h a t  t h e  l i m i t  is unknowable a t  p r e s e n t  
(Gadamer, 1967) - Nor does  Gadamer g i v e  h i s  no t ion  
of t r a d i t i o n  f i r m  s u b s t a n t i v e  c o n t e n t .  H e  does  n o t  
a rgue  t h a t  monogamous o r  p a t r i a r c h a l  f ami ly  
s t r u c t u r e s  w i l l  s u r v i v e  no mat te r  what. I n  h i s  own 
domain of p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s c h o l a r s h i p ,  t h e  s t u d y  of 
Greek phi losophy and German Idea l i sm (1976b) i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e r e  can be no q u e s t i o n  t h a t  he t a k e s  
a c r i t i ca l  a t t i t u d e  toward c e n t r a l  concepts .  
(Uisgeld  1985, 148)  

I am a rgu ing  t h a t  even though Gadamer does  n o t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a 

formal  c r i t i q u e  can be a p p l i e d  t o  our  knowledge as a whole, 

t h a t  does  n o t  mean Gadamer is a g a i n s t  t r y i n g  t o  be o b j e c t i v e  

about ,  o r  c r i t i c a l  o f ,  one 's  communication. The c o n f l i c t  

l i es  i n  t h e  e x t e n t  and deg ree  t o  which Gadamer and Habermas 

each t h i n k s  such  o b j e c t i v i t y  is p o s s i b l e -  I n  e x p l i c a t i n g  h i s  

deepes t  concern wi th  t h e  Habermasian p re suppos i t i on  of t h e  

c o u n t e r f a c t u a l  agreement, Gadamer w r i t e s :  "On my s i d e ,  by 

c o n t r a s t ,  t h e r e  is a deep skep t i c i sm about  t h e  f a n t a s t i c  

ove re s t ima t ion  of reason by comparison t o  t h e  a f f e c t i o n s  t h a t  

mot iva te  t h e  human mind" (Gadamer 1992c, 567). 



T h i s  c l a i m  should n o t  be read  as appea l ing  t o  some 

i n e f f a b l e  p r o c e s s  of unders tanding  t h a t  can never  be 

a r t i c u l a t e d .  Rather ,  r e c a l l  an e a r l i e r  q u o t a t i o n  from 

Gadamer i n  which he states t h a t  " i n  hermeneut ics  h i s t o r y  co- 

de te rmines  t h e  consciousness  of t h e  person who unders tands .  

Therein  l ies  an e s s e n t i a l  r e v e r s a l :  what is understood 

always deve lops  a c e r t a i n  power of convincing t h a t  he lps  form 

new conv ic t ions"  (Gadamer 1992c, 567). 

Gadamer adds  t h a t  whi le  unders tanding  is based on 

agreement ( e .g .  of p r e j u d i c e s  and t h e  over lapping  of 

hor izons)  t h i s  does  no t  mean t h a t  one must a g r e e  w i th  t h e  

p o s i t i o n  one is coming t o  unders tand.  Here I want t o  draw 

o u t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between agreement t h a t  makes 

unders tanding  p o s s i b l e  ( t h a t  is, a g e n e r a l  and tacit  

agreement of background, language, t r a d i t i o n )  and e x p l i c i t  

agreement over  p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t s  ( t h a t  is, t h e  s h a r i n g  of t h e  

s a m e  op in ions ) ,  I c a l l  t h e  la t ter  ' s u b j e c t i v e  agreement'  

and use  it t o  r e f e r  t o  agreement t h a t  is consc ious ,  and 

i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  s u b j e c t .  T h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  p l a y s  an 

important  p a r t  i n  unde rcu t t i ng  a c c u s a t i o n s  t h a t  i n  

emphasizing agreement t h e  hermeneutic p r o c e s s  e n t a i l s  

en fo rc ing  t h e  s t a t u s  aua.  'Subjec t ive  agreement'  t h u s  

c o n t r a s t s  w i t h  what Gadamer c a l l s  'hermeneutic expe r i ence* ,  

namely, t h e  p roces s  of " a f f i rming  what one unders tands ."s  I n  

6"Affirm" comes a c r o s s  as t o o  vague i n  its s i m i l a r i t y  t o  
"accep t . "  And i n  Engl i sh ,  we t a l k  about  " accep t ing  where 
someone is coming from," even though w e  may n o t  "agree" wi th  



f a c t ,  any such a t t empt  a t  s u b j e c t i v e  agreement w i l l  remain 

l i m i t e d  s i n c e  

what one unders tands  a lways speaks  f o r  i t s e l f .  On 
t h i s  depends t h e  whole r i c h n e s s  of  t h e  hermeneutic 
un ive r se ,  which i n c l u d e s  eve ry th ing  i n t e l l i g i b l e .  
S ince  it b r i n g s  t h i s  whole b read th  i n t o  p l ay ,  it 
f o r c e s  t h e  i n t e r p r e t e r  t o  p l a y  wi th  h i s  own 
p r e j u d i c e s  a t  s t a k e -  (Gadamer 1992c, 568) 

The he rneneu t i c  c i r c l e  is seen as e f f i c a c i o u s  by 

Gadaner, and n o t  as something t o  be avoided.  Le t  m e  g i v e  an 

example i n  o rde r  t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  key a s p e c t s  t h a t  make up t h e  

hermeneutic exper ience ,  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  it from mere 

s u b j e c t i v e  agreement and showing t h a t  t h e  former does  no t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  e n t a i l  t h e  l a t t e r -  T h i s  becomes important  i n  

demons t ra t ing  why t h e  he rneneu t i c  exper ience  does  n o t  o b l i g e  

one t o  ag ree  w i th  t h e  statusauo. 

L e t  u s  s a y  I an t r y i n g  t o  unders tand t h e  w a r  i n  Bosnia. 

Someone e x p l a i n s  t o  m e  t h e  commitments, concerns ,  and 

h i s t o r i e s  of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  e t h n i c i t i e s  i n  t h a t  reg ion .  I 

g r a d u a l l y  come t o  see and unders tand a s p e c t s  of  t h e  w a r  I 

have never  b e f o r e  cons idered .  I n  t h i s  regard ,  t h e  

hermeneutic exper ience  is at  p lay :  such  an unders tanding  is 

based on shared  p r e j u d i c e s  r ega rd ing  communication, g r a m m a r ,  

geography, e t h n i c i t y ,  w a r ,  p r i d e ,  b e l i e f  i n  one ' s  own va lues ,  

e t c .  Y e t ,  my new found i n s i g h t s  do  n o t  r e q u i r e  m e  i n  anyway 

t o  sympathize w i th  any p a r t i c u l a r  s i d e  i n  t h e  

on ly  does  t h e  hermeneutic p roces s  a l low m e  t o  

w a r .  Thus n o t  

remain 

him o r  her--hence my d e s i g n a t i o n ,  " s u b j e c t i v e  agreement." 
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o b j e c t i v e  ( I  can unders tand s e v e r a l  competing p o s i t i o n s  a t  

one t ime)  it a c t u a l l y  f o s t e r s  a f u r t h e r  examination ( th rough  

suspension and provoca t ion)  of my p rev ious ly  hidden 

p r e j u d i c e s  r ega rd ing  e t h n i c i t y  and n a t i o n a l i t y  which cannot  

b u t  he lp  have bea r ing  upon my l i f e  p r a c t i c e .  Thus such 

unders tanding is n o t  supported by any kind of idea l i sm;  it is 

no t  un i -d i r ec t iona l - - I  a m  a b l e  t o  come t o  a new unders tanding  

because of l i f e  exper ience  ( e - g . ,  I know what it 's l i k e  t o  

want something s o  bad ly  I ' m  w i l l i n g  t o  make ano the r  s u f f e r  

f o r  i t ) .  

Gadaner's p o i n t  is t h a t  t h e  c i r c u l a r  and cont inuous 

n a t u r e  of hermeneutic exper ience  n o t  on ly  emerges o u t  from 

l i f e  and pxaxia but  t h a t  t h e  hermeneutic exper ience  a l s o  

g i v e s  r i s e  t o  t h e  examination of p r e j u d i c e s ,  which cannot b u t  

he lp  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  nay we l i v e  our  l i v e s .  The p r a c t i c a l  

emphasis of knowing-how, which ep i tomizes  t h e  hermeneutic 

exper ience ,  demands a ' c r i t i q u e  of p r e j u d i c e s '  born of  

Draxis. I u s e  s c a r e  quo te s  he re  t o  emphasize t h a t  I do n o t  

mean a formal c r i t i q u e ,  bu t  one t h a t  r e s u l t s  from and 

acknowledges ou r  being-in-the-world wi thout  t r y i n g  t o  

t ranscend  it .  The s i t u a t e d n e s s  of our  being-in-the-world 

e f f e c t s  a c o n t i n u a l  s t i r r i n g  up of p r e j u d i c e s -  A s  t hey  are 

s t i r r e d  up, w e  a r e  fo rced  t o  g r a p p l e  w i th  them, and as w e  

g r a p p l e  wi th  them we a r e  changed, a long  wi th  our  environment. 

Against  t h o s e  t h a t  impute t h e  hermeneutic w i th  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e  
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s t a t u s  auo,  Gadamer's p r o j e c t  r e v e a l s  t h e  r i c h n e s s  and 

f e c u n d i t y  of t h e  hermeneutic expe r i ence .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  it would be  ea sy  t o  o b j e c t  t o  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  on Gadaner 's  account  t h e r e  is no in su rance  t h a t  t h e  

hermeneutic exper ience  w i l l  n o t  succumb t o  ideo logy-  For ,  i f  

bo th  we and our  environment a r e  i n  a c o n s t a n t  s t a t e  of f l u x ,  

how, wor r i e s  Habernas, can w e  escape a d i s t o r t e d  

unders tanding? For example, t h e r e  is no gua ran tee  t h a t  one 

would n o t  u se  t h e  example of  t h e  Bosnian w a r  t o  suppor t  

p o l i c i e s  r e s t r i c t i n g  t h e  immigration and freedom of 

d i f f e r e n t  e t h n i c i t i e s  w i th in  Canada. One n i g h t  conclude from 

t h e  w a r  i n  Bosnia t h a t  it is s imply t o o  dangerous t o  a l low 

immigrants i n t o  Canada f o r  it might l e a d  t o  e t h n i c  w a r s -  We 

need, Habermas warns, some t y p e  of c r i t i q u e  t o  p revent  u s  

f r o n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  our  l i f e  exper ience  t o  an i d e o l o g i c a l  end. 

According t o  Habermas, ideology,  o r  t h e  presence  of power i n  

communication, p rec ludes  t h e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of a l l  persons  i n  

a r a t i o n a l  d i a logue  committed t o  agreement. 

Remember, however, t h a t  Gadamer a rgues  t h a t  i n  

examining our  p r e j u d i c e s ,  coming t o  a new unders tanding,  

e t c . ,  t h e r e  is more go ing  on than  what a formal  c r i t i q u e  can 

account f o r .  One way t o  b r i n g  o u t  t h i s  p o i n t  is t o  cons ider  

Gadamer's no t ion  of  r h e t o r i c .  Rhe tor ic  is a form of reason 

t h a t  r e l i e s  on t h e  know-how of a s i t u a t i o n .  I t  r e v e a l s  t h e  

way i n  which unders tanding  is n o t ,   ace Habernas, a mat te r  of 

merely e x t r a c t i n g  r u l e s  f r o n  a s i t u a t i o n  and then apply ing  



them. Rhetor ic ,  as one form pragmat ic  reason t a k e s ,  

demonstra tes  t h e  i n s e p a r a b i l i t y  of unders tanding  and 

a p p l i c a t i o n .  Gadamer d e s c r i b e s  t h e  way i n  which pragmatic 

reason l i n k s  r h e t o r i c  and hermeneutics:  

I would l i k e  t o  s e e  more r ecogn i t i on  of t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  t h i s  is t h e  r e a l m  hermeneutics s h a r e s  wi th  
r h e t o r i c :  t h e  realm of  arguments t h a t  a r e  
convincing (which is n o t  t h e  s a m e  as l o g i c a l l y  
compel l ing) .  I t  is t h e  r e a l m  of p r a c t i c e  and 
humanity i n  g e n e r a l ,  and its province is n o t  where 
t h e  power of " i ron -c l ad  conclusions"  must be 
accepted without  d i s c u s s i o n ,  nor where emancipatory 
r e f l e c t i o n  is c e r t a i n  of  its " c o n t r a f a c t u a l  
agreements,"  b u t  r a t h e r  where c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s s u e s  
a r e  decided by r ea sonab le  cons ide ra t ion .  . . . I f  
r h e t o r i c  a p p e a l s  t o  t h e  f e e l i n g s ,  as has  long been 
c l e a r ,  t h a t  i n  no way means it f a l l s  o u t s i d e  t h e  
r e a l m  of t h e  r ea sonab le .  (Gadamer 1992c, 568) 

Gadamer goes  on t o  a rgue  t h a t  r h e t o r i c  is no t  merely a 

technique b u t  is embedded i n  t h e  p r a c t i c e  of l i f e  i t s e l f .  

I n  what way, then ,  is r h e t o r i c  more i n  danger of being a t o o l  

of  ideology than  is t h e  appea l  t o  t h e  l o g i c ,  o r  t h e  

' r a t i o n a l *  r e s u l t s ,  of technique,  app l i ed  by t h e  s o c i a l  

s c i e n t i s t s ?  Through h i s  development of t h e  s imi la r i t i e s  

p l a y s  a p a r t  i n  a l l  of our  experience--not j u s t  t h a t  of 

communicative r a t i o n a l i t y .  Cons t ruc t ing  a d e f i n i t i o n  of 

communicative r a t i o n a l i t y  is no t  unimportant ,  b u t  it can 

never  r e v e a l  a l l  of t h e  myriad of complex mot iva t ions  t h a t  

make up our l i v e s .  Gadamer concludes t h i s  s e c t i o n  ( a f t e r  a 

dense b u t  f a s c i n a t i n g  d i scuss ion  on p r a c t i c a l  reason and 

cons i s t ency )  w i th  t h e s e  words: 



I can o n l y  c o n s i d e r  it a f a t a l  confusion when t h e  
d i a l e c t i c a l  c h a r a c t e r  of  a l l  r e f l e c t i o n ,  its 
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  preg iven ,  is t i e d  t o  an i d e a l  of 
t o t a l  en l igh tenment .  To m e  t h a t  seems j u s t  as 
mis taken as t h e  i d e a l  of f u l l y  r a t i o n a l  s e l f -  
c l a r i t y ,  of  an i n d i v i d u a l  who would l i v e  i n  f u l l  
consc iousness  and c o n t r o l  of  h i s  impulses and 
mot ives .  (Gadamer 1992c, 572) 

I n  o t h e r  words, t h e r e  is a p l a c e  f o r  c r i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n - -  

Gadamer never  d e n i e s  t h i s .  However, t o  t h i n k  t h a t  it can go 

beyond h e r n e n e u t i c a l  expe r i ence  is t o  subsc r ibe  t o  an 

i n f l a t e d  view of  r a t i o n a l i t y -  The n a t u r e  of t h e  

hermeneut ica l  expe r i ence  is i l l u s t r a t e d  by r h e t o r i c :  bo th  

have t h e i r  b a s i s  i n  l i f e  expe r i ence  which i n c l u d e s  

communica t ive- ra t iona l i ty  b u t  is more than t h a t  ( i - e . ,  

m, p r e j u d i c e s ,  a f f e c t i o n s ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  e t c . ) .  To 

s u g g e s t ,  as Habermas seems t o  do,  t h a t  one is a b l e  t o  

a r t i c u l a t e  t o  onese l f  a l l  t h e  p o s s i b l e  reasons  f o r  do ing  

something, o r  t o  be  a b l e  t o  expose a l l  of one ' s  p r e j u d i c e s  a t  

once, is t o  s l i p  i n t o  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  dream of  t r y i n g  t o  

suspend a l l  of one ' s  b e l i e f s  a t  one t i m e .  Habernas t h e r e f o r e  

seems unable  t o  escape t h e  s n a r e s  of h i s  d u a l i s t i c  

ob j ec t iv i sm,  t h e  e r r o r s  of which have been exposed by 

Gadamer's hermeneutics-as-ontology- Pushing hermeneutics t o  

r e t u r n  t o  epistemology (by deve lop ing  it i n t o  a formal 

c r i t i q u e  t o  hermeneut ics)  t h u s  proves  f u t i l e .  



CONCLUSION 

I n  t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  I a d d r e s s e d  f o u r  key c r i t i c i s m s  

Habermas makes a g a i n s t  t h e  Gadaner ian  p r o j e c t .  I po in ted  o u t  

how Gadaner acknowledged t h a t  he w a s  most t roub led  by t h e  

c h a r g e  imput ing  h i s  he rmeneu t i c s  w i t h  conservat i sm.  I n  fact,  

it seems f a i r  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  most c r i t i c s  of t h e  Gadamerian 

p r o j e c t  xooner o r  later come around t o  making charges  of t h i s  

s o r t -  Habermas, Ricoeur ,  B e r n s t e i n ,  Warnke, a l l  p r e s e n t  

c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  t h e  way i n  which Gadamer's c l a i m  r ega rd ing  t h e  

u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  t h e  he rmeneu t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  f a i l s  t o  p r o v i d e  

h i s  he rmeneu t i c s  w i t h  a c r i t i ca l  component. I have a rgued ,  

however, t h a t  t h e  absence  of a fo rmal  c r i t i q u e  does  n o t  r u l e  

o u t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c r i t i ca l  r e f l e c t i o n  of a d i f f e r e n t  

s o r t ;  namely, a non-methodological  c r i t ica l  r e f l e c t i o n  t h a t  

relies on t h e  t empora l ,  c i r c u l a r ,  and c o n t e x t u a l  a s p e c t s  of 

an  o n t o l o g i c a l  he rmeneu t i c s .  

By way o f  c o n c l u s i o n ,  I want t o  s u g g e s t  a d i r e c t i o n  i n  

which t h e  Gadamerian p r o j e c t  nay  p roceed .  A s  I concluded i n  

t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  Gadaner and Habermas f u n d a n e n t a l l y ,  and 

i r r e c o n c i l a b l y ,  d i f f e r  o v e r  t h e i r  v iews r e g a r d i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  

and e x t e n t  o f  t h e  r o l e  t r a d i t i o n  p l a y s  i n  unders tand ing-  

Although Habermas concedes  t h e  Gadamerian p o i n t  t h a t  
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unders tanding  is con t ingen t  t o  t r d i t i m  ~ n d  hiwkn~y, he 

t h i n k s  t h a t  by in t roduc ing  s c i e n t i f i c  method i n t o  

hermeneutics t h e r e  is a way t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  d i s t o r t i v e  

i n f l u e n c e s  of t r a d i t i o n .  

Another way of e x p r e s s i n g  t h e i r  fundamental d i f f e r e n c e  

is t o  cons ide r  t h e  r o l e  each  a s s i g n s  t o  p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e -  

Although, as I noted i n  Chapter  Four, Habermas does  n o t  t h i n k  

phi losophy should p l a y  t h e  r o l e  of s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  judge,  he 

seems t o  imply t h a t  a ph i losophy  t h a t  is n o t  p o l i t i c a l  is 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y  i n  danger  of be ing  i d e o l o g i c a l .  T h i s  l i n k i n g  

of phi losophy wi th  p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e  presupposes  an i n f l a t e d  

view of r a t i o n a l i t y -  He asserts t h a t  i f  phi losophy can 

i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  r a t i o n a l  and n o n - d i s t o r t i v e  modes of 

communication, we w i l l  be a b l e  t o  fo l low t h e s e  norms t o  a 

f r e e r  s o c i e t y .  One could s a y  t h a t  Habermas, i n  s p i t e  of a l l  

h i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  avoid a ' F i r s t  Phi losophy ' ,  ends  up 

p o l i t i c i z i n g  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  a i m ,  I n s t e a d  of s eek ing  a f t e r  t h e  

'mind of God', Habermas s e e k s  a f t e r  t h e  'mind of Humanity'- 

I n s t e a d  of f r e e i n g  u s  t o  pursue  knowledge f o r  knowledge's 

sake ,  Habermas wants phi losophy t o  f r e e  u s  f o r  a b e t t e r  

s o c i e t y .  I f  w e  could j u s t  know what is t r u l y  r a t i o n a l  (by 

methodological ly  examining t h e  fundamental s t r u c t u r e  of 

humanity: language and c u l t u r e ) ,  w e  can be  f r e e .  A 

Gadamerian response a s s e r t s  t h a t  even our  concept ions  of t h e  

t e r m s ,  "freedom', ' b e t t e r  s o c i e t y ' ,  remain condi t ioned  by 
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our t r a d i t i o n .  Re f l ec t ion  can never  produce a c u l t u r a l l y  

n e u t r a l  c r i t i q u e .  

Having come t o  t h e  p l a c e  where w e  l e t  Habermas and 

Gadamer agree  t o  d i s a g r e e  over t h e  r o l e  of t r a d i t i o n ,  I want 

t o  examine t h e  ques t ion  I posed i n  Chapter  One and use  it t o  

sugges t  a r e a s  f o r  f u r t h e r  r e s e a r c h  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of 

he rneneu t i c s .  Rather than i n f e r r i n g  t h a t  i f  it no longer  

makes s ense  t o  push hermeneutics towards epistemology,  then 

t h e  need f o r  some s o r t  of s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e  is 

a l l e v i a t e d ,  I want t o  cons ide r  whether t h e r e  is another  way 

of framing t h i s  ques t ion  t h a t  reveals something deeper  about  

Gadamer's hermeneutics-as-ontology. A more r e l e v a n t  and 

u s e f u l  way of framing t h e  q u e s t i o n  is t o  i n q u i r e  whether 

t h e r e  is a form of s e l f - c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  e l u d e s  t h e  

problemat ic  dual ism of p i t t i n g  formal ized  method a g a i n s t  

hermeneutic r e f l e c t i o n .  

Indeed, t h e  lacuna Ricoeur and Habermas s e n s e  i n  

Gadamer's p r o j e c t  has  t o  do wi th  t h e  absence of  h i s  e x p l i c i t  

c a l l  f o r  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e .  Again, Habermas has  

l i t t l e  impetus t o  a c c u r a t e l y  d e s c r i b e  t h e  mind of  God; 

r a t h e r ,  he is concerned wi th  t h e  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  e f f e c t s  

of hermeneutics.  Such a p r a c t i c a l  concern u n d e r l i e s  

Ricoeur ' s  and Habermas's i n s i s t e n c e  upon t h e  development of a 

sys temat ized  and g e n e r a l i z e d  c r i t i q u e ,  an ' ep i s temologica l '  

a s p e c t  t o  hermeneutics.  While I agree wi th  t h e  need t o  make 

e x p l i c i t  t h e  p l a c e  of s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e  (and 
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Gadamer would surely agree, see Gadamer 1992a, 1992b), I 

want to argue that this can be done without returning to an 

epistemological emphasis, per se. In making suggestions for 

further research, I want to develop a second dimension to 

Ricoeur's hermeneutics-as-epistenology/ontology scheme. 

In Chapter One, I discussed Ricoeur's line of 

questioning that traced the movement from epistemology to 

ontology within herneneutics over the past 300 years. I want 

to add another axis to Ricoeur's epistemological-ontological 

one: one that draws on the opposition between 

generalized/de-regionalized and particularized/pragmatic 

approaches. 

As I explained in Chapter One, prior to Schleiermacher, 

herneneutics pursued an epistemological approach to the 

interpretation of texts. Biblical and legal hermeneuts 

sought to find the one true meaning of a text, where 'true' 

was assumed to be ahistorical and static. Thus besides being 

epistemological, the pre-Schleiermacherian hermeneutic 

concern was also with the particulars of textual 

interpretation- A significant shift in hermeneutics took 

place with Schleiermacher's attempt to come up with a 

generalized account of the hermeneutic process. He was no 

longer merely concerned just with the specifics of 

interpreting particular texts, but sought to give an 

epistemological account of how understanding in general took 

place. 
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Heidegger then took the emphasis within hermeneutics 

from the epistemological to the ontological. He changed the 

emphasis of hermeneutics from the epistemological search for 

the one accurate 'representation' of meaning to an 

ontological inquiry into the way in which Being shapes our 

understanding. In following Schleiermacher's impetus for 

developing a general account for understanding, Heidegger 

maintained that we needed to grasp the way in which Being 

precedes knowing. In a similar fashion, Gadamer extended the 

Heideggerian project to explicating the universality of the 

hermeneutic experience. 

Throughout the history of hermeneutics, then, we can 

observe the movement not only from the epistemological to the 

ontological, but also from the particulars of textual 

interpretation to a general account of understanding. With 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries' emphasis on a 

generalized account of understanding, Habermas insists that 

we must have some sort of political critique. He and Ricoeur 

assert that only by re-introducing the epistemological 

emphasis to hermeneutics can we bring about a socio-political 

critique. However, as I have shown in the last chapter, 

such a move back to epistemology will be fundamentally 

incompatible with the Gadamerian project, I want to argue 

that Gadamer's hermeneutics-as-ontology allows hermeneutics 

to remain ontological but steps away from generalized or 

systematized accounts to refocus on the way in which 
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hermeneutics is initiated on a particular, concrete, and 

pragmatic level. In so doing, we do not need to negate the 

generalized accounts of Heidegger and Gadamer but we can find 

ways to incorporate a socio-political response that remains 

compatible with their fundamental ontological commitments. 

We can push to expand the project of Gadamer to incorporate a 

distanciation that occurs primarily on the particular level, 

allowing for a greater socio/political awareness. 

Relying both on Heidegger's notion of being-in-the-world 

and Gadamer's fore-conception of completeness, the emphasis 

on particularity prevents a return to dualistic accounts of 

method while at the same time fosters a critical stance that 

does not try to transcend its own particularity- As I 

stressed in Chapter One, no-one doubts the need for the 

continual questioning and examination of one's own beliefs- 

The tension, however, between Gadaner, on one hand, and 

Ricoeur and Habermas on the other, concerns the nature and 

scope of such a critique- I have argued that we do not need, 

indeed, cannot have a formalized critique, or return to 

epistemology, if we want to remain within the flow of the 

Gadanerian project. 

A central question for future Gadamerian studies is: is 

there a place in the onto-hermeneutical approach for a socio- 

political critique of any sort? I believe that such a 

critique may be developed provided it is: 1) dialogical and 
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s e l f - c r i t i c a l ,  2 )  i n i t i a t e d  a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  level, and 3) 

p ragmat ic .  I w i l l  b r i e f l y  trace s u c h  a p a t h  h e r e .  

F i r s t ,  t h roughou t  t h i s  t h e s i s  I have been a r g u i n g  t h a t  

Gadaner 's h e r n e n e u t i c  p r o j e c t  c o n t a i n s  an  i n c e n t i v e  f o r  self-  

c r i t i q u e  i n  t h a t  t h e  whole h e r m e n e u t i c a l  p r o c e s s  i n v o l v e s  and 

n e c e s s i t a t e s  c o n t i n u a l  q u e s t i o n i n g .  The i n i t i a t i o n  of  t h e  

h e r n e n e u t i c  p r o c e s s  by a q u e s t i o n ,  and t h e  r e p e a t e d  c a l l i n g  

i n t o  q u e s t i o n  and exposure  of  o u r  p r e j u d i c e s ,  c o n s t i t u t e  its 

d i a l o g i c a l  c h a r a c t e r .  (Recall C h a p t e r  Three  where I 

d i s c u s s e d  how t h e  f l u i d ,  t empora l ,  and c i r c u l a r  a s p e c t s  o f  

Gadamer's he rmeneu t i c s  p r e v e n t s  a c c u s a t i o n s  of  p a s s i v i t y  from 

s t i c k i n g .  ) 

The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  h e r n e n e u t i c  p r o c e s s  n e v e r  s o l i d i f i e s  

seems a s t r o n g e r  p r e v e n t i o n  a g a i n s t  i d e o l o g y  t h a n  t h e  

f o r m u l a t i o n  o f  a method t h a t  p romises ,  a t  t h e  v e r y  least, a 

s e n s e  o f  f i n a l i t y .  The v e r y  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  s e l f - c r i t i q u e  

p r e c l u d e s  amending t h e  h e r n e n e u t i c  p r o c e s s  w i t h  a f o r m a l i z e d  

i d e o l o g i c a l  c r i t i q u e -  For ,  t o  admi t  t h a t  w e  are a lways  i n  

danger  of  b e i n g  i d e o l o g i c a l ,  t h a t  w e  are a lways  i n  p r o c e s s ,  

a lways  "on t h e  way," s e e m s  a s u r e r  way o f  r o u t i n g  o u t  

d i s t o r t i n g  p r e j u d i c e s  t h a n  r e l y i n g  on a p r o c e d u r e  t h a t  

p u r p o r t e d l y  a l l o w s  u s  t o  t r a n s c e n d  o u r  s i t u a t e d n e s s -  

Heidegger h a s  d e s c r i b e d  what happens when w e  f a i l  t o  

acknowledge t h e  primacy o f  Being t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ;  and 

Gadamer's he rmeneu t i c s  a t t e m p t s  t o  ex tend  t h i s  p o i n t .  



Gadamer, i n  h i s  later  w r i t i n g s ,  stresses t h e  dynamic 

n a t u r e  of t h e  p roces s  of unders tanding:  "Self -unders tanding 

can  no longer  be  i n t e g r a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  a conp le t e  s e l f -  

t ransparency  i n  t h e  s ense  of a f u l l  p resence  of ou r se lves  t o  

ou r se lves ,  Se l f -unders tanding  is always on-the-way; it is on 

a pa th  whose completion is a c l e a r  i m p o s s i b i l i t y "  (Gadaner 

1992b, 103) .  To a d n i t  t h a t  " se l f -unders tanding  is always on- 

the-way" is t o  admit  something even more fundamental and 

provoca t ive  about  our  d e s i r e  f o r  a f i n a l ,  conp le t e ,  and 

s c i e n t i f i c  unders tanding :  

One has  t o  a s k  onese l f  whether t h e  dynamic l a w  of 
human l i f e  can be conceived adequa te ly  i n  t e r m s  of 
p rog res s ,  of a c o n t i n u a l  advance f r o n  t h e  unknown 
i n t o  t h e  known, and whether t h e  course  of human 
c u l t u r e  is a c t u a l l y  a l i n e a r  p rog res s ion  f r o n  
mythology t o  enl ightenment .  One should e n t e r t a i n  a 
complete ly  d i f f e r e n t  no t ion :  whether t h e  movement 
of hunan e x i s t e n c e  does  n o t  i s s u e  i n  a r e l e n t l e s s  
i nne r  t e n s i o n  between i l l u m i n a t i o n  and concealment. 
n i g h t  it n o t  be j u s t  a p r e j u d i c e  of modern t i m e s  
t h a t  t h e  no t ion  of p r o g r e s s  t h a t  is i n  f a c t  
c o n s t i t u t i v e  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t  of s c i e n t i f i c  r e s e a r c h  
should be  t r a n s f e r a b l e  t o  t h e  whole of hunan l i v i n g  
and hunan c u l t u r e ?  One has  t o  a s k  whether 
p rog res s ,  as it is a t  home i n  t h e  s p e c i a l  f i e l d  of 
s c i e n t i f i c  r e s e a r c h ,  is a t  a l l  consonant w i th  t h e  
c o n d i t i o n s  of  human e x i s t e n c e  i n  g e n e r a l ,  Is t h e  
no t ion  of an eve r  mounting and s e l f - p e r f e c t i n g  
enl ightenment  f i n a l l y  ambiguous? (Gadamer 1992b, 
104-105) 

Here w e  see a profoundly d i f f e r e n t  view of unders tanding  

than t h a t  advanced by Descar tes .  The i l l u m i n a t i o n  and 

concealment of everyday l i f e  exper ience  and of t h e  u n i v e r s a l  

hermeneutic expe r i ence  cannot  be cap tured  by s c i e n t i f i c  

method. There  is no e x t r a c t i n g  o u r s e l v e s  o u t  f r o n  ou r  

fundamental hermeneutic exper ience  i n  o r d e r  t o  p roc la im 
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whether w e  a r e  headed toward enlightenment o r  ideology--here 

is where t h e  i d e a  of " s e l f - p e r f e c t i n g  enlightenment is 

f i n a l l y  ambiguous." Given t h i s  c o n t r a s t  between t h e  

messiness  and t h e  ambiguity of human e x i s t e n c e  v e r s u s  t h e  

need f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  method t o  g i v e  f i n a l  and p r e c i s e  

d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  i n  what way can w e  develop o r  even nake s e n s e  

of t h e  no t ion  of a c r i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n  we might app ly  t o  our  

knowledge? 

Th i s  b r i n g s  u s  t o  my second p o i n t  r ega rd ing  t h e  way i n  

which t h e  hermeneutic p roces s  is i n i t i a t e d  a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  

and c o n c r e t e  l e v e l .  Gadaner has  shown t h a t  q u e s t i o n s  such as 

"How can I know my t r a d i t i o n  is n o t  i deo log ica l ? "  do n o t  nake 

any sense  when p u t  t o  t h e  whole of one 's  t r a d i t i o n .  A s  I 

have argued throughout t h i s  t h e s i s ,  even t h e  framing of such  

q u e s t i o n s  emerge o u t  from t h e  t r a d i t i o n  as a whole--there is 

no ' t r a d i t i o n - l e s s '  s t a n d p o i n t .  Gadamer has  sought t o  expose 

t h e  problem wi th  t h e  impetus t o  r e i f y  t r a d i t i o n .  He has 

maintained t h a t  it does  n o t  nake any s e n s e  t o  view t r a d i t i o n  

as something we can s t a n d  over  a g a i n s t  as a t o t a l i t y  and have 

some kind of u l t i m a t e  p e r s p e c t i v e  on. H e  has  a l s o  shown how 

w e  do  n o t  need, i n  f a c t  cannot have, a g e n e r a l i z e d  account  

f o r  d e t e c t i n g  ideology.  Does t h i s  mean, however, t h a t  

Gadamer's hermeneutics p rec ludes  any d e l v i n g  i n t o  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  ideology? Not a t  a l l -  For ,  q u e s t i o n s  l i k e  

"How do  w e  know w e  are n o t  be ing  ideo log ica l ? "  r e v e a l  t h e i r  

f o r c e  when addressed a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  l e v e l ,  as by an 



i n d i v i d u a l  qua c i t i z e n ,  as opposed t o  a s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  

a t t empt ing  t o  t ranscend  t h e  i n f l u e n c e s  of a c u l t u r e .  

I argued i n  t h e  preced ing  chap te r  a g a i n s t  Georgia 

Warnke's charge t h a t  Gadamer l eaves  u s  a t  a l o s s  f o r  

p rov id ing  any type  of c r i t i q u e ,  and t h a t  we a r e  doomed t o  

accep t  t h e  statusauo. I t a k e  her  c r i t i c i s m s  t o  b o i l  down t o  

echoing Ricoeur ' s  d e s i r e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  epistemology t o  

prov ide  some s o r t  of c r i t i q u e .  David Hoy h e l p s  t o  r e f o c u s  our  

ques t ion .  He a sks :  "Thus c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  d e b a t e  a r e  t h e  

q u e s t i o n s ,  can t h e  t r a d i t i o n  i t s e l f  be c r i t i c i z e d ,  and can 

r e f l e c t i o n  emancipate i t s e l f  from its h i s t o r i c a l  

condi t ions?"  (Hoy 1978, 118) -  Fu r the r  on, Hoy quo te s  

Gadamer : 

T r a d i t i o n  e x i s t s  on ly  i n  c o n s t a n t  a l t e r a t i o n .  "To 
g a i n  a connect ion"  wi th  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  is a 
formula t ion  intended t o  ca l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  an 
exper ience  whereby our  p l a n s  and wishes a r e  always 
i n  advance of r e a l i t y ,  and a r e ,  s o  t o  speak,  even 
without  connect ion wi th  r e a l i t y -  What then becomes 
important  is t o  mediate between d e s i r a b l e  
a n t i c i p a t i o n s  and p r a c t i c a b l e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  
between s h e e r  wishes and a c t u a l  i n t en t ions - - tha t  
is, t o  imagine t h e  a n t i c i p a t i o n s  i n  t h e  subs t ance  
of  r e a l i t y .  (Hoy 1978, 127)  

Hoy then remarks t h a t  

[ t l h i s  s t a t emen t  shows t h e  appea l  t o  t r a d i t i o n  t o  
be Pragnatic r a t h e r  than m. A s  such,  it is 
n o t  in tended t o  p r e s e r v e  o l d  s t a n d a r d s  and methods 
of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  nor t h e  o l d  r e s u l t s .  . . . t h e  
appea l  t o  t r a d i t i o n  demands t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  
c r i t i c i s m :  it  r e q u i r e s  a move t o  methodological  
se l f -consc iousness ,  t o  awareness of  t h e  r e l a t i o n  
between what is be ing  s a i d  and what should be s a i d .  
I n s t e a d  of  be ing  y e t  ano the r  method, Gadamer's 
hermeneut ics  is a cal l  f o r  methodical  s e l f -  
r e f l e c t i o n  on t h e  p a r t  of  a l l  t h e  humanis t ic  
e n t e r p r i s e s .  I n  t h a t  s ense ,  however, hermeneutics 



is still e s s e n t i a l l y  l i nked  t o  p r a x i s .  (Hoy 1978, 
127) 

Hy t h i r d  p o i n t  concerns  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  fo r  drawing o u t  

t h e  pragmatic emphasis w i th in  Gadamer 's hermeneutics. A s  I 

mentioned above, emphasizing t h e  pragmatic element i n  

Gadamer 's p r o j e c t  is something t h a t  Gadamer himself has  done 

i n  h i s  l a t e r  work. Hoy is n o t  t h e  on ly  c r i t i c  who s e e s  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  Gadamer's he rneneu t i c s  moving us i n  t h e  

d i r e c t i o n  of p r a x i s -  Richard Be rns t e in  has a l so  developed 

t h e  Gadamerian p r o j e c t  a long  p r a g n a t i c  l i n e s .  Be rns t e in ' s  

a n a l y s i s  proves  i n s i g h t f u l  i n  t h a t  it chal lenges  and ex tends  

t h e  boundar ies  of Gadaner's p r o j e c t  wi thout  undermining h i s  

fundamental commitments. 

Although Berns te in  a g r e e s  wi th  Gadamer t h a t  

herneneut ics ,  much l e s s  phi losophy,  can never,  should never ,  

c l a i m  t o  be a b l e  t o  s o l v e  a l l  t h e  problems of s o c i e t y  and 

p o l i t i c s ,  he n o t e s  t h a t  Gadamer's own s e l f - a t t r i b u t e d  g o a l  of 

developing h i s  hermeneut ics  demands more- Bernste in  w r i t e s :  

The c h i e f  t a s k  f o r  ph i lo soph ic  hermeneutics is t o  
i l l u m i n a t e  what happens when w e  understand--and 
t h i s  is e s s e n t i a l l y  a ph i lo soph ic  ques t ion .  But, 
such a l i n e  of de fense  is inadequate ,  and a b i t  t o o  
f a c i l e .  Why? Because Gadamer does c l a i m  t o  
i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  

t e s w i s s e n s c h a f f e n  ( a l t hough  no t  t o  provide a 
methodological  t r e a t i s e  on them). (Berns te in  1983, 
160) 

A s  an example of hermeneut ics  becoming more a t t uned  t o  

p r a x i s  Be rns t e in  cal ls  on Gadamer t o  t e l l  u s  

what is and ought t o  be t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  c r i t i c a l  
e v a l u a t i o n  of t h e  problems of modernity. . . . I t  . . is n o t  sufflclent t o  g i v e  a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  t h a t  



d i r e c t s  u s  t o  t r a d i t i o n .  What is requ i r ed  is a 
form of argumentation t h a t  s e e k s  t o  warrant  what is 
v a l i d  i n  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n .  (Be rns t e in  1983, 155) 

I t h i n k  Berns t e in  is c o r r e c t  i n  pushing Gadamer t o  cons ide r  

t h e  b a s i s  by which he p rov ides  h i s  own c r i t i q u e s .  The 

problem, however, l i e s  i n  t h e  t h r e a t  of i n f i n i t e  r e g r e s s :  

one would then have t o  develop t h e  b a s i s  by which one made a 

c r i t i q u e  of t h e  c r i t i q u e  and s o  on, ad i n f i n i t u n .  

How then  can hermeneut ics  manage t o  avoid the  s n a r e s  of 

bo th  i n f i n i t e  regress and r e l a t i v i s m ?  By accept ing  t h e  

f i n i t e n e s s  of our  p a r t i c u l a r i t y ;  f o r ,  no one ind iv idua l  can 

o f f e r  up a sys t ema t i c ,  t empora l ly  complete,  he rme t i ca l ly  

s e a l e d  c r i t i q u e .  To pu t  it i n  Heideggerian t e r n s ,  we can 

p i c t u r e  o u r s e l v e s  as p a r t  of Being r a t h e r  than i s o l a t e d  

beings .  We w i l l  t hen  s e e  our  work as t h i n k e r s  not  t o  

complete a system b u t  as ex tending  thought :  w e  a r e  p a r t  of a 

c o ~ u n i t y  i n t o  which w e  a r e  c a l l e d  t o  i n t e r a c t  wi th ,  

cha l l enge ,  and l i s t e n  t o ,  t h e  i d e a s  of o t h e r s .  P a r t  of what 

praxis would look l i k e  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  is t h e  acknowledgement 

of  our  s i t u a t e d n e s s  w i th in  a s p e c i f i c  c o ~ u n i t y  and t o  t h u s  

s e e  ou r  g o a l  as cementing on one a n o t h e r ' s  work i n  such a 

way t h a t  no one i n d i v i d u a l  s e e k s  t o  procla im a f i n i s h e d  work. 

The temporal  a s p e c t  of unders tanding  which Gadamer deve lops  

r e v e a l s  t h e  inconc lus iveness  of an i n d i v i d u a l  p r o j e c t  and 

opens up t h e  way f o r  a c o r n u n i t y  of t h i n k e r s  as a whole t o  

p rov ide  a c r i t i q u e .  
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There is obvious ly  a l o t  more t o  be s a i d  on t h e s e  

i s s u e s ;  and I think it would prove f r u i t f u l  t o  address them 

elsewhere i n  more d e t a i l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  by d e l v i n g  i n t o  the  

s i m i l a r i t i e s  and c o n t r a s t s  between twentieth-century German 

hermeneutics and American pragmatism. 
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