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The ‘grand theorists’ discussed in this book are all very different
from one another, yet most of them agree in attaching enormous im-
portance to the idea of frameworks which give meaning and signifi-
cance to individual phenomena: Kuhn’s paradigms or disciplinary
matrices, Althusser’s problematzques, Foucault’s discourses, epi-
stemes, and ‘regimes’.

All these frameworks are guides to understanding, but at the same
time guides to action. The disciplinary matrix of particle physics
makes it possible both to understand what the practitioners are up
to, and to join in with them. Althusser’s reconstruction of Marx’s
scientific problematic is intended to clarify the import of Marx’s
work (of which Marx was not fully aware) and to make possible the
further development of more specialised ‘regional’ theories within
Marxism. Foucault’s frameworks seem at first sight to be more a
matter of external historical description, yet even here we are
brought to realise our inevitable complicity in the modern European
regime of truth/power.

These two ideas — understanding seen firstly as a holistic process
mediated by a complex framework and secondly as an active
process of encounter and response ~ are also central to the work of

matter of commitment is a theme he has taken from Heldegger, but
made very much his own.
Hans-Georg Gadamer was born in(1 900(stud1ed 1_1nd_gﬁ H_e_lge
ger and worked mainly at the universities of Marburg and Heidel~
“berg. He retired officially in 1968 but remains extremely active. His
main work, Truth and Method, was published in 1960, though not
translated into English until 1975. Gadamer endorses the tra-
ditional conception of understanding an unfamiliar text or way. of
lefigg a holistic process, operating within a hermeneutic circle in
which we move back and forth between specific parts of the ‘text’
and our rconception of it as a totality, Understanding, in other
words; 15 riot a matter of simple addition of discrete elements. If, for
example, | want to learn Serbo-Croat, one of the worst ways of
doing so is to take an English-Serbo-Croat dictionary and work
slowly through it. A more promising strategy is to build up a basis of
simple sentences which are meaningful in themselves.
The traditional hermeneutic conception of understanding, as it
developed in the Romantic period, is that it is something which is
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makesg0ssiblebut at the same time Sets limitsko, any interpretative

not automatic; it requires a certain openness of mind, an ability to

put oneself into the place of the author of the book or the partici- {  technique.
pants in the way of life. This notion of projection tends to be misun- Traditional hermeneutic theory postulates a subject who aims to
defstosd™in ‘the Anglo-Saxon world as a mysterious kind of understand an object (a text, a social practice, or. whatever) as it is in
i \émpathy,, but what Dilthey and others really had in mind was a itself. This_means that the subject must be as open-minded anc}}" w7
i mich Tore cerebral process based on a common sphere of experi- unprejudiced as possible, approaching the object without precony
ence: } ceptions, FoxGadamerpby contrast, preconceptions or prejudices

are What make understanding possible’in the first place. They are

bound up with our dwareness df the historical influence or effec-

tivity of the text; and withott this awareness we would not under-
stand it. It is impossible to understand the!’@\_or the Communist \'7’:5:{
Manifesto without a knowledge of the role they have played in oup””

Every single human expression represents something which is common to
many and therefore part of the realtiof objective mind. Every word or
sentence, every gesture or form of politeness, every work of art and every
historical deed are only understandable because the person expressing
himself and the person who understands him are connected by something it

ave Il commonythe individual always experierices, thiniks, acts, and history. , , . Lo
f) Our understandin < ses out ofOur positionin a histori-

cal tradition, and this is in fact our link with the historical influence
Gadamer would I think be happy with this formulation. Where he or effectivity of the text itself (Gadamer 1975a: xxi). Understanding
i: diverges from the nineteenth-century tradition is in rejecting its is a matter of forgetting our own horizo ..of‘_ m

i stress on method (hence the title of his book). In a sense, the basis of ‘putting ourselves within that of the 4lien textspr i ociety; it~ 224
: this disagreement-ean-be_pinned down to two)different interpret- means_merging or(fusingdour own horizons with_theirs. In
i c ations of the traditional principle of understanding that ‘meaning is— Gadamer’s view, hermeneutic theory has paid§5 much attentiono
Hae _to be read out of, not int6 the text: sensus non est inferendus, sed the detached>way in which we tend to interpret literary texts, and
i dﬂ%‘w eferendus’ (Wach 1929: 9). Theé firstinterpretation of this principle not enough to the more practical concerns of legal or theologlcal_m-_ |
. points towards the construction of precise methods to capture the terpretations, where the outcome is not just a better understanding\ Toxr et
! it is in itself, stripping away any ‘modern’ assumptions of a text but its actual incorporation into our own lives, omdirrn |
P lices, just as a natural sc c experiment tries t exclude ‘As Gadamer puts it in his Foreword to the second edition of Truth
extraneous effects.”As Gadamer puts it, *... the methodology of the and Method (1975a: xix), :
modern historical sciences ... makes what has grown historically ...the purpose of my investigation is not to offer a general theory of in-
and has been transmitted historically an object to be established like terpretation and a differential account of its methods (which E. Betri has
i an experimental finding — as if tradition were as alien and, from the done so well) but to discover what is common to all modes of understand-
i human point of view, as unintelligible, as an object of physics’ ing and to show that understanding is never subjective behaviour towards a
' (Gadamer 1975a: xxi). _ given ‘object’, but towards its effective history — the history of i.ts ixllﬂuence;
| But how can we conceive a text as it is in itself, independently of in other words, understanding belongs to the being of that which is under-
E the complex process by which we get access to it? It is here that stood. -
| Gadamer’s alternatiye conception becomes relevant. For him, un- One way of clarifying Gadamer’s opposition to nineteenth- ah ]
!,’- ] derstanding is-not-a matter of t ined, methodical, unprejudiced century hermeneutics is to unpack the concept of subjective beh.av- :
i technique, but an encounter in the existentialist sense, a_confron- iour in this passage. For the traditional conception of hermene‘unc;, Lo
| tation with something radicall different from ourselves. Under- ‘subjective’ means an approach which is individual, idiosyncratic ‘
.\ standing mvolmngg‘néb—iﬂ Jean-Paul Sartre’s sense. and arbitrary; this is contrasted with an objective approach which is it
Gadamer’s book could almost have been called Against Method or trained, disciplined and methodical. Gadamer however wishes to

Beyond Method: he is concerned with 4 ‘pre-understanding’ which transcend the subject—object division, or at least to relativise it to an
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i terpretation. (Ibid.:
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objective context, that of the effective history of a text which is part
of a tradition.

Here, he draws on Heidegger’s account of understanding in Being
and Time. ‘Heidegger’s temporal analytics of human existence
(Dasein) has, 1 think, shown convincingly that understanding is not
just one of the various possible behaviours of the subject, but the
mode of being of [Dasein] itself’ (1975a: xviii). In Heidegger’s
terms, interpretation is ‘grounded existentially in understanding’
(Heidegger 1962: 188):

7In interpreting, we do not, so to speak, throw a ‘signification’ over some

naked thing which is present-at-hand, we do not stick a value on it; but
when something within-the-world is encountered as such, the thing in
question already has an involvement which is disclosed in our understand-
ing of the world, and this involvement is one which gets laid out by the in-
190-1)

Gadamer’s conflict with traditional hermeneutics can also be

thechistoricitpof hermeneutics. The tradition whrch found its most
systematic expression in Dilthey was wniversalistic in the sense that
itaimed at a general methodology of the human sciences, grounded
in the nature of humian consciousness o Geist and in the concept of
lived experience” #lebnis). For Gadamer, as we have seen, the uni-
versality of hermeneutics means more than this; it is a fundamental
dimension of all human consciousness as it is expressed in language;
it encompasses human knowledge of nature as well as of human

artefacts For Gadamer, as for Heidegger, ‘Being that can be under-

is a methodologtcal problem “for
adamer, it is an ontologrcal one since it a Aﬁects_ﬂgery nature of

that which we try to understand Our“prejudice

ca :Edge, since
the_y>make up ‘the fundamental structure ofo our relatlondﬁp wit E our

historical tradxtlon

Method illustrates these differences. The Romantic ¢ conceptrt:@_\f
understanding a work of art in its own (reconstructed) context is not
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only impossible but pointless, given the fact of historical change and

n parncTar our modern (and impoverished) conception of the aes- *——

What is reconstructed a life brought back from the lost past, is not the
original. In its continuance in an estranged state it acquires only a second-
ary, cultural, existence.

. Even the gmaken from the museum and

‘replaced in the church, or the ‘building restored to its original condition are

not what they once were — they become simply tourist attractions. Simi-
larly, a hermeneutics that regarded understanding as the reconstruction of*,
the original would b be no more than the recovery of a dead meaning.,/
(1975a: 149) :
Hegel was right; these are ‘beautiful fruits torn from the tree’ (Hegel
1977: 455). Gadamer offers us a modified and sceptical Hegelian
position ‘the essential nature of the historical spirit does not consist
in the restoration of the past, but in thoughtful mediation with con-
temporary life’ (1975a: 150).

As stated earlier, Gadamer’s basic metaphor for this process of
mediation is that of them in which we approach¥

what we wish to understand, not in a state of factitious (because 1m) /E’;»

possible) virginity, but with the prejudices which ‘constitute the his

torical reality of {our bemg 1975a: 245).
What is at stake between these two conceptions of interpretation?

Gadamer’s lengthy polemics with Emilio Betti have helped to clarify @
the rssues:’Bet——'kommrtted to a methodological hermeneutics based2 A,

of

tr—\uty of mterpretatmn Gadamer’s positive %

ion, regroaches Gadamer w1th abandomng

on canons of 1 interpret
the ideal of thé obj
evaluation of prejudices and his exaggeration of the dimension of
application within hermeneutics, amount to a conception in which
‘the object of historical understanding does not consist of events but
of their significance (which is related to the present), i.e. their signifi-
cance for today’. This is ‘a presumptuous self-assertion of subjectiv-
ity that would demote the process of historical interpretation.to.-a

ent’ (Betti 1962., quoted in Bleicher :

In sum, Gadamer ducks the epistemological question posed to
hermeneutics, which

is not a quaestio facti but a quaestio juris: it is concerned with the problem
of justification which does not aim at ascertaining what actually happens in
the activity of thought apparent in interpretation but which aims at finding
out what one should do — i.e. what one should aim for in the task of

y
i
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interpretation, what methods to use and what guidelines to follow in- the .

correct execution of this task. (Bleicher 1980; 84)

Betti’s charge, then, is that Gadamer is not'offering a theory of in-

terpretation, but a_mere descrlptive;p_ﬁgno_rp_enolcl_g_z. Gadamer

retorts that it is Betti who is deficient in offering nothing more than a
methodology of hermeneutics. ‘By being able to conceive the
problem of hermeneutics only as a problem of method, he shows
that he is profoundly involved in the subjectivism which we are en-
deavouring to overcome’ (1975a: 466).

The easy way to resolve this dispute is to say that, whatever their
different conceptions of the proper role of philosophy, Betti and
Gadamer are simply talking about different aspects of the hermen-
eutic enterprise. One might say that Gadamer’s philosophical her-
meneutics aims to describe the basic starting-point of hermeneutics,
which Betti is more inclined to take for granted in constructing his
canons of interpretation. It is, in the end, not clear whether
Gadamer’s conception is in contradiction with the standard view,
here represented by Betti, or complementary to it. What is clear is
that the dispute bears on endemic controversies in the human
sciences about the ways in which the meaning of texts is produced
and reproduced. In American literary theory, for example, E. D.
irsch (1967) upholds 2 standard conception based on determinate
, meanings of texts, wher tanley Fish }1980) stresses the produc-

tion of meaning by iterpretative communities’.

In the rest of this éssay I shall confine myself to the implications of
Gadamer’s conception for social theory, as reflected notably in the
work of Jirgen Habermas and Anthony Giddens. Gadame is im-
portant on two fronts:@gﬂr@giﬂgfﬂ;ng-stan ing oppo-
sition to positivistic accounts of the unity of the natural and the

social sciences, and, sécondly} in showing that the traditional her-

meneutic critique of positivism remains tied to a c nception_of

method whose 1mghcat1g_xls 5 are Fhemselves positivistic,

The concept of ‘undetstanding’ most forcefully advanced by
Dilthey in the nineteenth century has formed the basis for a view of
the social sciences which stresses their difference from the sciences
of nature (Outhwaite 1975). Understanding or, in German, Verstehen,
has come to be understood as a method alternative to the study of
casual connections between phenomena. The German sociologist
Max Weber argued in the first two decades of this century that ex-
planations in the social or cultural sciences must be both causally
and meaningfully adequate (Weber 1968: off). It is not enough, for
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example, to register the fact that Protestant merchants appeared to
be more innovative than Catholics in early-modern Europe. The ex-
planation of this correlation must be sought in the internal structure
of Protestant and especially Calvinist religiosity: what it was like to
be a Calvinist (Weber 1976). To give another example: Gresham’s
law that bad money drives out good is both empirically verifiable
and rationally intelligible: people want to offload their dud currency
as soon as possible and they hold on to the higher value coins. And
we can understand why it makes sense for them to'do so (Weber
1968: 18)

This._tfaditi

g’r;l_af\c_oggz_ggigg of understanding needs to be quali-

¢First, Xt is not enough to see understanding or versteben as a method,

N 0 . . « — 1 .
for it is more than this: it is the way in which we get access to social o

reality in the first place. The “@’a_turg_l_ggi_@tgg,_ _i_gter;_)rgt‘th

=Ty e SaTasl
Doprr-

phenomena they have to deal with, but the henomena_ﬁgaléaFy .
the §ocial scientist are crucially bound up with (though nét identical-

wo_ways, both of which are implicit in Gadamer’s work. m

S

with) the interpretations of them given by the members of the 293

society being studied, And there is even somethin odfi a.Eout
speaking, as I have just done, of getting decess Yo saﬁgl&r—e__ams_lpce,

as hermeneutic theorists have always stféssed, we are already in it as

(social) Fufman beings. -

Sécon@Gadamer’s notion oflengagemenphelps us to under-
stand the consequences of the fact that we are rooted in the social
world. The fact that we are ourselves human_ beings makes it
possible fc;rTJSj t6_understand what it is like_to_be another humar
being, what it is (probably) like to hold the beline_fs\wllmﬂ)‘er
human beings hold, and §_c_).u95_1&:§1:§this also means that we cannot \
simply record; in an objective and ¥alue-free wayythe practices and
beliefs of Sther human beings. The social sciemi» does gosso our \
into the field as 2 fgbulazasg and return with an account of whatitis |
Tike to be a European car-worker or an African peasant; it is pre- 7
isely the encounter between the social scientist’s gwi beliefs and
practices and those of the people he or she s studyir}_g whiq}} mikjs ;
up whatever understanding we can _have of another soéia reality.

* Let me now examine these issues in a rather more detailed way,
First, it is essential to bear jn-mind Gadamer’s principle of the uni-
versality of hermcneutics.f\t_l_nderstamjjs‘ not a special feature of
the human sciences, but the fundammental way in which human

beings_g)gg‘ig_thwpﬂd._‘Uﬁderstandmg ... shows the universality

of human language-use (Sprachlichkeir) as a limitless medium that




30  Hans-Georg Gadamer

carries everything, not only thé culture that has been handed down
f1es every g% had
|

thfough [4nguage, but absolutely everything, because evérything is
incorporated into the realm of "understandability .in which.we
interact’ (Gadamer 1976+ 25). The problem about the sciences, for
Gadamer as for Husserl (1970) and Heidegger (1962), is how they
link up with this realm of human understanding: ... the central
question of the modern age ... is ... how our natural view of the
- world ~ the experience of the world that we have as we simply live
| out our lives — is related to the unassailable and anonymous auth-
ority that confronts us in the pronouncements of science’)(Gadamer
1976: 25)."Hermeneutic reflection, like Husserl’s transcendental
phenomenology, is supposed to mediate between science and the
life-world, and in particular between their respective languages. It
was ‘the specific merit and the specific weakness’ of Greek science
that it ‘originated in the linguistic experience of the world. In order
b to overcome this weakness, its naive anthropocentrism, modern
bl science has also renounced its merit, namely its place in the natural

attitude of man to the world’ (Gadamer 1975a: 412). Hermeneuti-
: cal reflection, then, forms a bridge between the special sciences and
‘}.’; the life-world, making explicit the presuppositions of the sciences,
| their forms of abstraction, and, most of all, their guiding conception
i %o~ of method. Gadamer puts it in Wittgensteinian terms: ‘The language

. k&z. games of science remain related to_the metalanguage presented in
} the thother tongue’ (1976: 39).

All' this must I think be accepted. Despite the vagueness of

Gadamer’s concept of the natural attitude to the world, it marks out

an important area of enquiry: that of world-pictures, ideas of

' natural order, and so forth (cf., e.g., Dijksterhuis 1961). But what

i about the social and human sciences?. It is interesting to note_that

! s~ |Gadamer does not_assimilate the social sciences to_thé human>

sciences or Geisteswissenschaften: philology, literary criticism, aes-

* [thetics, cultural history, etc. Instead, he draws a fairly conventional
distinction between. the ratur

i] /" \schaften (Gadamer 1975a: 5Ef) and locates the:s ﬂgi_al\scvirjc‘qggg
[1 xg)ﬂ}gx\{b_qr_e._,in,,th&.middle. The essay (Gadamer 1976) cited above

continues with the argument that the separation or alienation of
science from our natural experience of the world is

without importance for the natural sciences as such. The true natural scien-
tist knows how very particular is the realm of knowledge of his science in
relation to the whole of reality. .. The so-called humanities (Humaniora)

Je Towf
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still relate easily to the common consciousness, so far as they reach it at all,
since their objects belong immediately to the cultural tradition and the tra-
ditional educational system. But the modern social sciences stand in a
peculiarly tense relationship to their object, a relationship which especially
requires hermeneutical reflection. For the methodical alienation to which

the social sciences owe their progress is related here to the human-societal

world. (Gadamer 1976: 40)

Gadamer’s view of the social sciences, so far as it can be disen-
tangled from his more specific disagreements with Habermas,! is
that they should indeed be conscious of the ‘hermeneutic conditions’
which apply to the ‘verstehende Geisteswissenschaften’ and their

implications for the practice of social science. He notes that (some of -

the time?) the social sciencepdo not aim at uniderstanding but rather

“incarporate-linguistically sedimented truisms in_their attempt to

capture the real structure of sociery’. And even if they do aim at un-

aﬁstanding, they are comm@gdﬁg&@,ﬂtp erﬁl;cﬁcﬂally

alienated form 1 of understanding, which therefore-requiresfurther
ermeneutic reflection,”

What then are the hermeneutic conditions which govern the
Geisteswissenschaften and, whether or not they heed them, the social
sciences as well? Gm@ﬁh}i, is_concerned
with the sort of understanding which s at work in our encounter
with and participation in alcultural tradition :

- priOF to a1y Systematic hermeéfieutic ivestigation. As noted above,

/' this process of coming-to-understand is not a matter of unpreju-

/' diced appropriation of an object such as a-text, but a ‘fusion’ of
one’s own ‘horizon’ of meanings and expectations (‘prejudices’)
with that of the text, the other person, the alien culture,

Gadamer is therefore not offering a different methodology of un-

- ;derstanding; nor is he ‘against method’ in Feyerabend’s sense.
" Rather, he is concerned with processes which precede and underlie

interpretative methods: “The hermeneutics developed here is not, 2

therefore, a methodology of the human sciences, bu attempt to
(~'mdéisaﬁMhat the human sciences truly are, beyond their method-

""The essay (Gadamer 1976) from which [ have been quoting is a response to
Habermas’s 1967 critique Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften (Habermas 1971b).
Habermas continued the exchange in his contribution to Gadamer’s Festschrift,
Hermeneutik und Dialekti% I 1970. This essay, entitled ‘“The hermeneutic claim to
universality’, is translated in Bleicher 1980. See also Gadamer’s reply in Hermen-
eutik und Ideologiekritik 1971, )
Hermeneutik und ldeologiekritik 1971: 66—7; Gadamer 1976: 27. This is an ex-
tremely obscure passage, and the translation, which Gadamer is said to have correc-
ted (p.vii), diverges a good deal from the original,

»

something which Is
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34" ological self—conscxousness, and what connects them with the
totality of our experience of the world’ (Gadamer 1975a: xiii).

<~ Does this mean that Gadamer’s hermeneutic philosophy leaves
the human sciences as they are? Gadamer distinguishes between
those sciences or research topics which are concerned with the
meticulous investigation of a given area of reality, and those which
‘are more a matter of reinterpreting a partially known reality in
terms of current concerns. The latter description might fit, say, en-
vironmental science as well as the social sciences, parts of which
seem to cortespond more closely to Gadamers conception of
natural science. In the end, though, Gadamer is right that, if hermen-
eutics is univers
Why sh

nature f_

mena) This is the dominant

It s developed further in
Habermas’s differentiation of three cognmve interests: control,
communication and emancipation (Habermas 1971b). But any such
conception must itself be grounded in the different nature of the
domains of the sciences: in Gadamer’s case the emphasis is generally
on! Eultural traditionsas the l/o_cgs_gf_gderstandﬁfg (—VE'r?tEhazgung)

cation and communicative action.

This is the point at which Gadamer’s general thesis spills over into
a set of special theses about the place of hermeneutics in the social
sciences. These have been developed less by Gadamer himself than
by social theorists, notably Habermas and Giddens, as well as by
philosophers like P/auLR@um Charles Taylor.

At the same time, however, Habermas has drawn heavily on
Gadamer from the time of his early work on the logic of the social
sciences (1971) through his crmque of Dllthey’s ‘objectivism’ to his
recent ‘Theory of communicative action’ (1984). Giddens, too, has
made significant use of Gadamer in his conception of the ‘double
hermeneutic’ at the basis of the social sciences; as Giddens puts it
(1976: 55): ‘Dilthey’s views, in modified form, are not without de-
fenders today; but the main thrust of hermeneutic thinking, follow-
ing the appearance of Gadamer’s Wabrbeit und Methode (1960),
has been in a different direction.’

Earlier traditions of hermeneutic thinking in the social scienc
centred .on theconcept of meaning s a datum. In Max Weber’s

classic formulation, “the course of human action and human expres-

sions Of every sort are OR?H tO an mterpretatlon 1n terms Of meamng .

it impinges more strongly on thqsoqal@
v_thlS be so? One answer might be in terms of the
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‘[sinnvolle Deutung)] which in the case of other objec{s would have

account of §6¢ial-scientific explanatxon, ‘and thus to brldge the
chasm which Dilthey and others had dug between ‘explanation’ and
understandmg That story does not need to be re-told here. What
matters in the present context is that, in terms of a broader hermen-
eutic such as Gadamer’s, this conception of understanding retains a
dichotomy between subject and object and an objectivistic concep-
tion of interpretative method. It therefore neglects the element of
existential encounter in communication which i§ prior to any sys-
tematic social theory. As Giddens put it in New Rules of Sociologi-
cal Method, ‘versteben must be regarded, not as a special method of
entry to the social world peculiar to the socnal sciences, but asthe
ontological condition of human society as it is produced and repro- -
duced ced by.its members’.> This Heideggerian insight converges with
Some major traditions in social theory: @nd most generally, the -

sx_mbollc mteractlomst ;M%Awuh its stress OW-_

nitions of the sn:uatlon, secondly)Alfred Schutz’s insistence, contra
Weber, that typlﬁcatlon ocess carried out by actors within the ~

‘life- world as well as by social scientists, and that the social sc1en-

notion, developed by Peter Winch, of language games embedded in-
forms of life.

“These variants' of verstehende sociology are often loosely.
described as ‘hermeneutics’, and they certainly séem at first sight to
correspond to the requirements of a hermeneutically oriented

approach to the social world. They are howevef \Tﬂne\rﬁﬂ j
brg%gg__bgsed’h : meneutlc cntxque;_w—hlcﬁ argues, in essence; that -

their conceptlon of meaning i§ t68 restrlcted and that they do not do
]usnce to the hermeneutic basis of social ty. THéy confifié thém-
selves largely to't the 1€ study of - .sub]ectlve meaningshactually or

social- psychologlcal manner to soc1alxsat10n, role-taking and

3 Giddens 1976: 151. This passage is quoted with approval in Habermas’s most
recent book, Theorie des ko ikativen Handelns (1984: 1, 162).
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related phenomena. gm, in the phenomenological tradition,
the focus is on cognitive phenomena, the relation between different
typifications, such that the whole enterprise comes to resemble a
sociology of knowledge and, in Berger and Luckmann’s Social Con-
struction of Reality (1967), is explicitly presented as such. The

related approach recommended by, Wlttgenste‘rmand Winch brings

out more sharply one of the problems which arise here: a language-

game ame and its associated view of the world is not acab which onecan,

get in and out of at will.. The hermeneutic process, to repeat
ﬁmls not tment of the ifiterpreter’s

y, but a 1aloglcal process in
which the two horizons are fused¥ogether.

Winch’s Idea of a Social Science (1958) has had a deservedly
powerful impact on discussion of these issues within the English-
speaking world. His Wittgensteinian conception of discrete forms of
life suffers however from both theoretical problems of relativism
(which Winch does not consider a problem — see his introductory
quotation from Lessing) and the practical problem that there are
relatively few (and increasingly few) societies whose world-views
are hermetic to the degree which he presupposes (cf. Gellner 1974).
Habermas’s Gadamerian critique of Winch is helpful here: “Winch
seems to have in mind a linguistic version of Dilthey. From his free-
floating position the language analyst can slip into and reproduce
the grammar of any language-game, without himself being tied to
the dogmatism of his own language-game, which would govern the
language analysis as such’ (Habermas 1971b: 243—4).

This upshot of the hermeneutic critique of verstehende sociology
is that it must broaden its concept of meaning and recognise the
interactive or dialogical dimension to the clashes between alterna-
tive frameworks of meaning. In other words, hermeneutic theorists
oBE_c,t_to the restriction to subjective meaning and to an exclusively
subject—object conception of science. As Giddens puts it at the end
of Neiv Rules of Sociological Method

The mediation of paradigms or widely discrepant theoretical schemes in
science is a hermeneutic matter like that involved in the contacts between
other types of meaning-frames. Butmunhke(na science, deals

_,;h_g _pre- mterpreted world Awhere the creation afid eproductlon on of

Iﬁ»y [P ,WI&,IWJZZ;/
’r{\:«fb« «qu,p/uiézlm,
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those by cor%eggs, i.e. penetrate hermeneutically the form of life whose
features he wishes to analyse or explain. (1976: 158-9)

This need not of course involve a dialogue in the literal sense; the < Sy
point is that there is a vﬂaﬂl_d_xgl’og.ggm\_@and ob- o .
serverDconceptlons—{nteract Even when the interpreter feels con- = 3.0
stramed to ré]eEi~tT1e .actors’ v'few as totallyf’llusory‘)lt remains “e
sc1ence‘(like any “other sc1ence) appears as a critique of common-}
sense conceptions, but it is 1mportant to recognise thé way in which! I, (

;

afso constitutive of the social eallg whlch the
members of socnety produce an(irgejyroducmlhls is the basis of

Giddens’s distinction between {practical conscnot@es, as_tacit (5 "o

stocks of knowledge which actors draw upon in the constxtunor_l_gf
social g_c_tl_\ﬂgy, and
knowle ge which actors are able to expres:

(1979:5).
Here Giddens takes on board, but also modifies, the ethnometho-

e

elevel of discourse’

who

ethnomethodology conflates practncal and discursive consciousness ./
and all too often treats them as invulnerable to sociological critique,
Giddens insists on the distinction:

The logical status of the knowledge applied by social actors in the produc-
tion and reproduction of social systems ... has to be considered on two

" levels. On the methodological level, what I label ‘mutnal knowledge’ is a

non-corrigible resource which the social analyst necessarily depends upon,
as the medium of generating ‘valid’ descriptions of social life. As Wittgen-
stein shows, to know a form of life is to be able in principle to participate in
it. But the validity of description or characterisations of social activity is a
distinct issue from the validity of ‘knowledge’ as belief-claims constituted in
the discourse of social actors. (1979: 5-6)

So far, | have argued for the acceptance of the hermeneutlc \
approach to social theory and the associated critique of various.
forms of verstebende sociology. In the rest of this essay I shall
indicate somte limitationsof the hermeneutic programme, as it has
been reformum Gadamer.

The natural starting-point for this discussion is again the concept
of critique. I shall suggest that, while it is wrong to reject hermen-

eutics as uncritical per se, it does hiave problems in handling what ¢

“discursive consciousness¥, “involving ¢ wrtye-

dolo ical rmcxple that members_of society should not betr treated as™ ) X
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I - Habermas calls systematically distorted communication. This
points us beyond hermeneutics to more structuralist and materialist
concéptions of social theory — themselves of cours?lErm_e_rEiitically
grounded.

It is easy to see how the impression has arisen that hermenentic
uncrm?il‘;ln its association with theological apologetics
and with aesthetics it has tradmonally been concerned to find
meaning, truth and beauty even in the most unpromising locations.
As Paul Ricoeur put it at the beginning of Freud and Philosophy,
, hermeneutics is polarized beween two projects: the ‘recollection of
E meaning’ and the ‘exercise of suspicion’: ‘According to the one;:)le;
- hermeneutics is understood as the manifestation and restoration of
a meaning addressed to me in the manner of a message, a procla-
mation, or as is sometimes said, a kerygma; according to the other
l' pole, it lS understood _as a_ demystlﬁcation as a reduction of
|

B illusio ,nr_\ o

|
{ o Q__dame\’\conceptlon of hermeneutics is well towards the former
| M6 | pole; this emer, €s_mOst nost starkly in bis Qpposition to Habermas’s
| ; % E"“‘r
|
l
1
|

the purpose of sociological method “as

emanc1pating one from tradition places it at the outset very far from

|
I /—e/mhe traditional ‘purpose and stwmemenmtical

problematic with all its bridge building.and recovery of the best in

the past’ (Gadamer 1976: 26).

‘Gadamer/goes on to reject the critique of authority which
Habermias 1 takes over from JtheTligl:i—tEn_nﬁt 1ibid33); he con-
| cludes severely

i
i Jﬁ” . lThe unavoldable c ce to which all these observations lead is that
Ry

i the basically emancipatory consciousness must have in mind the the dissolutio

j KYP W R oR

{ / ) ,o dlhut horiqﬁgo_b_gi_gg_c_e This means that unconscroulethe ultimate
gulding image of emancipatory reflection in the social sciences must be an
{nar chistic urop 12>Such an image, however, seems to me to select a hermen-
eutically false consciousness. .. (ibid.: 42)

/u Pagsages like these, however, say more about Gadamer’s personal
“~(conservatismyhan about the intrinsic nature of his hermeneutferl;l’iil—

' osophy: The real problem is that, as Habermas puts it, ‘Hermeneutic
consciousness remains mcomplete as long as it does not include a
reflection 'upon the limits of hermeneutic understanding’ (1980:

* Ricoeur 1970: 26. The latter approach, Ricoeur argues, is dominated by Marx,
Nietzsche, and Freud.
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that communication may be systematically distorted by ¢ extraneous forartre
caus'al—mlluences (Bleicher 1982: Conclusion), but that lin
communication is in any case part.of more general social proce
ich should not be reduced to communication alone The thesis of
herméneutic universality commits, once again, the epistemic fallacy:

from the fact that interpretative processes are a significant part of

what goes on in the social world, and that our access to the social

world is necessarily via our understanding of these interpretative A{ !
processes (WL it does not follow that). %

this is all that exists, of can be known 1o exist) The production and; g "
reproduction of social structures is partly a matter of the interpret- Bore
ations given to them by actors, but also of what Durkheim called

‘deeper causes which are opaque to consciousness’ (see Lukes 1971:

231).
Despite these problems in adopting Gadamer’s hermeneutics.
mat his radicalisation of the hermeneutic
approach has had and is having 4~ rful_ influence in Anglo-
Saxof social theory. It has become increasingly clear that social
scientists can no longer pass over the hermeneutic foundations of
their practice, nor consign them to the domain of an optional versteh-
ende sociology. This is no less true of those like Roy Bhaskar and
myself who are arguing for the relevance, even to the social sciences,
of a realist philosophy of science and whose main interests are in
structural macrosociology (Bhaskar 1979; Outhwaite 1983). i .‘/e,(,.
Habermas has summarised, with exemplary ¢larity/ fourf aspects .-, }),
in which a philosophical Eeffn"éﬁai‘t‘c_is‘relevanrro“the'saencésf and ‘
the iterpretation of tl'leir results\ T T

@Hermeneunc consciousness destroys the objectivist self- understandmg
of the traditional Geisteswissenschaften. It follows from the hermeneutic
situatedness of the interpreting scientist that objectivity in understanding,
cannot be secured by an abstraction from precor [ideas, but orle_by
2 U ke context of effective-history which connects perceiving
sub]ects and _their object. g Hermeneutic consciousness furthermore

reminds the social sciences o f problems which arise from the symbol ey
structurmg of their object. If theha&:?s?to@is né—l'onger mediate

through controlled observation but through ommunication in everyday
language, then theoretical concepts can no longer be operanonalised within
: ally developed language-game of
______ Hermeneutic consciousness also affects_the

scientistic self- -understandingof the natural sciences. . . The legitimation of
Jecisions which direct the choice of Tesearch strategies, the construction of
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) theories and the methods for testing them, and which thereby determine the
‘progress of science’, is dependent on discussions within the community of

scientists... A philosophical hermeneutic can show the reason why it is
P N e ol e T O T AL et
possible-to arrive at a rationally

motivated but not at 2 peremptory.consen=
$U8 on this_theoretic level. (7 Flermeneutic consciousness is, finally, called
229 v S .

upori in ... the : i
t lanﬁuage of the social Iife-wor‘ld. (Bleicher 1980: 186=7)

i Perhaps the dfiost hmportant consequence of all this is the recog-
“qition that the results of the social sciences are even more open-

 end of the natural sciences, even

d and open to question than t

"’% “‘when the Tatter are understood in a post-Kuhnian manner (cf,
“'+ Bhaskar 1979: 62). All science is implicitly committed to a distinc-

tion between its concepts, theories and descriptions and the facts of
the matter. To give a fealis) interpreration of scientific ies does
not require us; ifndeed it forbids us, to assume that we have attained
some ultimately valid description of the world. As Bhaskar puts it

(1978: 250): ‘Things exist and act independently of our descrip-
tions, but we camﬂﬁmmmm@
scriptions belong to the world of society and of men; objects belong
to the world of nature, We express [our understanding of] nat

M In t_he case of the social sciences, however, there is a
peculiarly intimate connection between scientific theorising and
other human projects and practices. Social theory js_hoth_value-
impregnated and value-generating:- Gadamer’s notion of dialogue
lias a peculiar poignancy here.

Gadamer’s influence on Anglo-Saxon social theory has been slow
to develop, for reasons of language and disciplinary specialisation,
and it remains largely indirect. And yet it has, in a lasting way,
reshaped our thinking about the nature of social theory.

FURTHER READING

There is a certain irony in proposing a ‘method’ for understanding
Gadamer, but the following suggestions may be helpful. A gentle way into
Gadamer’s own writings is via his essays in Gadamer 1981 and Gadamer
1976. Truth and Method (1975a) itself, though long, is not as fearsome as it
appears. Another way to approach Gadamer’s work would be through a
more general discussion of the hermeneutic tradition such as Palmer 1969
or Bleicher 1980. The latter work is more difficult, but also more reward-
ing; it contains a quite helpful glossary and texts by Betti, Gadamer,
Habermas and Ricoeur.

. . . . e,
of important scientific information’ inro the

Hans-Georg Gadamer 39

Ricoeur’s view of Gadamer can be found in Ricoeur 1981; see also
Thompson 1981. Gadamer’s exchanges with Habermas are only partly
available in English; in Gadamer 1976, Dallmayr and McCarthy 1977 and
Bleicher 1980; the last of these contains Habermas’s important essay, ‘The
Hermeneutic Claim to Universality’. See also Gadamer 1975b. These and
the other texts are in the German reader, Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik.
(Other useful German sources include Gadamer’s Festschrift, Hermeneutik
und Dialektik (1970}, and the historical anthology by Gadamer and Boehm
(1976) which includes an introductory essay by Gadamer.) The Gadamer—
Habermas debate has been an important reference point for discussions of
the relationship between hermeneutics and modern social theory, such as
Outhwaite 1975, Dallmayr and McCarthy 1977, Bauman 1978 and
Bleicher 1982. Gadamer’s hermeneutics is important for the work of
Anthony Giddens; see, in particular, Giddens 1976 and the first essay in
Giddens 1982. Another impressive attempt to deal with issues raised by
Gadamer’s work is Bernstein 1983, which contains an interesting letter
from Gadamer to Bernstein. Wolff 1975 concentrates on the implications
of philosophical hermeneutics for the sociology of art.
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