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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
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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







