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Abstract

This doctoral thesis argues that Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology is grounded in part in
Plato’s ontology of ideas. In making this argument, this thesis will aim to substantiate the
following claims on the basis of Gadamer’s sustained focus on the principles of his
hermeneutical ontology and Plato’s ontology of ideas, and the hypothesis that the former has a
substantial basis in the latter: one, that the hermeneutical object maintains both a unitary and
multiple existence; two, that the unity and plurality of the hermeneutical object presuppose their
speculative unity within a single, ontological framework; and three, that language functions as
the medium between the unitary and multiple existences of the hermeneutical object following
their logical separation.

Overall, this thesis aims to make an original contribution to Gadamer studies and his
views on language and hermeneutical experience by arguing that his understanding of the
ontology of the hermeneutical phenomenon shares a common philosophical ground with Plato’s
theory of ideas. This thesis begins, therefore, with the idea that the essential finitude of human
knowledge necessitates that the conception of truth in Gadamer’s hermeneutics rests upon the
principles of unity and multiplicity in order to be meaningful. From there, we illustrate that
Gadamer locates these principles in Plato’s late ontology, and that in developing the central
concepts of his hermeneutics he remains faithful to the Socratic turning toward the ideas. Plato
clarifies for Gadamer how, in recognizing the internal limits of our knowledge, we efface
ourselves in light of the unlimited scope of the ideas that constitute our understanding of the
world, and necessitate that this understanding is shared and developed with others.

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, this dissertation has five chapters. Chapter
one demonstrates that the hermeneutical object has both a unitary and multiple existence, and
that the truth that hermeneutical reflection obtains must therefore attend to both the essential
unity and multiplicity that belong to this object. Chapter two uncovers Gadamer’s approach to
Plato’s theory of ideas, principally through his understanding of Plato’s participation thesis and
the arithmos structure of the Aoyoc. Chapter three demonstrates that, because of its essential
historicity, hermeneutical consciousness does not require a standard of objective certainty in
order to validate its truth-claims extra-historically or extra-linguistically. It is shown, rather, that
such standards are known historically and are therefore subject to change in light of our shared
experiences of them. Chapter four elaborates Gadamer’s characterization of hermeneutical
understanding as theoretical, i.e. as a mode of participation in the intelligible structures of reality
that implies the practical activity of the participants. This chapter also examines the speculative
structure of language that Gadamer applies to his hermeneutics, and how he uses this structure to
situate the Platonic One and Many historically. Finally, chapter five further elaborates
Gadamer’s identification of hermeneutics as a practical activity as a way to distinguish between
authentic and inauthentic experience. In light of this distinction, this chapter demonstrates that
authentic experience necessarily implies a justificatory demand toward others that secures
solidarity and goodwill in social and political institutions.
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1. Introduction: The Platonic origin of Gadamer’s hermeneutics

1.1: General Introduction

This doctoral thesis argues that Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology is grounded in part in
Plato’s ontology of ideas. In making this argument, this thesis will aim to substantiate the
following claims on the basis of Gadamer’s sustained focus on the principles of his
hermeneutical ontology and Plato’s ontology of ideas, and the hypothesis that the former has a
substantial basis in the latter: one, that the hermeneutical object maintains both a unitary and
multiple existence; two, that the unity and plurality of the hermeneutical object presuppose their
speculative unity within a single, ontological framework; and three, that language functions as
the medium between the unitary and multiple existences of the hermeneutical object following

their logical separation.

It is important at this initial stage to clarify what this dissertation is setting out to do, or
not do. The central thesis that this dissertation will defend is that certain fundamental principles
of Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology share a common philosophical ground with Plato’s
ontology of ideas. This is different from the claim that Gadamer’s hermeneutics and Plato’s
theory of ideas have similar philosophical characteristics, as this latter claim does not require
Gadamer to have read Plato at all, though of course he did. It must also be emphasized that in
claiming that the ontology of the hermeneutical phenomenon is deeply Platonic, this dissertation
is not suggesting that Gadamer’s hermeneutics, in its entirety, is essentially Platonic, as it is
obvious that the principles of Gadamer’s hermeneutics as a whole are also drawn from Aristotle,
Augustine, Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger, to name a few. Finally, by proposing that Gadamer’s

hermeneutical ontology is grounded in part in Plato’s ontology of ideas, this dissertation is not



reducing Gadamer’s reading of Plato to just the core principles of Plato’s ontology that will

sustain our focus on his work in relation to Gadamer’s.

1.2: The single and multiple existences of the hermeneutical object

In order to substantiate the claim that the hermeneutical object maintains both a unitary
and a multiple existence, we must reconcile an apparent conflict between two equally
fundamental aspects of the hermeneutical phenomenon. Gadamer describes this phenomenon as
an “event” (Geschehen) in which the meaning of being becomes understood through language:
the back-and-forth movement of play (Spiel) presents meaning in the “event of being”
(Seinsvorganges) or the “coming into being of meaning” (Sinngeschehens; TM, 115, 157; WM,
122, 170); and the world (Welt), the original content of our shared experiences, is manifested in
the “event of language” (sprachlichen Geschehen, TM, 446; WM, 453) or the “event of speech”
(Geschehen der Rede; TM, 464; WM, 473). Gadamer describes the conditions under which this
event occurs from two different perspectives. On the one hand, our understanding of the meaning
of being depends upon our application of it to our particular, historical situation. Thus the
hermeneutical object—the text or its analogue—"“must be understood at every moment, in every
concrete situation, in a new and different way” (TM, 308). On the other hand, our understanding
of the meaning of being also depends upon its capacity to present itself to us. It is due to its
autonomy that the hermeneutical object can be applied within many different historical contexts
without losing its essential identity. Thus in his foreword to the second edition of Truth and
Method, Gadamer explains that his concern has been to reveal philosophically “not what we do
or what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our wanting and doing” (TM,

xxvi). The event-structure of understanding is also described, therefore, as an “an event that



happens to one” (das ein Geschehen ist) through the “activity of the thing itself” (der Sache

selbst; TM, 460; WM, 469).

Gadamer’s critics argue that he prioritizes either the autonomous structure of the things
themselves or the subjective determination of their meaning as the primary measure of truth
within the act of interpretation. They argue that as a result, Gadamer promotes, on the one hand,
ideological conservatism in thought and interpretation, or on the other, nihilistic relativism. Chief
in the former camp is Jiirgen Habermas (1980), who claims that Gadamer does not equip
hermeneutical reflection with an appropriate critical apparatus for identifying and correcting
ideological forces in understanding. Similarly, Michael Gibbons (1985) and Brice R.
Wachterhauser (1988) find that Gadamer’s hermeneutics suffers from an overly strong emphasis
on the authority of tradition. Well-known in the latter camp is E. D. Hirsch Jr. (1965), who
argues that Gadamer incorrectly collapses the distinction between meaning and significance. He
claims that the meaning of a text is identical with the author’s intention and that its significance,

which is what he says Gadamer really means by “truth,” is particular to each individual reader.

One of the general goals of the present study is to therefore to demonstrate that the
hermeneutical event of understanding encompasses both of these aspects, such that the true locus
of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics is the dialectical mediation between the autonomy of
the things themselves and their manifestation, presentation, or application in particular, historical
contexts. Mark C. Taylor (1978) argues that meanings are located within a synchronic and
diachronic web of relations and that truth is therefore relative, but that the truth of these relations
are internal and necessary to being itself. Similarly, Paul Armstrong (1986) and Robert
Shusterman (1988) suggest that understanding and interpretation are sensitive to both normative

features of a shared social reality and the particular contexts in which these features emerge. We



will see over the course of this dissertation that Gadamer develops a hermeneutical ontology of
identity and difference in order to explain how the hermeneutical object maintains an essential
identity with respect to its autonomy over and above any interpretation of its content, and at the
same time can sustain a plurality of interpretations from a variety of historical and cultural

contexts that constitute our shared understanding of it.

1.3: The single-world ontology of the hermeneutical phenomenon

The intended consequence of the previous claim is that the logical separation between the
unitary and multiple existences of the hermeneutical object presupposes a prior unity between
these aspects. It is with respect to this presupposition that Gadamer uncovers the importance of
the ontological question of the participation of the Many in the One for his hermeneutics. The
philosophical origin of these principles for Gadamer is Plato’s Parmenides. Commentators on
this dialogue are divided over what they think it shows about Plato’s theory of ideas, namely
whether or not it reveals his commitment to a one- or a two-world ontology with respect to the
ideas and their appearances. In Gadamer’s view, the Parmenides presents, albeit negatively, two
key theses: first, that the Platonic ideas should not be understood as discrete, transcendent
entities, but rather as existing in a web of relations to each other; and second, that the ideas do
not occupy a transcendent realm wholly apart from sensible reality, but rather that they are
immanent in sensible things without being identical to them (Wachterhauser 1999, 5). Gadamer
therefore argues that the Parmenides demonstrates Plato’s commitment to a one-world ontology,

but that in order to defend his participation thesis, Plato reformulates in this dialogue the



ontological relationship between intelligible and sensible reality in terms of the logical

relationship between the One and the Many.'

Gadamer recognizes that the question of Plato’s intellectual development with respect to
the participation thesis is of the “utmost importance,” and so he is upfront about the fact that his
own understanding of this development is opposed to those commentators who locate a dramatic
shift in Plato’s thought regarding his theory of ideas.” In Idea of the Good in Platonic-
Aristotelian Philosophy, Gadamer argues that, far from critiquing the ontological problem of
participation, Plato is reinforcing the “logical connection of the many to the one” (IG, 11).
Against the strong developmentalist thesis, he maintains that Plato had always intended to
problematize the participation of appearances in ideas. It is not the case, Gadamer says, that this
problem went unnoticed for so long that Plato only admitted to its potentially unsolvable logical
difficulties in his later works. One of the philosophical features of the Parmenides is thus to
make the reader aware of the younger Socrates’ oversimplifications of this problem in his efforts
to avoid both “the trouble of dialectic” that is inherent in the theory of participation and also the
difficulty in elaborating the relationship between the One and the Many. In doing so, Gadamer
says, Plato illustrates the inherent dogmatism of the “inappropriate” solutions to this problem
which Parmenides then elaborates, i.e. promoting unity at the expense of plurality and plurality

at the expense of unity (IG, 9-10, 16).

As we will see, Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology presupposes the same conceptual
unity between the unitary and multiple aspects of the hermeneutical phenomenon. Central to

Gadamer’s hermeneutical project is the relationship between identity and difference in the

" In particular, see Gadamer’s essays “Dialectic and Sophism in Plato’s Seventh Letter” and “Plato’s Unwritten
Dialectic,” translated by P. Christopher Smith in Dialogue and Dialectic: Eight Hermeneutical Studies on Plato.
> DD, 128-129. For a defense of the strong developmentalist thesis, see Vlastos (1954), Gill (1996), and Allen
(1997).



interpretation of meaning. He defends the thesis that the text or its analogue maintains a selfsame
identity that presents itself in many different historical contexts in a way that does not threaten to
undermine this identity nor restrict the openness of hermeneutical experience. It is thus due to
their failure to appreciate this ontological presupposition that Gadamer’s critics identify his
hermeneutics as promoting some form of either ideology or relativity in thought and

interpretation.
1.4: The medium of language and the paradigm of number

Gadamer refers to Plato’s use of number (ap18uoc) as the paradigm of the relationship
between the One and the Many. In his view, knowledge for Plato does not consist in knowing
that there is an eidetic reality that persists behind the manifold of changing appearances. The
insight that sensible appearances participate in something stable and unchanging is a necessary
presupposition and precondition of actual knowledge. Knowledge consists, rather, in knowing
“how it is possible in the first place that one can be many and many, one” (DD, 147). The
problem is that the appearances that are attributed to an idea are supposed to constitute the nature
of that idea without being identical to it. Number becomes paradigmatic as this concept explains
how an entity is both one and many. Each number is “the unity of a multiplicity bound together”
(DD, 147). Its value is just how many units are counted up in order to reach that number, yet the
number itself cannot be reduced to its units. It has attributes, e.g. even or odd, that cannot be
predicated of any unit (DD, 132). Each number is therefore both a “whole” that is constituted by

nothing other than its parts and also a “sum” that exists over and above these parts.

In Gadamer’s view, the concept of number is thus Plato’s mathematical inroad toward
true, dialectical knowledge of the ideas. With respect to moral phenomena, for example,

Gadamer writes that it becomes clear for Plato that moral behavior cannot be measured against

6



the conventions and standards that coalesce around public opinion. Rather, moral behavior must
be measured against normative principles that transcend the realm of public discourse and
therefore “display themselves to our moral consciousness as incontestably and unalterably true
and right” (IG, 18; emphasis mine). The inherent finitude of human thought means that we can
never comprehend the nature of something as a whole. Whereas mathematically each number is
a definite “so-many,” ontologically the ideas cannot be known with such precision. The
circumstances in which the ideas are manifested are constantly changing, and so the Many that
constitutes the nature of the One is likewise in a state of flux (DD, 146). Dialectic therefore
functions in order to mediate between these differences and the unity of the idea that sustains
them. Gadamer thus finds that Plato does not abandon the separation between sensible and
intelligible reality, but in fact reinforces it as a fundamental condition for the possibility of

interpreting the nature of the ideas as they present themselves to thought.

Language, in which the arithmos structure of the A\oyoc is manifested, is thus the bridge
that connects the manifold array of sensible experiences with their necessary ground or cause in
the ideas. For Gadamer, Plato’s theory of ideas reflects “a moral understanding
[Ordnungswissen] that knows that there is disorder and uncontrollable contingency in the event
of experience [ Geschehen], so that all so-called knowledge is set by a different limit than
experience” (GW VII, 346). Gadamer characterizes hermeneutical experience as “idealistic” in
the same way: hermeneutical experience reveals how “the ideality of the meaning lies in the
word itself,” and that this experience “of itself seeks and finds words that express it. We seek the
right word—i.e., the word that really belongs to the thing—so that in it the thing comes into

language” (TM, 417). Language, as the medium of the event of understanding, thus bridges the



contingency of our historical experiences with the necessary principles that constitute our shared

reality.

Gadamer’s focus on these two aspects of Plato’s work—the participation thesis, and its
logical reformulation in the paradigm of number—remains consistent over the course of his
philosophical career. Parallel with his rejection of the thesis that Plato does not reform, but
abandons his theory of ideas, is Gadamer’s emphasis on the centrality of the arithmos for Plato’s
ontology. In 1931 Gadamer writes that “the idea of unity does not exclude, but posits together
with itself, the idea of multiplicity” (PDE, 97). The unity of the idea itself is taken to include a
multiplicity “in regard to which there is unity” (PDE, 97). Thus he comes to the following
conclusion about the central claim of Plato’s participation:

It is shown [...] that the unity of an Idea can include a multiplicity of Ideas under it. Just
this is the basis of the “solution” to the problem of the one and the many which takes
place in the Philebus of a solution to the insoluble problem (which is formulated there,
too) of methexis. The one is shown to be many, but not as the undefined manifold of
things that are coming to be but as a definite—which means a comprehensible—
multiplicity of unities. (PDE, 97-98)

Referring back to this reformulation in 1968, Gadamer adds that this solution, that the unity of
each idea is constituted by a multiplicity of ideas, implies the arithmetical relationship between
the One and the Many:

Opposite this scheme of “development” stands the thesis which I have been advocating
for more than 30 years now and which I should like to put forward here although only as
a hypothesis. It is the thesis that from very early on in the dialogues there are references
to what in a word might be called the arithmos structure of the logos. (DD, 129)

“The problem of methexis,” I wrote in 1931, “is thus not solved, but transformed into
another problem and then solved as that other problem.” And today I would add that this
solution implies the arithmos structure. (DD, 138)

Gadamer locates a version of this structure in a number of dialogues, including the Phaedo,
Protagoras, Hippias Major, and Philebus (DD, 132 ff; GW VII, 339). In Truth and Method, he

contends that Plato’s ontology of the Beautiful and the Good reflects the separation between



sensible and intelligible reality but also their prior unity (TM, 476). In “Plato’s Unwritten
Dialectic,” he explains that the hidden implication behind the logical distinction between the
unity of an object and its multiple aspects is that these aspects, “which can be so distinguished
from each other only in thought, are, insofar as they are ideas, actually inseparable from each

299

other and belong together, two as one” (DD, 136). In “On Plato’s ‘Epistemology’” Gadamer
writes that “what we call reality is conceived in Plato as a ‘mixture’ of peras and apeiron, that is,
from the ideas that are encountered in their being in things,” and that “the existence of ideas in
the phenomena, this so-called participation [Teilhabe], is for Plato a condition which is never
questioned, since the assumption of ideas is self-evident” (GW VII, 336). In his essay,
“Mathematics and Dialectic in Plato,” Gadamer states that the essential meaning of the Aoyoc is
its ability to mediate between unity and multiplicity (GW VII, 291). Finally, and perhaps most
resolutely, in “Dialectic is not Sophistry” Gadamer contends that the Parmenides “is an

irrefutable document for the fact that Plato considers that the problem of the individual's

participation in the idea is irrelevant” (GW VII, 344).

That Gadamer bases the ontological question of the hermeneutical phenomenon in Plato’s
theory of ideas is made especially evident in the following quotation. Gadamer explains the
object of knowledge is:

the relationship of Ideas and the complete articulation of what is meant, which is reached
at times as an indivisible Eidos as the shared goal of all who seek understanding. Such is
in truth the final goal, for which we strive in light of the commonality of the interpreted
world. This has to do with the essence of language. I am not capable of seeing how one
can see this basic constituent [ Grundverfassung] of all speaking other than how Plato
described it as a relationship of Ideas. That may sound “idealistic.” However, the
substitutions of the Eidos or the intuitive unity of what is meant with the concept of a rule
and its applications—whose validity insists upon itself here in opposition—appears to me
as only another way of describing the same eidetic turn that we all perform, even when
we only use signs or open our mouths. (GW VII, 345-346; Wachterhauser’s translation)



This quotation strongly suggests that for both Gadamer and Plato, it is precisely because the
manifold array of interpretation are grounded in a common reality that their differences can be
mediated and a consensus about this reality can be achieved, even if a definitive account of this

reality as a whole is always impossible within the natural limits of human thought.

In my view, not enough attention has been given to Gadamer’s focus on these principles
in his work on Plato’s late ontology, and, given the length of his focus, the bearing that they have
on the parallel development of his own hermeneutical ontology. Much of the commentary on
Gadamer’s approach to Plato focuses on the complex relationship between Gadamer, Heidegger,
and the Greeks. Heidegger’s reading of Plato and Aristotle clearly had a very strong influence on
the development of Gadamer’s hermeneutics: in Plato’s Dialectical Ethics Gadamer presents a
reading of the Philebus based in Heideggerian phenomenology; his use of Aristotelian ppovnoic
to elaborate the nature of application (4nwendung) in hermeneutics is almost identical to
Heidegger’s description of dpovnoic in his lectures on Plato’s Sophist (Heidegger 1997, 34-40;
cf. TM, 310-321); and in The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy Gadamer
explains that his hermeneutical project is designed in part to withstand Heidegger’s claim that
Plato initiated the metaphysical forgetfulness of Being in the Western tradition (IG, 5). To this
end, in Postmodern Platos Catherine Zuckert engages with Plato’s influence on Gadamer and
other 20" century thinkers. She focuses primarily on Plato’s approach to philosophy as a
practical and political activity and the question of Gadamer’s relation to Heidegger. While
Zuckert identifies Gadamer’s insight into the importance of number for Plato, she spends
relatively little time on this particular subject. Stanley Fuyarchuk also explores Plato’s influence
on Gadamer in Gadamer’s Path to Plato. However, most of Fuyarchuk’s discussion in this book

is devoted to the relationship between Gadamer and Heidegger within the philosophical and
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political climate of early- to mid-20™ century Germany, and so his coverage of Gadamer’s
interest in the Platonic number is related primarily to Gadamer’s unitary reading of Plato and

Aristotle in contradistinction to Heidegger.”

Helpfully, Brice R. Wachterhauser has made significant advances regarding the central
problems that occupy the present study. In his book, Beyond Being: Gadamer’s Post-Platonic
Hermeneutical Ontology, Wachterhauser defends the thesis that Gadamer’s work on
hermeneutics can be most fully understood in light of his work on Plato, and in particular the
One and the Many in Plato’s ontology. Where my approach mainly differs from Wachterhauser’s
is that I offer a more extended analysis of relevant passages in Plato’s work. Wachterhauser
recognizes the importance of number for Plato, but despite Gadamer’s focus on the presence of
this paradigm in the Theaetetus and Sophist he does not discuss either of these two dialogues in
his book. He owes his deficit of direct engagement with Plato to his own lack of training in
Classical philosophy (Wachterhauser 1999, 4). Having a strong background in Platonic studies, I
am well-prepared to undertake such an analysis. Doing so will not only help to substantiate the
plausibility of Gadamer’s interpretation of these dialogues, but also defend the general thesis of

this dissertation.

We will begin in chapter one by outlining several meanings of truth that Gadamer
develops in the context of his hermeneutics. We will see that what is common to these meanings
is that, in contrast to the certainty that scientific methodology obtains, they all characterize
understanding as having to do with the evident nature of things. For this reason, Gadamer
characterizes the articulation of meaning in hermeneutics as first and foremost a possible truth.

Perhaps most prominent among these meanings of truth is the definition of truth as disclosure or

* On Gadamer’s relation to Heidegger and Plato, see also Smith (1981), Dostal (1997), and Lammi (1997).
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unconcealment that Gadamer inherits from Heidegger.® The idea that each articulation of
meaning simultaneously conceals and reveals something about the nature of being is intrinsically
related to the recognition of the inherent finitude of human thought and reason. For Gadamer,
this limitation is also present in the meaning of truth that describes the relation between whole
and part. Hermeneutical interpretation employs what Gadamer calls the “fore-conception of
completeness.” This is the assumption that the subject matter under consideration is a unified,
coherent whole, and that as a whole the subject matter itself constantly supercedes any particular
interpretation of it. As above, truth also has the meaning of an event (Geschehen). The event of
understanding is the moment of application in which one manifests something of the meaning of
the universal, ontological structure of the things themselves in the contingent circumstances of
one’s historical situation. Gadamer maintains above all that truth is dialectical. That is, truth is
something that exists between the partners in a discussion about a subject matter that they have
in common. The nature of their conversation presupposes, however, that the interlocutors accept
that what the other asserts about the meaning of being is at least potentially valid and therefore
worth considering. This presupposition maintains the openness toward the other that is necessary

for the development of hermeneutical consciousness.

Chapter one concludes by addressing some of the principle criticisms of Gadamer’s
work. As suggested above, commentators tend to argue that Gadamer prioritizes either the unity
of the text or the multitude of interpretations that emerge from it. E. D. Hirsch Jr. claims that
Gadamer confuses textual meaning with significance, reducing the former, which Hirsch
contends is identical with the author’s intention, to the latter, which refers to any particular

reading of a text. For Hirsch, truth in Gadamer’s hermeneutics is at best relativistic, at worst

* See “Truth in the Human Sciences” and “What is Truth?” translated by Brice R. Wachterhauser in Hermeneutics
and Truth.
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nihilistic. By contrast, in his earlier work on Gadamer, Wachterhauser argues that Gadamer
identifies hermeneutical truth with tradition, thus constraining interpretation within a status quo.
Michael Gibbons takes a similar approach, arguing that the openness that is essential to
hermeneutical consciousness is always responsive to tradition and therefore necessarily contains
a conservative element. This chapter concludes with the provisional claim that throughout his
work Gadamer endeavors to mediate between these two positions in order to show that the things
themselves maintain an autonomous existence, such that they can become manifested throughout
various historical contexts, but that their meaning for us nonetheless remains relative to our

particular, historical situation.

In chapter two we will turn more directly to Plato’s development of the principles of the
One and the Many. Beginning with the Parmenides, we will elaborate Gadamer’s understanding
of Plato’s participation thesis in light of the objections to this thesis that are raised in this
dialogue. Gadamer finds that Plato remains committed to his theory of ideas despite the
difficulties facing the ontological separation (Xcp1ouoc) between ideas and appearances and the
participation (ugbe€ 1<) of the latter in the former. He argues that Plato reformulates the
ontological relationship between ideas and appearances in logical terms as the relationship
between the One and the Many, not in order to abandon or replace the earlier theory of forms,

but in order to defend it.

Gadamer uses Plato’s paradigm of number (ap18poc) in what he calls the arithmos
structure of the Aoyoc in order to elaborate the nature of the participation of the Many in the
One. In his view, the Theaetetus and not the Parmenides provides the clearest positive
representation of the dialectical relationship between the One and the Many and its implication

for Plato’s theory of knowledge. Specifically, Socrates’ analysis of the interaction between
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elemental and compound entities, represented by letters and syllables, illustrates the logical
interaction between the One and the Many (DD, 133). In order to substantiate Gadamer’s claim,
we will examine this and one other key section of the Theaetetus. Furthermore, we will elaborate
Gadamer’s approach to the ontological orientation of the arithmos model in the Sophist. He
argues that subsequent to the definition of oucia as SUvaic, i.e. the relational capacity inherent
in beings, the grammatical analysis of the Aoyoc provides the final proof of the participation of
the Many in the One. This analysis demonstrates in Gadamer’s view that judgments about
sensible reality imply an eidetic structure (GW VII, 364), thereby showing how language
mediates between the contingency of lived experience and the necessary ground of this

experience.

In chapter three we will further refine the function of language as the medium through
which the principles of unity and multiplicity unfold in a hermeneutical dialogue. A central
component of Gadamer’s hermeneutics is that all understanding and interpretation is grounded in
a bias or prejudice toward meaning. The development of self-understanding is therefore
fundamentally dialectical, as this model of understanding identifies two necessary properties of
genuine, hermeneutical experience: first, that the interlocutors have a common subject matter
that unites them; and second, that by recognizing the claim of the other as potentially valid each
partner in the dialogue brings into question their own presuppositions of meaning. As the vehicle
for hermeneutical experience, language is meant to mediate between the manifold perspectives

that can be sustained within the universal, ontological structure of reality.

Arguably, however, the interpretation of meaning can become distorted through the
influence of ideology and thus fail to reasonably present this structure. In particular, Jiirgen

Habermas is critical of Gadamer’s hermeneutics for failing to address the need for a critical
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apparatus that can appropriately reflect upon the content of one’s prejudices. To this end,
Habermas claims that within Gadamer’s hermeneutics tradition and language represent forms of
ideology that hinder, rather than promote, the openness that is central to hermeneutical
consciousness. We will argue that Gadamer successfully defends the universality of
hermeneutical reflection by identifying historicity as an ontological precondition for
understanding. Consequently, he demonstrates that the apprehension of historical being belongs
to the historically effected consciousness (wirkungsgeschichtliches BewufStsein), which
understands this being primarily in terms of its probable or evident structure.’ Importantly, in his
defense of hermeneutical reflection Gadamer appropriates Plato’s concept of philosophical
rhetoric as the mode of language that manifests the evident or probable nature of things, i.e., as a
potentially valid claim. Plato’s philosophical rhetoric is therefore uniquely equipped to reflect
the essential openness and finitude of hermeneutical experience. Thus tradition is not something
that must be transcended in order to secure truth, as truth is something that emerges between
historical situations. The subject matter that unifies the partners in a dialogue is therefore

understood in terms of its manifestation in different historical contexts mediated by language.

In chapter four, we will bring into question the activity of the things themselves as well
as the nature of our participation in this activity as consciousness of effective history. Gadamer
identifies hermeneutics as primarily a kind of practical philosophy (GR, 21). His conception of
theory, however, is not that which is typically situated in opposition to practice. Rather, the type

of theoretical activity that is relevant to Gadamer’s hermeneutics is the traditional Greek

> See “The Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem” and “On the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical
Reflection” translated by David E. Linge in Philosophical Hermeneutics.
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meaning of Becopia as participation.® The idea or concept presents itself (selbstdarstellung; RB,
23; AS, 38-39) according to its own possibilities of being (Seinsmoglichkeiten; TM, 117; WM,
123), and as participants within this activity we manifest the meaning of being with the
contingencies of our historical situation. Theory and practice are therefore not opposed within
hermeneutics, but rather are reciprocally determined analogously to the One and the Many: the
essence of the idea, like the Platonic number, transcends the particularity of its parts; yet the
meaning of this idea is nothing other than its presentation in our practical activity over time, just
as the number is nothing other than the collection of its units. Significantly, it is through the
relation between theory and practice, as well as the speculative structure of language as what
manifests the self-presentation of being, that Gadamer situates Plato’s logical formulation of the
dialectic of the One and the Many on its “true and fundamental ground” (TM, 454), i.e. the

finitude of our historical experience.

In chapter five, we will turn more directly to the practical dimension of Gadamer’s
hermeneutics, and the conditions under which effective social discourse becomes possible.
Gadamer is aware of the fact that misunderstanding happens, and it is typically characterized in
his work as something that happens when one or more conditions for coming to a shared
understanding are not satisfied. To this end, Gadamer usually indicates that where
misunderstandings or misinterpretations happen, they can be corrected over time as per the

historical nature of hermeneutical experience.

We will argue, however, that there is another phenomenon involved in understanding that

is not so easily mollified. To this end, having elaborated what Gadamer thinks understanding is

® See “What is Practice? The Conditions of Social Reason,” “Hermeneutics as Practical Philosophy,” and
“Hermeneutics as a Theoretical and Practical Task” translated by Frederick G. Lawrence in Reason in the Age of
Science.
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“over and above our wanting and doing,” it becomes necessary to describe what we do or ought
to do within this framework. Chapters three and four develop the notion in hermeneutics that the
things themselves actively present themselves to thought. However, as an “imitator of reality”
(MIUNTTG AV TV OvTwv; Soph. 235a), the figure of the sophist that Plato presents in his
dialogues illustrates a serious challenge to this notion. By internalizing being’s power for self-
presentation, the sophist effectively takes control over the meaning of truth that gets presented in
this way. Gadamer’s describes this kind of sophistical control over the meaning of being in his
critique of technology in the 1970’s, whose relevance to the 21* century will show that it is
perhaps an inevitable consequence of the growing reliance on forms of technology to mediate

our experience with others.

As a way to mitigate the effects of sophistry and its contemporary analogue, this chapter
will argue that the practical dimension of hermeneutics includes an inherent justificatory
demand. Practice, Gadamer says, “is conducting oneself and acting in solidarity;” and solidarity,
in turn, “is the decisive condition and basis of all social reason” (RAS, 87). For the same reason
that one cannot act howsoever one chooses, i.e. without regard for others, one cannot speak
however one wants about subjects that are essentially communal. We will see that Socrates and
Gadamer both indicate that a serious, philosophical engagement with the ideas can identify and
overcome those forms of consciousness which do not aim at a more comprehensive

understanding of things, and are merely empty talk.

Overall, this thesis aims to make an original contribution to Gadamer studies and his
views on language and hermeneutical experience by arguing that his understanding of the
ontology of the hermeneutical phenomenon has one of its main philosophical origins in Plato’s

theory of ideas. This thesis begins, therefore, with the idea that the essential finitude of human
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knowledge necessitates that the conception of truth in Gadamer’s hermeneutics rests upon the
principles of unity and multiplicity in order to be meaningful. From there, we illustrate that
Gadamer locates these principles in Plato’s late ontology, and that in developing the central
concepts of his hermeneutics he remains faithful to the Socratic turning toward the ideas. Plato
clarifies for Gadamer how, in recognizing the internal limits of our knowledge, we efface
ourselves in light of the unlimited scope of the ideas that constitute our understanding of the

world, and necessitate that this understanding is shared and developed with others.
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2. Chapter One: The meaning of truth in Gadamer’s hermeneutics

2.1: Introduction

This chapter will argue that the object of hermeneutical consciousness maintains a
heteronomous existence. In other words, the hermeneutical object is both a coherent, unified
whole that exists over and above the plurality of its representations, and at the same time it is

nothing other than this multitude of representations.

In making this argument, this chapter offers an overview of the chief conceptualizations
of truth that Gadamer employs in his philosophical hermeneutics. These include the
Heideggerian definition of truth as unconcealment; truth as an expression of the relationship
between a whole and its parts; truth as a moment in the hermeneutical event of experience; and
truth as a form of agreement between partners in a dialogue. In what follows, it will be
demonstrated that although each of these conceptualizations describes one aspect of a much
larger hermeneutical phenomenon, they all reflect a fundamental ambiguity or uncertainty in

human thought which for Gadamer is commensurate with the finitude of our historical existence.

We will also outline some of the critical responses to Gadamer’s hermeneutics regarding
the ontological status of the hermeneutical object. Gadamer’s critics tend to prioritize either the
autonomy that he attributes to the hermeneutical object or the individual, historical moments in
which this object is manifested. Consequently, they determine that Gadamer commits himself to
either a monistic or pluralistic definition of truth. In response to these criticisms, we will propose
that the true nature of the hermeneutical object is both a unity and a multiplicity, such that

Gadamer’s hermeneutics encompasses both monistic and pluralistic definitions of truth.
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The plan for the current chapter is therefore relatively straightforward. First, we will
elaborate the meaning of the four different conceptualizations of truth listed above in order to
illustrate their contribution to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, namely their identification of the
principles of identity and difference that sustain Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology. Second, we
will outline some of the criticisms of Gadamer’s hermeneutics that focus on certain conceptual
difficulties related to these principles. We will see that the dogmatic adherence to either a
monistic or pluralistic definition of truth within Gadamer’s hermeneutics overlooks a more
fundamental aspect of the hermeneutical phenomenon, namely the conceptual unity of these

principles.

2.2: Four definitions of truth

Determining the scope and function of hermeneutic understanding is highly problematic.
This problem is due primarily to the fact that there is no single definition of truth that captures
the essence of this concept in the context of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, let alone
across a broad array of fields and disciplines. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Gadamer has
been criticized over the lack of cohesiveness regarding his concept of truth. Richard Bernstein
calls it “one of the most elusive concepts in [Gadamer’s] work,” and sees Gadamer as
“employing a concept of truth that he never fully makes explicit” (Bernstein 1983, 151).
Generally, there is a serious concern with the apparent lack of normativity in Gadamer’s concept
of truth. His lack of clarity on this point is especially problematic in light of the impact that
hermeneutics has on other philosophical fields as well as its claim to universality. E. D. Hirsch

Jr., Dieter Freundlieb, and Charles Larmore present versions of this objection from within the
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fields of literary criticism, linguistic semantics, and epistemology respectively.” Without such a
principle, they argue, it is questionable whether or not Gadamer’s elaboration of the conditions

that make understanding possible sufficiently account for this phenomenon.

More seriously, Lawrence Hinman locates an ambiguity in Gadamer’s thought over the
question of the identity between hermeneutics and truth. As Hinman puts it:
The fundamental ambiguity in Gadamer's understanding of hermeneutics is centered
around the question of the locus of truth: if truth is identified with the hermeneutical
process itself, and if this process is simply the way things are, then it becomes extremely
difficult to distinguish between truth and nontruth, to say what is not truth. If, however,
one can say in some significant sense that some interpretations are true in a way in which
others are not, then it appears that truth cannot be identified with the hermeneutical
process tout court, but rather must belong in a special way to some interpretations rather
than others.®
Put another way, the ambiguity Hinman finds in Gadamer’s notion of truth brings into question
Gadamer’s claim that the process of hermeneutical understanding, interpretation, and application
has a universal function. If truth is not identical with the hermeneutical process, that is, if
hermeneutical questioning is only one of many possible inroads to truth, it is difficult to see how

Gadamer has moved hermeneutics beyond its traditional characterization as a secondary

methodology to a first philosophy.9

7 Hirsch criticizes the fundamental historicity of hermeneutic understanding as lacking any sense of normativity. He
argues that without a stable norm to guide textual interpretation “we cannot even in principle make a valid choice
between two differing interpretations, and are left with the consequence that a text means nothing in particular at all”
(Hirsch 1965, 494). In Hirsch’s view, Gadamer’s hermeneutics maintains at best a relative meaning of a text, and at
worst is utterly nihilistic. Similarly, Freundlieb states that “the fact that the world can be interpreted not only in
different but in mutually exclusive ways shows that we have to have criteria for privileging one interpretation over
another” (Freundlieb 1987, 113). He argues that Gadamer’s “relativistic skepticism” relies upon a transcendental
notion of truth which cannot assist in determining the validity of any given interpretation without undermining the
very historicity of understanding that this relativity presupposes. Charles Larmore argues that there are “universally
correct conditions for “knowledge” and “acceptable theory” that is makes sense for us to pursue,” and that the
epistemological relativism he attributes to Gadamer undermines any such condition (Larmore 1986, 148).

¥ Hinman 1980, 513. Ultimately Hinman has a positive view of Gadamer’s project in Truth and Method. He
concludes that Gadamer maintains, albeit only implicitly, both identifications of truth depending on the context in
which truth is in question.

? This transition is explained in Grondin 1990, 47.
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By contrast, commentators who are amenable to Gadamer’s hermeneutical theory have at
least as many ways to defend his position as his critics have to challenge it. As Robert Dostal
points out, insofar as Gadamer identifies truth with disclosure (Erschlossenheit) or
unconcealment (Unverborgenheit)' he can be called a Heideggerian. Dostal elaborates,
however, that this identification passes over the dialogical dimension of Gadamer’s concept of
truth, which he argues should not be associated with Heidegger.'' David Carpenter focuses on
the self-presentation of being, which he says for Gadamer is “a fundamental truth” (n.b., not the
fundamental truth) about being. This self-presentation can be understood through Gadamer’s
ontology of the event of truth, specifically the speculative dialectic of the image (Bild) as
expressed in Gadamer’s appropriation of Neoplatonic emanation and Christian incarnation
(Carpenter 1994). In this manner the event of truth attributes a positive ontological value to
images in relation to that of which they are images. This is done intentionally in contrast to the
Platonic reduction of the 18wAov to that which barely has existence. James Risser (1994), Brice
R.Wachterhauser (1986), and Kathleen Wright (1986) likewise defend Gadamer’s speculative
dialectic as elaborating an essential relation between language and truth. Jean Grondin (1994,
2000) and David Vessey (2011) reinforce Gadamer’s claim that philosophical hermeneutics is
universal in its function, though they disagree on whether Augustinian emanation or Thomistic

incarnation is the best model for this universality.

Bringing up these criticisms and defenses of Gadamer’s notion of truth serves to illustrate
one basic point, namely that no single conception of truth can be identified in Gadamer’s work.

This point reflects the deeper hermeneutical insight that the essential nature of the “things

" Dostal 1994, 47-48, referencing Gadamer’s essay “Was ist Wahrheit?” published in the same volume as “What is
Truth?” (sc. Gadamer 1994c, 35-36).

' On the distinction between Heidegger and Gadamer’s elaboration of truth as unconcealment see also Warnke
2011.
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themselves” (die Sache), the phenomenological catchword with which Gadamer aligns himself,
cannot be captured in language. If language is truly the medium of hermeneutic experience,
according to which Gadamer claims that hermeneutics is universal in scope, then wherever there
is a perfect understanding of being there should also be a perfect manifestation of the nature of
this being in language. It is a basic point within epistemology that such perfect knowledge is not
possible for humans, and so Gadamer develops his hermeneutical project from an acute
awareness of humanity’s essential finitude when it comes to our understanding of the nature of

being.

It is in light of the inherent finitude of human thought that Gadamer maintains the
autonomy of the hermeneutical object over and above its historical representations. It is in this
respect that this object functions as the measure of truth and validity in our interpretation of its
meaning, and that this interpretation is understood first and foremost as reflecting a “possible
truth” (mogliche Wahrheit, TM, 396; WM, 398) based in the evident structure of the things
themselves. Importantly, the finitude of human thought implies that that any judgment
necessarily presupposes as a whole the object of which it is a judgment. For Gadamer it is only
with respect to a common, unified subject matter that there can be meaningful discourse. The
identity of the hermeneutical object is therefore ultimately what validates interpretations of its

content, and consequently excludes invalid interpretations (sc. Wachterhauser 1999, 6).

This does not mean, however, that for Gadamer there is no cohesion or stability in
language. In his essay, “Gadamer’s Basic Understanding of Understanding,” Jean Grondin draws
out the manifold senses that the concept of understanding (Verstehen) has in the context of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics. At the same time he makes explicit the fact that all of these different

meanings are meant to be folded into one basic concept. To this end, Grondin writes:
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The fact that the basic notions [Gadamer] is unfolding often have many very different
meanings does not bother him. Quite the contrary, he sees in this plurality of meaning an
indication that language, long before thinking, is perhaps up to something essential. So it
is with Gadamer’s basic notion of understanding, which carries many different meanings,
but that all point to one central phenomenon, i.e. the understanding that he characterizes,
following Heidegger, as “the original form of the realization of our existence.” (Grondin
2002a, 36)

The many different meanings that truth has here all point to one central concept, i.e. whatever
one means by using the predication “in and of itself.” That language does not and cannot capture
the truth about being “in itself” is why there can even be a discussion about what this truth is for
Gadamer.
2.2.1: Truth as unconcealment

Heidegger’s definition of truth as unconcealment or disclosure remains relevant to
Gadamer’s work over the course of his philosophical career.'? Truth has the character of an event
of unconcealment when it is revealed in and through language. “The meaning of speech [die
Rede],” Gadamer writes, “is to put forward the unconcealed, to make manifest. One presents
something and in this manner something is known, communicated to the other just as it is known
to oneself.”"? Like Heidegger, Gadamer is interested in determining the depth of the relationship
between being and understanding as revealed in language. In particular, they share the need to
develop a conception of truth which is operative in understanding prior to the declaration of truth
in the natural sciences, and which therefore can manifest the nature of beings on a level which

scientific rationalism and methodology presupposes. Although Gadamer will lead the concept of

12 The first part of Plato’s Dialectical Ethics elaborates the conditions of Dasein’s being-in-the-world with others in
the context of Socrates’ dialogical form. In his 1957 essay “Was ist Wahrheit?” Gadamer writes simply, “Wahrheit
ist Unverborgenheit” (GW 11, 47; Gadamer 1994c, 36). In his essay “Hermeneutics and the Ontological Difference,”
written in 1989 and published in 1995, Gadamer explains that Heidegger’s hermeneutics of facticity refers to
Dasein’s attempt to understanding whatever is obscure. He emphasizes Heidegger’s remark here that life is “foggy”
(diesig), that the clearings in which truth is revealed are always covered over again (GR, 364). At the end of this
essay Gadamer applies the same formulation to his own hermeneutical project, writing that “language itself is a form
of life, and like life, it is hazy [diesig]; over and over it will surround us with a haze” (GR, 371).

1> Gadamer 1994c, 36. In Plato’s Dialectical Ethics Gadamer describes speech in nearly the same way. There, he
writes that speech “has the character of making the entity available by exhibiting it to oneself and to others, and in
such a way that the thing thus exhibited is held fast in its discovered state” (PDE, 28).
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truth as unconcealment in a different direction than Heidegger, this conceptualization is
nonetheless central for conceptualizing the relationship between understanding and being

necessary for his hermeneutics.

The definition of truth as unconcealment is significant for Gadamer for a number of
reasons.'* For one, unconcealment is taken to describe fundamentally the experience of truth and
falsehood rather than to prove that there is such experience at all. As Gadamer relates, there is an
essential unity between truth and language which is a matter of “a fundamental relationship
between truth and falsehood” (Gadamer 1994c, 40). That is, because unconcealment is
simultaneously an act of concealment, truth cannot be known independently from falsehood, i.c.,
as that which has been covered over in the act of disclosing truth. Falsehood, then, indicates
something more than simply saying what is not of what is, i.e. making an incorrect
correspondence between things. The definition of truth as unconcealment is significant
furthermore because it develops this experience of truth and falsehood from our inherently finite
human perspective rather than assuming the totality of any superhuman perspective.'> Finally,
unconcealment avoids the “dialectical quagmire” of subjectivity and objectivity.'® The act of

disclosure is an essential mode of Dasein’s being-in-the-world; and so understanding is the way

' As elaborated by Dostal (1994, 49).

' In his essay, “The Nature of Things and the Language of Things,” Gadamer considers how the phenomenological
“language of things” can provide a ground for what he calls the “infinite correspondence between soul and being”
without having to be also a theological ground (PH, 74-75). For an overview of the theological influences on
Gadamer’s thought, see Lammi 2008.

'® Commenting on the “total determination of the object by cognition” in Neo-Kantian idealism and being’s
“independence of all human subjectivity” in the phenomenological critique of Neo-Kantianism, Gadamer writes,
“The superiority of classical metaphysics seems to me to lie in the fact that from the outset it transcends the dualism
of subjectivity and will, on the one hand, and object and being-in-itself, on the other, by conceiving their preexistent
correspondence with each other” (PH, 74). In this light, the phenomenological “language of things” as developed by
Heidegger is that in which “the primordial correspondence of soul and being is so exhibited that finite consciousness
too can know it” (PH, 76).
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in which Dasein, by uncovering beings, understands itself.'” The definition of truth as
unconcealment is significant for Gadamer in this respect because it reflects the
phenomenological presupposition of a prior unity between subject and object, and furthermore
attends to a more original meaning of both truth and falsehood than the correspondence between

subject and object.

By bringing into question the primacy of the relationship between understanding and
being, Heidegger initiates a substantial criticism against the prevailing view that the truth of a
judgment is measured by its correspondence to an objective state of affairs. In Being and Time,
he outlines three theses which he claims characterize the essence of truth in the Western
philosophical tradition: one, “that the ‘locus’ of truth is assertion (judgment [ Urteil]);” two, “that
the essence of truth lies in the ‘agreement of the judgment with its object;’” and three, “that
Aristotle, the father of logic, not only has assigned truth to the judgment as its primordial locus
but has set going the definition of ‘truth’ as ‘agreement’ (BT, 257). Heidegger brings into
question the conditions under which this agreement is supposed to be possible. He says that the
adequation of our perception of something to that thing itself is demonstrated by the fact that
“this Thing is the very entity which one has in mind in one’s assertion” (BT, 261; emphasis his).
An assertion is meant to demonstrate in this way the “Being-uncovered” (Entdeckt-sein) of the
thing itself, which is confirmed when the entity reveals itself to be the same thing that is put
forward in the assertion (BT, 261). This formulation refers to the “apophantic” character of

judgment. For Heidegger, amodavoic refers to a primary and original way of “letting an entity

' BT, 263; Heidegger 1997, 11-12. Thus Gadamer: “According to Being and Time, understanding is the way in
which the historicity of Dasein is itself carried out;” “Even in Being and Time the real question is not in what way
being can be understood but in what way understanding is being, for the understanding of being represents the
existential distinction of Dasein” (PH, 49).
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be seen from itself” rather than from a mental “representation” (Vorstellung) of it."® An assertion
is therefore true, Heidegger claims, when it lets the entity “‘be seen’ (apophansis) in its
uncoveredness,” and not when it posits an agreement between a mental representation and
objectified entity (BT, 261). Heidegger’s criticism of the Greek origins of judgment is thus that a
correspondence theory reduces truth to an ontic relation between subject and object (Gonzalez
2009, 262), when it should be defined ontologically as a mode of Dasein’s being-in-the-world

(BT, 261).

Gadamer brings into question the nature of truth in the natural sciences in almost an
identical fashion. Confirming Heidegger’s definition of truth as unconcealment, in “What is
Truth?” he points to the phenomenological presupposition of an “original connection between
true being and true speech” (Gadamer 1994c¢, 36) which will become central to his hermeneutics.
He retraces Heidegger’s steps regarding the development of the relationship between being and
truth from this original situation. Truth as unconcealment is found, Gadamer writes, in the
apophantic form of assertion or judgment. Like Heidegger, he claims that the truth of the
assertion has however become determined by the correspondence between speech and thing, and
likewise that it was primarily Aristotle’s logical investigations which established this

correspondence as the definition of truth for the Western tradition (Ibid., 36).

This criticism of the correspondence theory of truth is not meant to undermine the

validity of the natural sciences in their own right. It is meant to illustrate, rather, that because

'8 BT, 196. In his lectures on Plato’s Sophist he distinguishes between amoédavaoic and onuaivelv as modes of
linguistic expression. To use the latter mode, Heidegger says, is simply to mean something, by virtue of which
language as such becomes meaningful or comprehensible. The former mode is distinct because in addition to having
meaning it “[lets] the thing meant show itself in this meaning” (Heidegger 1997, 124). For this reason apophantic
judgment more than any other form of speech properly attends to the meaning of truth as unconcealment. Other
forms of speech, including onuoivelv, “become” apophantic, Heidegger says, “only if there is present in it either a
disclosing, aAnbevetv, or a distorting, YeuSeabat. For not only to disclose but also to distort is to let be seen, even if
disclosing is the proper letting be seen” (Heidegger 1997, 124).
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scientific rationalism no longer presupposes an original unity between being and language it
overlooks the fact that the scientific proposition is grounded in knowledge of the evident or
probable nature of things as opposed to their certainty. In this respect, Francisco Gonzalez writes
that “The problem, then, with characterizing truth within the perspective of [scientific] logic as
‘correctness’ is not that this characterization is ‘incorrect,” but rather that it obstructs the more
original essence of truth as openness within which correctness alone is possible” (Gonzalez
2009, 261). The definition of truth as unconcealment thereby points out a more primary sense of
both truth and falsehood as co-emergent properties of thought. The necessary ground of any
scientific proposition, insofar as this ground is understood and articulated in human thought and

language, is characterized accordingly in terms of the evident or probable structure of being.

Defining the original meaning of truth as unconcealment nonetheless brings into question
what the measure of this truth is. In Gadamer’s view, the primary form of apophantic judgment
has the unique capacity to measure itself. He writes, “Judgment is determined, in distinction
from all other forms of speech, by wanting only to be true; it measures itself exclusively by
whether it reveals a being as it is” (Gadamer 1994c, 36). By taking a “theoretical stance” (die
Lehre) toward the things themselves (die Sache), judgments reflect the content of the original
unity between language and being. That is, in making this kind of judgment Dasein does not
make a claim about only an external state of affairs but also its self-understanding in relation to
this state of affairs. This is why falsehood is discovered to have the more original sense of

concealment as an essential part of the act of disclosure, and not the antithesis of truth.

What is needed, then, is an articulation of the kind of hermeneutic judgment which has an
internal measure of its content. Like Heidegger, Gadamer wants to “reach back behind the

knowledge thematized in science” (Ibid., 38) and establish the conditions which make the
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correspondence model of truth, and indeed any other model of truth, possible in the first place.
For Gadamer, this “reaching back” means dwelling on the mode of being of whatever is
perceived. That is, one does not passively undergo the back and forth movement of disclosure
and concealment, but rather is actively involved in making sense of whatever presents itself to
thought. Thus he writes, “Lingering vision and assimilation is not a simple perception of what is
there, but is itself understanding-as. [...] Only if we ‘recognize’ what is represented are we able
to ‘read’ a picture; in fact, that is what ultimately makes it a picture. Seeing means articulating”

(TM, 79).

This does not mean, however, that the truth of any judgment about being depends only
one’s perception of that being, as then every judgment would be equally valid. Defining truth in
such relativistic terms would entail, as Gadamer puts it, “an untenable hermeneutic nihilism”
(TM, 82). Yet the presupposition of an original unity between language and being also does not
permit an objective or absolute standpoint outside of the relation between subject and object with
which one could locate a distinction between true and false judgments. Part of Dasein’s self-
understanding is the awareness of its essential finitude, and so naturally this excludes an outside
perspective of its own limitations (TM, 83). The scientific objectification of being makes this
kind of distinction possible, even providing protection against it, and without assuming an
awareness of the totality of its subject matter. A scientific proposition, however, cannot measure
itself the way an apophantic judgment can because it presupposes the separation between subject
and object rather than their conceptual unity. Therefore a scientific proposition must be measured
according to an external methodology. A proposition obtains truth, in other words, only after its

content has been verified. “When verification—regardless of what form—primarily defines truth
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(veritas),” Gadamer writes, “then the standard with which knowledge is measured is no longer its

truth but its certainty” (Gadamer 1994c, 37).

Significantly, in Truth and Method Gadamer assigns an ontological priority to what is
“probable” or “evident” (wahrscheinliche, einleuchtend) over the “truth and certainty of what is
proved and known” (TM, 479). “The idea,” he continues, “is always that what is evident has not
been proved and is not absolutely certain, but it asserts itself by reason of its own merit within
the realm of the possible and probable.” For this reason Gadamer is consistently critical of any
attempt to systematize language as an effort to do away with this ambiguity. A conventional
system of linguistic signs which admits of no ambiguity in the relation of words to objects is not
language in his view. “The whole basis of language and speaking, the very thing which makes it
possible,” he writes, “is ambiguity or ‘metaphor’.”'’ The very possibility of a correspondence
between thought and being presupposes that being can be spoken about af all. That is, prior to
the scientific determination of the truth of any proposition is a relationship between truth and
“effability” (Sagbarkeit) which “cannot be measured in terms of the verifiability of propositions”
(Gadamer 1994c, 40). However, the possibility of speaking about things in no way guarantees
that one speaks correctly. Locating the content of hermeneutic judgment in the ontological
disclosure of the probable couches this judgment in Dasein’s perceptive activity; yet because
what is articulated is merely a possible mode of being, this judgment must be justified beyond

the purely subjective scope of one’s own self-understanding.

DD, 111. Similarly, in “What is Truth?” Gadamer takes umbrage with the 20™ nominalist movement to produce
just this kind of system. Nominalism, he writes, “believes that the whole secret and sole task of all philosophy
consists in forming the proposition so exactly that it really is in a position to state what is meant univocally.
Philosophy should develop a system of signs that is not dependent on the metaphorical ambiguity of natural
language, and also not dependent in general on the linguistic multiplicity of modern cultures out of which flow
misleading and erroneous claims, but rather one what attains the univocity and precision of mathematics” (Gadamer
1994c, 39).
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This orientation toward the possibility of speaking about being thereby liberates
hermeneutical inquiry from the “ontological obstructions” of scientific objectivity (TM, 268).
Paradoxically, this liberation occurs by prioritizing the autonomous existence of beings over any
subjective consciousness that creates meaning for these things. That is, the hermeneutical
encounter with beings is liberating precisely because it allows the things themselves (die Sache)
to speak for themselves, rather than confining their meaning to the scope of scientific utility or
functionality. Gadamer argues that the “language of things” has been vanishing with the growing
force of scientific rationality and its fixation on function and utility, i.e. it prioritizing of one’s
subjective control over the autonomous nature of the things themselves. Inherent in the concept
of a “thing,” Gadamer writes, is that it does not exist merely for our use. Nonetheless, within
scientific rationalism the being of the thing in itself “is disregarded by the imperious human will
to manipulate, and it is like a language it is vital for us to hear” (PH, 71-72). The definition of
truth as unconcealment identifies an essentially reflexive activity one undertakes in “reaching
back” behind an established position. It is liberating, then, because it attends to the fundamental
uncertainty which constitutes thought, thereby revealing other ontological possibilities that an

entity has of being known.

2.2.2: Truth as relation between whole and part

The original unity between language and being unfolds according to the logic of a whole
in relation to its parts. Here again Heidegger serves as Gadamer’s guide, namely with respect to
his insight into the positive ontological structure of the hermeneutical circle. Heidegger’s point is
that every interpretation (Auslegung) presupposes an understanding (Verstehen) of the nature of
what is being interpreted. Understanding is referred to variously as fore-conception (Vorgriff),

fore-having (Vorhabe), or fore-sight (Vorsicht; BT, 191). These concepts all indicate some kind
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of knowledge that one has in advance of making a judgment, the development of which
conceptualizes one’s forethought (BT, 191). Interpretation involves working out the content of
this fore-knowledge “in terms of the things themselves” (BT, 195). In other words, developing
an interpretation grounds it in understanding, which in turn modifies the content of
understanding by confirming or denying one’s presuppositions about the nature of whatever is
being interpreted. The relationship between forethought and judgment is therefore essentially
circular. As Heidegger writes, “Any interpretation which is to contribute to understanding, must

have already understood what is to be interpreted” (BT, 194).

Gadamer appropriates Heidegger’s metaphor of the hermeneutical circle as a model to
describe the hermeneutical interpretation of a text in terms of a whole in relation to its parts.
Importantly, Jean Grondin points out that in order to understand the ontological positivity of the
hermeneutical circle one must properly distinguish between its epistemological and
phenomenological orientations. Within the former orientation, in which scientific rationalism
situates itself, the circle is inherently vicious. Heidegger explains:

...we may not presuppose what it is our task to provide grounds for. But if interpretation

must in any case already operate in that which is understood, and if it must draw its

nurture from this, how is it to bring any scientific results to maturity without moving in a

circle, especially if, moreover, the understanding which is presupposed still operates

within our common information about man and the world? (BT, 194)

The epistemological orientation does not appear to satisfy the demand for an objective,
presuppositionless ground for thought. Since Descartes the natural sciences have endeavored to
establish exactly this ground, i.e. “where truth is immediately given and interpretation is not
required” (Schmidt 2010, 203). The validity of anything that can be called into doubt is rejected

and a reliable methodology is developed from whatever remains cognitively secure. In Truth and

Method Gadamer launches his well-known attack against the Enlightenment “prejudice against
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prejudice.” He finds that this principle of Enlightenment thought has extended into the
contemporary period, justifying for us the rejection of any bias which influences one’s
understanding of what is otherwise taken to be objective reality. This prejudice against prejudice
is, of course, its own bias against the value of knowledge that is probable but not certain. Within
hermeneutics, then, “it is the proclamation that an interpretation is free from any anticipations
that must appear naive and uncritical” (Grondin 2002a, 47). “An interpretation,” Heidegger
writes, “is never a presuppositionless apprehending of something presented [eines
Vorgegebenen] to us” (BT, 192). Overcoming this Enlightenment principle opens the path to a
more appropriate understanding of humanity’s essential finitude and its necessary, inescapable

reliance on prejudices for obtaining knowledge (TM, 277).

The presupposition of an inherent subjective bias in the judgment and interpretation of
being does not imply, however, that truth is grounded entirely in subjectivity. Having dismissed
the Enlightenment demand for an objective basis for knowledge and an accompanying
methodology couched in epistemological certainty, Gadamer describes the kind of position
derived solely from a subjective standpoint:

Self-reflection and autobiography [...] are not primary and are therefore not an adequate

basis for the hermeneutical problem, because through them history is made private once

more. In fact history does not belong to us; we belong to it. Long before we understand
ourselves through the process of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-

evident way in the family, society, and state in which we live. (TM, 278)

Gadamer’s revitalization of the positive meaning of prejudice and his movement away from the
objectifying methodology of the natural sciences is not intended to prioritize a subjective
epistemology over its objective counterpart. Rather, the point is to locate dialectically a common

ground for both subject and object. An epistemological orientation favours one side or the other

by presupposing the separation between subject and object. Heidegger’s phenomenological
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description of the circular structure of understanding provides an effective basis for the

mediation between the two following the presupposition of their unity instead.

Heidegger’s development of the hermeneutical circle provides Gadamer with the means
to ground subjective prejudices in a reality whose structures are not themselves conditioned by
human thought, but which become manifestly evident through our shared experience of them.
The mediation between subject and object is an essential property of the ontological shift of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics, guided in part by what he calls the “anticipation of meaning.” It is
within the framework of this concept that truth is obtained according to the logic of a whole in
relation to its parts. Gadamer writes, “The anticipation of meaning in which the whole is
envisaged becomes actual understanding when the parts that are determined by the whole
themselves also determine this whole” (TM, 291). In traditional hermeneutic theory,
interpretation ends with a perfect understanding of its object. This end is achieved when the total
coherence of the parts is understood in relation to their unifying whole. By contrast, Heidegger’s
phenomenological description of the relation between whole and part excludes the possibility of
attaining any such perfection. This is because understanding is now essentially rooted in fore-
knowledge, the content of which informs the anticipation of meaning and is furthermore
constantly being modified in response to the interpretive act (TM, 293). For this reason the
anticipation of meaning is not purely an act of subjectivity as it “proceeds from the commonality
that binds us to the tradition” (TM, 293). The anticipation of meaning is therefore not an act of
objectivity either, as the coherence of the whole is only ever realized through one’s subjective
participation in it. One’s understanding of the hermeneutical object cannot be dissociated from

the knowledge of oneself in relation to this object. The two mutually cohere.
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A significant implication of this process of mediation is what Gadamer refers to as the
“fore-conception of completeness” (TM, 294). As a condition of understanding, completeness
refers to the requisite presumption that the object of interpretation is a unified, coherent whole.
Its intelligibility is taken to be contingent upon this coherence, and it is only when something
such as a text is discovered to be unintelligible that it is approached as an object of criticism
instead. We must ask, however, what it means for the text to exist as a unified whole. Gadamer
tells us that the reader assumes “an immanent unity of meaning,” but that his understanding of
the content of the text is also guided by “the constant transcendent expectations of meaning”
based on the reader’s prior relation to this content (TM, 294). The fore-conception of
completeness, then, has two aspects which operate simultaneously in thought: one, it presumes
that the text will “completely express its meaning”; and two, it presumes that “what it says

should be the complete truth” (TM, 294).

The fore-conception of completeness operates in relation to the primary and secondary
levels of interpretation of the object of understanding. Gadamer’s concern, of course, is not with
developing a methodology with which one can undertake a critical examination of the object of
understanding, but rather the conditions which make understanding as such possible. Thus he
says that understanding is primarily concerned with the content of the text, and only in a
secondary sense with the form which communicates this content (TM, 294). Traditional
hermeneutics, then, applies this condition only on a secondary, epistemological level, such that
one can attain, at least in theory, a perfect understanding of the intended meaning of the text. On
the primary, ontological level, however, the fore-conception of completeness applies not to the

text but the subject matter one has in common with the text.
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The circular structure of understanding has neither a subjective nor an objective basis, but
rather provides a common ground for both subject and object. Both the reader and the text are
situated historically within a tradition. Their dialogue is guided by a shared concern over the
ontological question of the content of this tradition. Thus neither the reader’s fore-understanding
of the meaning of the text nor the author’s representation of this meaning has a purely subjective
basis. Both horizons of meaning emerge within and in response to a tradition of meaning, and
both are guided by the “transcendent expectations” of this meaning. The concept of a tradition,
however, does not represent a purely objective measure of these expectations because the
tradition itself develops along with the plurality of subjective stances taken within it (TM, 293).
Of course, in one’s dialogue with the text, one engages with the text itself and not the author.
The point of distinguishing between the primary and secondary object of interpretation,
therefore, is to separate the text as representing the content of a tradition from its representation

of the author’s opinion of this content.

The fore-conception of completeness, which Gadamer says is a formal condition of all
understanding, therefore entails an unresolvable tension between the intelligibility and
unintelligibility of the text. As indicated above, the intelligibility of the text depends on its
existence as a coherent, unified whole, which presumes furthermore that the text contains both a
complete expression of its meaning and a complete truth. Despite the distinction between the
primary and secondary awareness of the text, practically speaking any text remains limited to
whatever the author has written. At best, then, anything that a text may disclose about its subject
matter on this primary level of understanding is a partial truth, even if we accept Gadamer’s
claim that the meaning of a text extends beyond the author’s intent. Therefore, while a text could

have theoretically a perfect coherence between its parts in relation to its structure as a whole, the
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meaning of this whole cannot itself be the totality of what can be said about the subject matter
that is common to both the reader and the text and which sustains their relationship on this
primary level of understanding. Thus the following dilemma emerges: the textual representation
of primary, shared content can express a complete truth but cannot completely express the
meaning of this truth; while the textual representation of a secondary, authorial view of this

content can completely express the author’s meaning but cannot express a complete truth.

It is clear, however, that for Gadamer this tension is not only intentional but also
necessary. This tension bears a resemblance to Meno’s paradox: it is unnecessary to ask a
question when one already knows the answer, but if one does not know the answer asking the
question in the first place is impossible.”’ Socrates’ solution to this problem is to suggest that one
has prior, undisclosed knowledge of the thing in question which becomes revealed through the
process of recollection. In this way, he can say meaningfully that one is always in a state of being
both knowledgeable and ignorant. Gadamer remarks that the most fundamental precondition of
hermeneutics is fore-knowledge “which comes from being concerned with the same subject”
(TM, 294). A text is both intelligible and unintelligible, then, because it can speak to the reader
about something familiar, i.e. their common subject matter, but in an unfamiliar way, i.e. from
the perspective of a different point in history or tradition. He writes:

Hermeneutic work is based on a polarity of familiarity and strangeness; but this polarity

1s not to be regarded psychologically, with Schleiermacher, as the range that covers the

mystery of individuality, but truly hermeneutically—i.e. in regard to what has been said:

the language in which the text addresses us, the story that it tells us. Here too there is a

tension. It is in the play between the traditionary text’s strangeness and familiarity to us,

between being a historically intended, distanced object and belonging to a tradition. The
true locus of hermeneutics is this in-between. (TM, 295)

2S¢ 1G, 56-57: “Seeking and learning presuppose that one knows what one does not know, and to learn that, one
must be refuted. Knowing what one does not know is not simply ignorance. It always implies a prior knowledge
which guides all one’s seeking and questioning. Cognition is always recognition.”
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The hermeneutical mediation between whole and part reflects the fact that the truth as mediated
through language is essentially incomplete because it is always expressed from a particular point
of view. This perspectivism, however, always presupposes that the common subject matter one
has in common with the text is itself a unity of these perspectives, i.e. that the subject matter
itself is a complete truth. Like Socrates, the reader is always in a position of both knowing and

not knowing the subject matter of his dialogue with the text.

Our access to the things themselves is therefore mediated in and through our interaction
with other horizons of understanding about these things. We do not have a direct, unmediated
access to these things, at least not in any sense that can be captured in language. In Gadamer’s
view, for this reason the act of reading a text naturally carries with it a sort of unspoken trust that
the author is writing from a more informed position. That is, whatever is transmitted through a
tradition is not ambiguous but in accordance with reason. If the text is discovered not to be a
coherent, unified whole on a secondary level, this incoherence does not undermine the
intelligibility of the subject matter itself. [t means only that one cannot understand what the
author is trying to say in a conversation about the same thing. With respect to the intelligibility of
the subject matter itself, Gadamer’s point is just that the condition of completeness is never
meant to be satisfied. “To be historically [geschichtlichsein],” he writes, “means that knowledge
of oneself can never be complete” (TM, 301; WM, 307). Human knowledge is fundamentally
partial and limited. The completeness of the object of hermeneutical understanding is neither
attained in our understanding of it, but nor is this completeness refuted because of the inherent
deficiency of our reflection upon it. Thus the ontological positivity of the hermeneutical circle,

developed in this way according to the logic of a whole in relation to its parts, is characterized by
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its lack of a demand for certainty with respect to one’s knowledge of the whole in order to obtain

truth about this whole. What it demands instead is plausibility.
2.2.3: Truth as an event of experience

Gadamer’s concept of experience (Erfahrung) reflects the fact that the process of coming
to an understanding is just that: a process. The event of experience is intimately tied to the
dialectical mediation between the unity of a concept and the plurality of judgments about this
concept. Experience is fundamentally “open” in that it always leads to new experience, “not only
in the general sense that errors are corrected, but that experience is essentially dependent on
constant confirmation.”*' Gadamer finds that this openness can develop either positively or
negatively as the consequence of either an epistemological or ontological orientation toward the
thing being experienced. In the previous section these orientations were distinguished in order to
establish the ontological virtue of the hermeneutical circle against its epistemological
viciousness. A similar distinction will be helpful here in order to establish the fundamental
dialogical character of genuine, ontological experience against the monological character of

experience within the framework of scientific rationality.

The positive conceptualization of experience describes broadly the development of the
universality of a concept according to which similar experiences can be categorized. While the
essential singularity of experience is maintained, it becomes an experience of something only
when it is determined by an objectified content, i.e. a scientific law that is taken to maintain its
universality independently of any particular observation of it. This characterization of experience

has developed, in Gadamer’s view, as a result of Aristotle’s logical induction according to which

I TM, 346. This characterization of experience is sensitive to the two different meanings of falsehood discussed
earlier, one having to do with making an error, the other with concealing a previously disclosed truth.
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“the true universality of the concept and the possibility of science comes about” (TM, 347). This
kind of scientific reasoning can be productive insofar as it provides a kind of technical control
over things. The repeated experience of the performance of some object allows one to reliably
predict in advance certain outcomes through an understanding of the reason or cause of the
nature of that object:
Command of a techné is characterized, in its execution, by anticipatory disposition over
the thing to be produced, in the form of understanding and (in explicative speech)
explaining the thing to be produced in terms of its reason or causes. This disposition over
the things has the character of universality and necessity insofar as the reason or cause
[...] 1s universal and gives necessary reasons applying to every possible case of the
performance in question. (PDE, 27)
The mathematical certainty of scientific knowledge and the “methodical spirit of research” are
obviously indispensable to human development and the continued development of our
knowledge of the universe. Accordingly, Gadamer does not diminish the significance of
scientific knowledge or the worth of its methodology per se, despite claims to the contrary by
some commentators. He claims openly that there is nothing that necessarily prevents the human
sciences from developing new insights into their subject matter through some form of
methodology, only that they tend not to do this (Gadamer 1994b, 26). The application of method

is still necessary, however, wherever the goal is to produce unbiased and independently

verifiable conclusions, especially when one has at least some obligation to satisfy public reason.

In Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, Gadamer develops an idealized ground for a shared
understanding based in Aristotelian scientific reasoning. The aim of scientific inquiry in this
context is to establish a mode of discourse which makes an entity understandable in terms of its
substantive content, i.e. “to exhibit it, in light of what makes it the way it is, as necessarily being

that way” (PDE, 34). Ideally this mode of discourse will obtain something like scientific or
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methodological certainty but within the framework of a dialogue.”* The problem with scientific
inquiry—and this is where Gadamer is critical of methodology—is that as an event of truth this
inquiry can develop monologically. As Gadamer put it, “Aristotelian science is characterized by
its lack of need for any explicit agreement on the part of a partner: it is a showing, based on
necessity, which is not concerned with the actual agreement of others” (PDE, 18). This mode of
reasoning and giving proof does not require consent or agreement by virtue of the logical

. . . 23
framework in which it operates.

The positive conceptualization of experience ignores its essential processual element and
the fact that, as a process, experience is essentially rooted in a prior negativity. The key
difference between these kinds of experience, Gadamer says, is that a positive experience
conforms to one’s expectation whereas a negative experience indicates something new (TM,
347). By having one’s understanding of an entity reasonably contested or contradicted one
acquires a more comprehensive knowledge of this entity. For Gadamer, then, it is only in its

primarily negative form that one can have “genuine” experience.

2 In “Hermeneutics Tracking the Trace,” for example, Gadamer writes that a dialogue “comes to life precisely from
the unforeseen ideas that may give the conversation a whole new direction. A conversation is not a discourse that is
well programmed in advance. And yet one does seek to give the conversation a direction” (GR, 392). The idea that a
dialogue has directionality refers to the prior ambiguity that belongs to language. Words can have multiple
meanings, and so different and even unpredictable meanings can emerge over the course of a conversation. There is
the possibility, then, that the direction of a dialogue will not be the correct one. Thus in a “real” or “living”
conversation, “the right understanding is immediately confirmed and misunderstandings are corrected. In a
conversation one does not have to weigh every word on a scale of gold and carefully choose one’s words so as to
exclude all possible alternative meanings or misunderstandings” (GR, 393). In Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, Gadamer’s
development of an ideal ground for a shared understanding has something like this latter form of conversation in
mind, i.e. one where the ambiguity in language does not hinder an agreement because the terms are highly
contextualized.

2 Furthermore, since hermeneutical experience is essentially an experience with another person, the predictability of
scientific knowledge undermines the moral dimension of interpretation. On this mode of interaction Gadamer writes,
“We understand the other person in the same way that we understand any other typical even in our experiential
field—i.e., he is predictable. His behavior is as much a means to our end as any other means. From the moral point
of view this orientation toward the Thou is purely self-regarding and contradicts the moral definition of man” (TM,
352). In chapter five we will elaborate Gadamer’s criticism of the growing emphasis he sees on this kind of
technical control in social institutions.

41



The negative conceptualization of experience attends to the hermeneutic insight that there
is no pre-scientific definition of a universal genus which does not contain some degree of
ambiguity or indeterminacy:

If one wants to describe the dialectical experience of thought, one may not just

presuppose this systematic doctrine of classificatory concept formation. Instead one must

display how the very procedure of concept definition itself contains something arbitrary

and uncertain, for the genus under which a thing is to be subsumed obviously lacks

singleness of meaning.**
The self-certainty of scientific inquiry has to do with the fact that scientific reasoning also makes
a claim to “the necessity of what the reason grounds” (PDE, 35). This necessity, however, is
based on “evidentness” (Einsichtigkeit) rather than certainty.25 We saw earlier that precisely
what distinguishes the hermeneutical and scientific orientations toward truth is that the former
begins with what is merely evident in fore-knowledge, whereas the latter rejects any
determination of truth which does not develop from an objective certainty. Likewise, Gadamer
claims here that the ideal kind of scientific inquiry that enables a shared understanding does not
just request the participation of another person, but in fact presupposes it. It is precisely because
the necessary ground of an entity’s being is merely evident that it can be brought into question,
thereby requiring a response. Thus while the substantive content of genuine experience may

develop according to the scientific logic of Aristotelian amodei€ic, its form is purely dialogical

and therefore as an event of truth it does not, and cannot, occur in an isolated monologue.26

2 DD, 109-110. Gadamer takes this insight from Plato’s Sophist, where none of the definitions of the sophist is able
to capture precisely what his nature is without calling into question that such a nature in fact exists.

** Thus the conditions for the possibility of a shared understanding that Gadamer develops in Plato’s Dialectial
Ethics are an early indication of the priority of the ontological commitment to truth over its epistemological
counterpart that he maintains in later works.

*® Gadamer says that his intention in Plato’s Dialectic Ethics is to develop a substantive basis on which the link
between Platonic dialogue and Aristotelian apodeictic can be made intelligible. Plato’s Philebus moves from the
ontological idea of the good to the good of human, ethical life, making this dialogue an appropriate basis for
interpreting Aristotle’s development of a moral science (PDE, 2). Therefore the fact of the historical development of
the former into the latter is not in dispute for him. Rather, Gadamer’s relevant interest is why Plato’s dialectic,
having as its foundation Socrates’ conversational form, is the genesis of Aristotle’s science. His concern with a
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The essential negativity involved in the experience of truth reflects a mode of self-
understanding which involves coming to terms with one’s essential finitude. “The truly
experienced person,” Gadamer writes, “is one who has taken this to heart, who knows that he is
master neither of time nor the future. The experienced man knows that all foresight is limited and
all plans uncertain” (TM, 351). This experience which develops one’s self-understanding is
therefore “radically undogmatic.” It is characterized, in fact, as entailing a “loss of self”:

Just as the relation between the speaker and what is spoken points to a dynamic process

that does not have a firm basis in either member of the relation, so the relation between

the understanding and what is understood has a priority over its relational terms. (PH, 50-

51)

In coming to a shared understanding both the self and the other must be brought out of
themselves, so to speak, and oriented toward the broader logic of the state of affairs which
constitutes the scope and direction of the conversation itself. What is “lost” in undergoing a
genuine experience are the contingent factors which otherwise withhold one from really seeing
the substantive content of the subject matter being talked about. Within the framework of
tradition, it is the substantive content of hermeneutic questioning that gets transmitted
historically, taking precedence over any contingent viewpoint about this content. This is why in
Gadamer’s view the “true historical object is not an object at all, but the unity of the one and the

other, a relationship that constitutes both the reality of history and the reality of historical

understanding” (TM, 299).

The loss of self that one experiences with respect to the substantive, historical content of
hermeneutic discourse is the backdrop to Gadamer’s concept of the historically effected

consciousness (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewufstsien). Importantly, Robert Dostal points out that

unitary reading of Plato and Aristotle remains constant over the course of his career. He develops a version of this
unity in his 1968 essay, “Amicus Plato Magis Amica Veritas,” which informs much of the content of his 1978 book,
Die Idee des Guten zwischen Plato und Aristoteles.
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one of the main features of Gadamer’s hermeneutics that distinguishes it from Heidegger’s
phenomenology is the length of time that it takes to obtain truth. For Heidegger, the
transformation of Dasein from inauthenticity to authenticity happens suddenly in a single
moment (Augenblick). For Gadamer, by contrast, the discovery of truth is drawn out over the
course of a conversation (Dostal 1994, 56-57). To be aware of this hermeneutical situation is to
know that there is no position outside of it and therefore that there is no truly objective
knowledge of it (TM, 301). The experience of truth is the experience of one’s essential finitude;
and by entailing an openness to further experiences, this definition of truth remains rooted
ontologically in the evidentness of what is being experienced prior to any epistemological

certainty.
2.2.4: Truth as agreement

In its ordinary usage, “agreement” refers to a kind of truth that is obtained as the result or
conclusion of a conversation. For Gadamer, however, there is a form of agreement that does not
refer to the conclusion of a dialogue, but is rather a condition for a dialogue to take place. The
intention here is to elaborate upon the significance of this meaning of agreement as a condition
that a dialogical model of truth and meaning presupposes in order for a conversation to remain
productive, namely. Developing the nature of this condition will serve to orient the definition of

truth as agreement within the overall direction of this thesis project.

The “first condition” of hermeneutics is the “address” or “provocation” (4nstoss) that the
text issues to its reader. Understanding begins, Gadamer says, with being addressed.”’

Understanding therefore continues by addressing something in return. Previously we saw that the

2T TM, 298. Of course, the idea that understanding as such has a beginning, and therefore an end, should be
interpreted loosely here.
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intelligibility of a text can be developed through either an epistemological or ontological
orientation toward its meaning, that is, with respect to either the meaning of the opinion it
presents, or the meaning of its substantive content. In the case of the latter, which we recall is the
real mode of inquiry of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, the text remains situated between intelligibility
and unintelligibility as the reader shares in a prior engagement with its subject matter but
maintains a state of unfamiliarity with the manner in which the text presents its own view of this
subject. The space wherein these perspectives meet is described by Gadamer’s concept of the
fusion of horizons:
In fact the horizon of the present is continually in the process of being formed because we
are continually having to test all our prejudices. An important part of this testing occurs
in encountering the past and in understanding the tradition from which we come. Hence
the horizon of the present cannot be formed without the past. There is no more an isolated
horizon of the present in itself than there are historical horizons which have to be
acquired. Rather, understanding is always the fusion of these horizons supposedly
existing by themselves. (TM, 305)
Insofar as a legitimate prejudice toward meaning is what enables understanding, an illegitimate
prejudice is the cause of misunderstanding. Understanding begins, then, by having one’s

prejudice “provoked” by way of the address. In this way, one becomes aware of one’s prejudice

toward meaning and can reflect upon its validity.

As the concept of the fusion of horizons dictates, however, this address or provocation
cannot occur in isolation. In other words, Gadamer precludes the possibility that someone could
engage in a non-dialogical reflection upon meaning within the framework of hermeneutics.
Without the kind of counterbalance to the self that the other provides, it is difficult, and perhaps

impossible, to determine if one has effectively undertaken an appropriate reflection.”®

** In Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, Gadamer does consider how one might be able to engage in a dialogue with oneself.
The obvious difficulty, as he points out, concerns separating substantive and unsubstantive motives in one’s own
thought and speech, as it is presupposed that both can contribute to the development of one’s view. Moreover, the
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Maintaining a primary involvement with the text regarding a common subject is therefore
a matter of establishing a productive relationship with it based on mutual reciprocity. This is just
what is meant by defining truth as agreement. This definition does not refer to an agreement on
what the content of one’s thought means for oneself, but what one means with respect to the
other. Gadamer reiterates that this agreement does not describe the terms of a logical
correspondence between subject and object. This agreement is always linguistic, and so it is not a
conversation between subject and object but rather between an “I”” and a “Thou.” The Thou in
any conversation cannot be considered an object because in its conversational relationship to the

I it is itself also a subject (sc. TM, 352).

The fact that a text as a Thou can disrupt this agreement does not preclude the interpreter

from doing the same. So although a provocation must be initiated by something “that has already

9529

asserted itself in its own separate validity”” such as the authoritative text, this provocation is not

limited exclusively to having an effect on the reader. The reader can also provoke the text:

It appears, therefore, that the primary factor is a kind of agreement between the two
[interlocutors], a deliberate attitude of the one as well as the other. [This agreement] is
not so much the subjective attitude of the two men confronting each other as it is the
formation of the movement as such, which, as in an unconscious teleology, subordinates
the attitude of the individuals to itself.*

way to keep these things separate is just to keep oneself open to the possibility of being contradicted by another
person, and even engaging with a potential contradiction (PDE, 42). Thus even when it is considered as an isolated
activity hermeneutics is still modeled on a dialogical form. Since Gadamer here is developing an idealized mode of
discourse, the possibility that someone might simply perpetuate a false prejudice does not come up here whereas it
does elsewhere. In Truth and Method, for example, Gadamer states that the reader “cannot separate in advance the
productive prejudices that enable understanding from the prejudices that hinder it and lead to misunderstandings”
(TM, 295). This separation occurs throughout the process of coming to a shared understanding, but where someone
is supplying for themselves the content of another person’s point of view it becomes questionable how successful
they might be in making such a distinction.

29 TM, 298. We recall that for Gadamer there can be an implicit trust in a text that is recognized as authoritative.

3% PH, 54. This brief description hardly does justice to the extent to which the metaphor of play is relevant to
Gadamer’s hermeneutical project. The primary experience of truth in hermeneutics develops from the experience of
the work of art, which of course is prefigured in Heidegger’s phenomenology. The concept of play is Gadamer’s
inroad to the nature of this experience in its ontological orientation (e.g. TM, 102 ff.). Hinman (1980, 518-522)
provides a useful overview of the scope of this concept and its bearing on other important aspects of Gadamer’s
hermeneutics.
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In being provoked “we are confronted not only with ourselves—as we already know ourselves,
but with something else as well: it is legitimate that we experience a provocation from them that
leads us beyond ourselves” (Gadamer 1994b, 29). In other words, by being provoked and by
undertaking appropriate self-reflection the reader experiences the kind of loss of self that was
characterized earlier. Thus in order for any historical document to be relevant to the present it
must lose itself as well. That is, on a primary level its content must be interpreted free from the

contingencies of its historical origin.

Defining truth as an agreement means, therefore, that over the course of a conversation
one does not engage merely with the opinion of the other, i.e. the author of the text one is
interpreting. In Gadamer’s view, “the understanding of tradition does not take the traditionary
text as an expression of another person’s life, but as meaning that is detached from the person
who means it, from an [ or a Thou” (TM, 352). The concern with the opinion of an author is an
historical or psychological pursuit, which Gadamer explicitly defines as secondary to the

hermeneutic involvement with the substantive content of what is being talked about.

Essential to any dialogue, then, is the openness of the interlocutors. One of the claims that
Gadamer makes throughout Truth and Method and many other essays is that the self must be
open to the alterity of the other that the text or its analogue presents. This openness is a
fundamental condition for understanding to be possible in the first place, as it is only by being
open that one can be provoked by the text. It follows that the experience of the other which
properly attends to the hermeneutical situation of the interlocutors accounts for both the subject
and objective dimensions of both speakers. What it means to be open, then, is not merely
listening to what the other has to say in a conversation, but hearing what the other is saying as it

is relevant to one’s own historical situation. Where temporal distance exists between the self and
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the other in a conversation, the appropriate experience of the other therefore attends to the
historical situation of the other but in a way that finds this situation relevant to the present.’' As
Gadamer puts it, “I must allow tradition’s claim to validity, not in the sense of simply
acknowledging the past in its otherness, but in such a way that it has something to say to me”
(TM, 355). In turn, the demand for reciprocity means that the other must remain open in the

same way and allows itself to be addressed in this same respect.

Defining truth as agreement pivots on the meaning of this condition of openness. If it is
satisfied, the interlocutors will be in a position to conclude their discussion, where the most
secure conclusion is the synthesis between two contradictory claims through a process of

“cognitive disclosing and appropriating.”**

What the condition of openness really indicates,
however, is that in a dialogue one must be open to the possibility that what the other has to say is
potentially true. Thus there is a more fundamental sense of the truth as agreement than that of a
conclusion of a dialogue and the synthesis of differing judgments. What the condition of
openness really indicates is the need for a tacit agreement on the part of the interlocutors that
they will engage with each other over a shared question of the substantial meaning of the matter

at hand. The possibility of coming to a shared understanding depends on having this agreement

in the first place.

3! Gadamer describes two ways in which one can fail to do this properly. Focusing on only the subjective dimension
of the text develops only the historical consciousness of the other. That is, a purely subjective approach to the other
restricts the meaning of what the other has to say to just its historical contingencies, finding in it “not the
instantiation of a general law but something historically unique” (TM, 354). Focusing only on its objective content is
equivalent, Gadamer says, to a “naive faith in method and in the objectivity that can be attained through it” (TM,
352). In this reverse case, everything subjective is excluded and the text is determined purely as an historical object
according to a misguided methodology. In either case, the fundamental historical situation of the text is undermined,
and therefore its effect on the tradition in which the reader finds himself is interrupted.

32 PDE, 41. Thus, as he writes here: “So the inherent tendency of the intention of coming to an understanding is to
want to do this precisely with the person whose prior opinion contradicts one’s thesis most sharply. The more radical
the contradiction is, the more secure the thesis that is confirmed by an ultimate agreement.”
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For this reason Gadamer differentiates between the “substantive intention” of what is said
in a dialogue and the “contingent motives” of either interlocutor (PDE, 41-42). The crucial
difference lies in being able to dissociate oneself from the contingent factors which have
contributed to the development of a particular point of view, and therefore do not attend to the
necessary state of affairs of the shared subject matter. The interlocutors, for instance, could enter
into a dialogue about a shared subject matter, assert that what the other is saying could be true,
and yet fail to reach a shared understanding. They could, in other words, agree to disagree due to
the inability to dissociate their contingent motives for engaging with the other from the
substantive content of their judgments about the matter at hand.*® When interpreting a text, then,
what is important is that its content is dissociated from the historical and psychological
contingencies of the author when writing it. It is only in its detachment from the author, Gadamer
says, that the text can be understood “in its full ideality, in which alone it has validity” (TM,
396). This does not mean that the text is not viewed as part of an historical tradition, only that its
meaning is not confined to the specific historical circumstances surrounding its genesis. The fact
that a text can be dissociated in this way and interpreted substantively is precisely why the
written word, rather than the spoken word, is the paradigmatic object of hermeneutics, as the

spoken word is always laden psychologically with these contingent factors.** Ideally, then, the

33 For this reason, basing one’s understand on the “inner condition” of the other in a conversation is considered a
degenerate mode of dialogue. In this case, although one may understand the motivation the other has for holding a
contradictory points of view, one does not understand the rationale of the content of the contradiction itself.
Gadamer writes, “For a person who thinks that he understands another person who contradicts him in some way and
that he understands him without agreeing with him has by that very means protected himself from the other person’s
contradictions. That is, in understanding oneself—an understanding that essentially always involves contrasting
oneself with others in this way—one rigidifies oneself in ways that make one, precisely, unreachable by the other
person. Genuine being with one another can hardly be based on an understanding that pushes the other person away
like this but must be based on a way of being with him that refrains from claiming this kind of understanding of the
other person and of oneself” (PDE, 37-38).

** TM, 394. The irony here, as Gadamer points out, is that because the written text does not literally have a voice it
is actually more susceptible to misunderstanding, intentional or not. The spoken word, by contrast, always has a
certain tone or inflection, for example, which constrains its possibilities of meaning (e.g. obvious sarcasm should not
be taken literally) but also reduces the chance that it will be misinterpreted.
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reader and the text are mutually provocative with respect to the substantive content and

substantive intention of their judgments about their shared subject matter.

The definition of truth as an agreement expresses perhaps most clearly the insight that at
a fundamental level truth is the disclosure of possibility.”> One is made to view the other in a
dialogue as an “anonymous bearer of a possible substantive contradiction,” which means in turn
that one sees one’s own assertion only in its substantive content as well (PDE, 42). Thus when
interpreting a text, the reader “experiences what is addressed to him and what he understands in
all its validity. What he understands is always more than an unfamiliar opinion: it is always
possible truth [mégliche Wahrheit]” (TM, 396; WM, 398; emphasis mine). The interpreter must
maintain a self-reflexive attitude such that his judgments reflect the substantive content of what
has been said and not the just contingencies on which that judgment is otherwise based. As
Gadamer puts it, “A person who is trying to understand is exposed to distraction from fore-
meanings that are not borne out by the things themselves. Working out appropriate projections,
anticipatory in nature, to be confirmed ‘by the things’ themselves, is the constant task of
understanding” (TM, 270). In this way the self is brought to a “higher determination” (PH, 54) of

being where greater possibilities of meaning, new provocations (A4nstosse), become open to him.

2.3: Problems

The various elements that contribute to the concept of truth operative in Gadamer’s
hermeneutics center on the idea that at a fundamental level our understanding of being is

expressed in the form of judgments about possible modes of existence of that being. This thesis

%% Heidegger also characterizes the interpretation of fore-knowledge as an act of working out ontological
possibilities (BT, 188-189).
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develops naturally from the hypothesis that understanding develops in the first place prior to any
methodology.*® That is, the linguistic disclosure of ontological possibilities is based on their
evident nature as understood through one’s intuitive awareness of their necessary ground. Where
judgments about beings are shown dialectically to be in some way incomplete, and in a sense
they always are, one is forced to reflect back upon a universal concept presupposed in one’s fore-
knowledge, thereby changing the scope and meaning of this concept. Put simply, one is made
aware of possible differences in the essential nature of things based on differences in the
language used to talk about these things.37 New potential meanings become available to thought
and dialogical activity continues over a mutual concern for coming to a shared and therefore

more comprehensive understanding of things.

Central to Gadamer’s hermeneutical project is therefore the idea that understanding is
fundamentally dialogical and so always requires openness to what the other is saying. Because a
hermeneutical dialogue is always open, interpretation is always the act of re-interpreting things
in a way that is novel and not simply repetitive (TM, 400-401). We understand differently,
Gadamer says, if we understand at all (TM, 296). The dialectical function of hermeneutics
elaborates the conditions which make it possible for these differences to be considered mutually
and eventually move toward a shared understanding about the meaning of being. Hermeneutical

dialogue is then a discussion of the different ways that beings may be said to appear to thought.

® E. D. Hirsch Jr. writes: “The act of understanding is at first a genial (or a mistaken) guess, and there are no
methods for making guesses, no rules for generating insights. The methodical activity of interpretation commences
when we begin to test and criticize our guesses” (Hirsch 1969, 203). As we will see, however, Hirsch argues that
because understanding has a pre-methodological ground, meaning can be validly determined only in light of an
objective principle.

3" Thus Gadamer: “I think we must say that generally we [discover a difference in usage] in the experience of being
pulled up short by the text. Either it does not yield any meaning at all or its meaning is not compatible with what we
had expected. This is what brings us up short and alerts us to a possible difference in usage. Someone who speaks
the same language as I do uses the words in the sense familiar to me—this is a general presupposition that can be
questioned only in particular cases. The same thing is true in the case of a foreign language: we all think we have a
standard knowledge of it and assume this standard usage when we are reading a text” (TM, 270).
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“All that is asked,” Gadamer writes, “is that we remain open to the meaning of the other person
or text” (TM, 271). Moreover, although the fore-conception of the completeness of meaning is a
necessary precondition for establishing a productive, dialogical encounter with the text, the fact
that neither the text, nor the reader, can fully satisfy this condition means that interpretation is

always, in principle, an “infinite process” (TM, 298).

Above we discussed how Gadamer distinguishes between primary and secondary modes
of interpreting the hermeneutical object. The secondary mode is guided by an epistemological
concern, namely to uncover the meaning of this object within its particular, historical context.
Within literary criticism, for example, this means that the goal of interpretation is to convey the
author’s intended meaning. The primary mode is guided by an ontological concern, i.e. to
discover the meaning of the hermeneutical object beyond any particular set of historical
circumstances. Openness within a dialogical context is necessary here because the meaning of
this object cannot be contained within any one horizon of meaning. This is why Gadamer claims,
for instance, that the meaning of a text always extends beyond the intention of its author (TM,
296). On this view, the substantive content of the text is not reducible to what the text, or anyone
else for that matter, says about it. This content is really the subject matter that establishes the
ground of the reader’s dialogical encounter with the text.

Gadamer’s thesis that truth is grounded in the evident structure of the things themselves
brings into question what the measure of this truth is. Above we elaborated Gadamer’s
identification of truth with Heideggerian unconcealment. In this sense falsehood is not the
antithesis of truth, but rather what is covered over or concealed in the act of revealing some
aspect of being. This meaning of truth accords with Gadamer’s description of understanding

(Verstehen) as an event (Geshehen) in which the hermeneutical object “must be understood at
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every moment, in every concrete situation, in a new and different way” (TM, 307-308). In this
way, truth can be understood as the possible ways in which the things themselves become
manifested in any particular situation.

Critics of Gadamer’s hermeneutics argue that Gadamer commits himself to either a
monistic or pluralistic definition of truth. On the one hand, the dialogical framework of
hermeneutics recognizes that the object of hermeneutical consciousness must possess non-
subjective criteria that can validate or invalidate judgments about its meaning. On the other hand,
the radical relativity of hermeneutical consciousness suggests that a judgment about this object
can remain true with respect to a particular set of historical circumstances, regardless of whether
or not this judgment has purchase in other contexts. The following dilemma arises: if truth is
essentially monistic, it is only at the expense of interpretive pluralism; but if truth is essentially
pluralistic, it is only at the expense of a non-relative ground on which a public agreement about
meaning can be established.

In what follows we will see that this dilemma is the result of a dogmatic adherence to
either of two principles regarding the existential status of beings. The question at hand is what
makes it possible to make an ontological judgment about the “things themselves,” and so it
matters how one understands the existence of these things relative to human thought. Depending
on where they land, commentators have produced versions of either a monistic or pluralistic
theory of interpretation and meaning, the implications of which are drawn out below. The middle
path through this dilemma will advance the claim that the things themselves maintain both a
unitary and multiple existence. This third approach will be developed in subsequent chapters,
principally by studying the effect that Gadamer’s understanding of Plato’s dialectic of the One

and Many has had on the development of his philosophical hermeneutics.
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2.3.1: Criticisms

As a literary critic, E. D. Hirsch Jr. does not object to Gadamer’s thesis that
interpretations of a text are inherently novel (Hirsch 1965, 488). What Hirsch finds objectionable
is rather the ontological commitment that he argues is present in Gadamer’s account of how
understanding operates prior to any method, i.e. without a standard of methodological certainty.
By grounding the meaning of a text in its substantive content, and by presupposing the
independent existence of content apart from both the author and reader, Hirsch claims that the
subject matter of their discourse “takes on the autonomous being of language itself” (Ibid., 492).
Following Gadamer’s distinction between the speech of the author, the language of the text, and
the meaning of each, Hirsch writes:

If the language of a text is not speech but rather language speaking its own meaning, then

whatever that language says to us is its meaning. It means whatever we take it to mean.

Reduced to its intelligible significance the doctrine of the autonomy of a written text is
the doctrine of the indeterminacy of textual meaning. (Ibid.)

In Hirsch’s view, this means that with respect to its meaning as a coherent, unified whole
understood on a primary level, the text contains an “inexhaustible array of possibilities,” a

hypostatization which he claims reduces the meaning of the text to utter indeterminacy (Ibid.).

Hirsch’s criticism has a very Heracleitean character. If human understanding is a
dialectical activity which mediates primarily between potential meanings of beings, and if these
possibilities are what become manifested in language in the first place, it would seem that the
conditions which make understanding possible do not include any kind of measure according to
which true and false judgments of a text can be differentiated. Taken to its logical extreme, this
position renders language utterly indeterminate to the point that, as Plato argues, meaningful

discourse becomes impossible (7heaet. 182¢c-183a).
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To his credit, Hirsch softens his criticism of Gadamer’s position in later commentaries.
He comes to recognize that a text can be authored, for example, with an intention oriented
toward the future whose meaning therefore cannot be reduced to just the historical genesis of the
text (Hirsch 1984, 205-206). Notwithstanding, in his view the available avenues for interpreting
a text, even one whose meaning is in part intentionally indeterminate, must still adhere to a
measure external to the consciousness of the reader. Hirsch thus remains committed to his earlier
position, namely that the meaning of a text is ultimately only what the author intends it to mean,
even if this intention is to allow for speculation about other potential meanings (Ibid., 209-210).
This view extends from his thesis that “there is no magic land of meanings outside human
consciousness" (Hirsch 1969, 4). All interpretations of the text other than what the author intends
therefore indicate differences, Hirsch argues, in the significance that it can have for a plurality of
readers, whereas the meaning of the text remains identical to the singular position of the author

alone.

Arguably Gadamer’s concept of tradition, carrying with it the notion of the authoritative
or classical text, shows that he is not unaware of the need for some kind of normativity in
understanding. We saw earlier, for example, that he identifies the authoritative text as the
theoretical starting point of hermeneutical dialogue. The virtue of his concept of tradition is that
it establishes broadly a measure of the validity of interpretation within human consciousness, i.e.
the historically effected consciousness. What is traditional in Gadamer’s view is simply what is
communicated in the act of handing something down (Uberlieferung) whether through speech or
writing (TM, 391; WM, 393). Without any fore-knowledge of the meaning of the text the reader

has no basis on which to begin his interpretation, which in turn makes the text vulnerable to
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misinterpretation (TM, 271). It is thus tradition that supplies the reader with a prejudice toward

meaning, without which both the reader and the text are left in a kind of interpretive limbo.

A key issue for Gadamer is that individuals develop the ability to determine what counts
as a legitimate prejudice, as it is obvious that prejudices can be misleading. The hermeneutically
trained consciousness is sensitive to the fact there is no neutral standpoint with respect to the
substantive content under consideration. For this reason Gadamer criticises the Enlightenment
for advocating the abandoning of all prejudices in favour of unbiased reasoning and
methodological certainty. Any merit that an authority figure may enjoy is of no consequence on
the Enlightenment view, as the precondition for the validity of any judgment is its
methodological justification and not, as Gadamer says, “the fact that it may actually be correct”

(TM, 273).

By contrast, Gadamer argues that the fact that an authority figure is a source of prejudice
does not preclude it from also being a source of truth (TM, 280). In his view, when we submit to
an authority we do not do so simply because it is an authority. Rather, there is always a moment
of rational reflection by which one acknowledges the deeper insight that an authority figure has
into the nature of things where the superiority of its reason is evident. Authority “rests on
acknowledgement and hence on an act of reason itself which, aware of its own limitations, trusts

to the better insight of others.”*

The authority figure is one whose perspective is no less limited
than our own but nonetheless has gathered crucial insight into the structures of reality, of the

“things themselves,” such that this figure’s voice rings true in many times and places. In this way

*¥ TM, 281. To be sure, Gadamer does not say that the provocation involved in hermeneutical dialogue always
comes from the authoritative text, just that it most easily is initiated in this way. Holly Wilson writes, for example,
that Gadamer “is arguing that tradition in fact does give us a starting point for reflection, not that it ought to. He is
not advocating the superior authority of tradition; he is only claiming that the authority of tradition is based on an act
of reason, an act of acknowledgment” (Wilson 1996, 147). In any case, since the text is the paradigmatic
hermeneutical object it is most pragmatic to use the text as the theoretical starting point to interpretation.
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an authority becomes part of a tradition by virtue of an agreement between it and the present

historical situation, allowing it to constitute in part the prejudices of the contemporary reader.

Still, it is one thing to argue that understanding always takes place within and in response
to an historical situation, and another to argue that understanding must always cohere with an
established position. Some critics claim that Gadamer commits himself to a version of the latter
thesis. His insistence on the authority of tradition, they assert, maintains an uncomfortable
conservatism in thought.” Contrary to the charge that hermeneutics entails total indeterminacy in
meaning, deferring to the authority of tradition and classical texts as an arbiter for distinguishing
between legitimate and illegitimate interpretations arguably constrains thought within the
boundaries of an established social or political institution. This confinement makes it difficult to
see how the historically effected consciousness allows for novel, but reasonable, interpretations,
especially if it does not allow one to bring into question the reasons for accepting the nature of

the institution itself.

In light of this criticism, it would seem that the deference to traditional texts can be
maintained in conjunction with the hermeneutical principle of openness to other possibilities of
interpretation only within a relativistic framework. In other words, where there is a difference or
even a contradiction in opinion, we may simply have to agree to disagree.*” The obvious problem

with a relative framework is that without accounting for some kind of non-relative measure

3% Michael Gibbons, for example, while he is ultimately supportive of the openness and productivity he finds
inherent in Gadamer’s theory of interpretation, argues that understanding inescapably contains elements of
conservatism as even the most radical interpretation is still a response to some preexisting historical situation
(Gibbons 1985, 790-791). More strongly, Wachterhauser argues that, lacking a measure beyond the concept of
tradition, Gadamer’s theory of interpretation “will always create a presumption in favour of the status quo. [...] In
the absence of some kind of criteria of what counts as a rational legitimation for such institutions, the presumption
will always be in favour of the well-tried” (Wachterhauser 1988, 246).

*0 While Wachterhauser does not think that Gadamer has in mind the relativizing of thought as a consequence of the
historically effected consciousness, he is skeptical here of Gadamer’s ability to defend himself against this charge
(Ibid., 247-248).
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Gadamer’s theory of interpretation remains no less indeterminate than before. An
epistemological pluralism entails an “uncritical inclusiveness” which, taken to its logical
extreme, renders thought no less nihilistic than Hirsch’s evaluation of it (Taylor 1978, 45). The
issue is simply that without a non-relative measure there is no way to determine the degree to
which competing interpretations truthfully reflect the meaning of the subject matter, or when an

interpretation is outright false.*'

Recalling Dostal’s thesis, viz. that hermeneutical truth is revealed over the course of a
conversation, a more congenial approach to Gadamer’s theory of meaning would be to suggest
that the dialogical model of hermeneutics implies only that the development of thought beyond
any traditional institution simply takes time. In this way, the act of interpretation can remain
responsive to the merit of authority without excluding the possibility of novel interpretations of
meaning. We must also remember that for Gadamer things are judged primarily according to
their “evidentness,” and only in a secondary sense is this manifestation available to be measured
with epistemological certainty. Therefore, to demand a principle by which a plurality of
judgments can be measured against each other on the basis of their evidentness rather than their
certainty is misleading. Gadamer’s hermeneutics develops the ontological claim that the
possibility for dialogical reflection upon judgments of the meaning of being presupposes not
only a tacit agreement about what the subject matter is, but also about the possibility that what

the other says about this subject is true.

*! In “Notre rapport  la pensée grecque: Gadamer ou Schleiermacher?” Yvon Lafrance distinguishes between an
“appropriating” and “disappropriating” approach to the interpretation of texts. The former maintains the autonomy
of the text such that its meaning and truth extend beyond any authorial intention, whereas the latter maintains that
the truth of a text is what the author means. What characterizes a disappropriating stance is that it submits the text to
normative measures in order to determine what the author really thinks in terms of the language of his own historical
period. An appropriating stance, by contrast, involves the participation in the “absolute and transcendent spirit” of
truth that the text presents (Lafrance 2002, 44-53). Lafrance argues that Gadamer confuses a distinction between
philosophy and hermeneutics, and in doing so incorrectly subordinates “methodological hermeneutics” (i.e. as per
Schleiermacher) to his own “ontological hermeneutics” (Ibid., 62-63). Frangois Renaud makes a similar criticism in
his essay, “L’appropriation de la philosophie grecque chez Hans-Georg Gadamer” (Renaud 2002).
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It is by virtue of the primary status of the plausible or probable that Gadamer’s
hermeneutics is able to mediate effectively between the monistic and pluralistic definitions of
meaning and avoid reducing meaning either to a static adherence to tradition or a meaningless
relativity couched in the subjective act of interpretation. The initial appearance of truth to
thought is intrinsically tied to the essential finitude of human consciousness. In this respect,
Grondin says that for Gadamer truth “is always that which seems to us to be such, if we mean by
this what successfully asserts itself as being within our horizon” (Grondin 1990, 51; emphasis
his). The inherently finite perspective we have of these things means that interpretations are, in
their most fundamental sense, potential truths and therefore relative to the context in which they
become evident. However, the relativity of this notion of truth does not exclude us, Grondin
argues, from distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate prejudices, between those that
“allow the meaning of a text to be brought out” and those that “make it less intelligible” (Ibid.,
53). This distinction is only possible if interpretations are grounded in a being whose essential

nature is not itself reducible to any set of circumstances in which it becomes manifest.

Therefore, there is inescapably a minimal condition of normativity inherent in the act of
interpretation. Interpretation cannot proceed in any way whatsoever, but precisely because it is a
response to the provocation of the text it must have a minimal level of coherence with the nature
of what is being talked about. That is, one must maintain a legitimate prejudice toward meaning
in order to really understand the meaning of the text. Softening his earlier view regarding the
problem of the normative function of tradition, Wachterhauser argues in favour of the idea that
the essence of what is being talked about has the scope of its meaning conditioned by the
historical and social context of the discussion, but that this essence is not defined absolutely by

this context;:
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In this sense, “tradition” determines things such as which questions are most important,
which have priority for a particular research community at a particular time, and it sets at
least prima facie boundaries of what conceptual tools are acceptable in attempting to
answer these questions. In short, a normative tradition not only determines the questions
in some sense, but also it plays a substantive role in determining what counts as a good
answer to these questions. Such traditions are normative in that they guide communities
of inquiry toward an epistemic ideal, an ideal that is historically conditioned.
(Wachterhauser 2002, 58)

The meaning one extracts from a text is at least partially contingent upon the circumstances
under which one is reading the text. This contingency broadens substantially when taking into
account the essential dialectical dimension of the hermeneutic theory of understanding. That is,
the meaning of a text relative to the reader does not depend upon the particular circumstances of
just the reader, but also the particularity of the other with whom the reader exists in a relational
setting. Still, the demand for a measure does not require any kind of commitment to an absolute
principle of truth and meaning. It requires only that one recognize, as Grondin points out, “that

some claims to knowledge and interpretations are more reliable than others” (Grondin 1990, 53).

In this light, Robert Shusterman suggests that interpretation is partially guided by a kind
of shared social reality. He argues correctly that a monistic definition of meaning is inherently
short-sighted because it fails to take into account the practical dimension of interpretation. While
recognizing the need for a normative principle in order to obtain meaning, Shusterman illustrates
that Hirsch’s monistic stance nonetheless fails to appreciate the essential productivity involved in
interpretation. He writes, “We must be careful not to confuse the seemingly incontrovertible
assertion that all linguistic or textual meaning is intentional with the very challengeable assertion
that the meaning of a text is identical with the author's intention or intended meaning.”**

Properly attending to the practical nature of interpretation supports a pluralistic existence of the

text which attends to the historical or social contingencies of both the author and the reader. As

2 Shusterman 1988, 399. Gibbons makes the same point in his essay (Gibbons 1985, 786-787).
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Shusterman puts it, “We should expect, for example, different responses of understanding to
figure in the ordinary, the literary, and the psychoanalytic understandings of an utterance” (Ibid.,
405). More importantly, this pluralism does not exclude the singular existence of the text itself as
what is common to each of these orientations so long as there is an agreement about the
“pragmatic identity”” of the object of interpretation (Ibid., 408). Indeed, we have seen that an
agreement about the nature of the object of interpretation is a necessary condition for any

meaningful, hermeneutical dialogue.

Paul Armstrong confronts this issue more directly, arguing that the text is paradoxically
both relative to and autonomous of particular interpretations. He characterizes the text as having
a “heteronomous” existence. “A heteronomous conception of the text,” he writes, “acknowledges
the paradox that interpretation is neither a total imposition of meaning nor a purely passive
reception of it. Understanding both fixes a text's meaning and lets it emerge” (Armstrong 1986,
321). He recognizes that the monistic attempt to find a “structure of determination,” i.e. intrinsic
properties of a text which can verify an interpretation, is itself an interpretive endeavor.
Armstrong argues that this structure is only determined when one’s presupposition about what
counts as an intrinsic property is confirmed through one’s interpretation of the text. Therefore, it
is entirely possible that a radically opposed presupposition will entail a contradictory, yet no less
valid, interpretation (Ibid., 325). Still, insofar as these opposed interpretations refer to the same
text, it is undeniable that there are properties of the work whose truth remains indisputable.
Despite the variance between competing interpretations, then, in his view any given

interpretation can at least be measured by its coherence with these properties (Ibid., 327).

In order to preserve the principles of identity and difference that belong to the

hermeneutical object, Gadamer develops a concept of truth that does not prioritize one over the
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other. Rather, he situates the unitary and multiple existences of the text or its analogue in a
dialectical relationship. The salient feature of Armstrong’s approach for understanding the nature
of this relationship is that establishing the heteronomous existence of the text moves beyond the
epistemological question of its content to the ontological question of its existence. When
Gadamer says that “being that can be understood is language” (TM, 470), he is not trying to
reduce being to language.® This formulation clearly implies that not all being is understood, at
least not in a way that can be communicated. Moreover, his claim that understanding is always
understanding differently is not meant to suggest that the beings we understand enjoy a relative
existence commensurate with the manifold judgments about their natures. Rather, the essential
temporality of the event of understanding refers to the fact that the universal, ontological
structures of reality are constantly becoming manifested in new contexts (TM, 307-308).
Grondin is therefore correct to claim that differences between interpretations of the same content
is primarily a consequence of the plurality of aspects that this content can sustain, not the

diversity among the interpreters (Grondin 2006, 480).

The dogmatic adherence to either a monistic or pluralistic definition of truth entails are
equally insufficient for elaborating the ontological structure of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. The
former remains disinterested in the situational character of understanding and its value-laden
contingencies, whereas the latter takes no notice of the essential properties which an array of

interpretations has in common.** As Mark Taylor points out, neither side of this dilemma

* Cf. Vattimo 2000.

* Gary Madison, for example, wants to defend Gadamer’s position against charges of conservatism by
conceptualizing a tradition of metaphysics and a tradition of human finitude. He argues that Gadamer prioritizes a
tradition of finitude in order to emancipate human thought from the prevailing metaphysical tradition and its demand
for secure, cognitive foundations (Madison 1989, 172). Wilson illustrates correctly, however, that this argument
only creates a false dichotomy. While Gadamer’s thought is not without certain emancipatory elements, in her view
Madison’s claim that Gadamer liberates the tradition of human finitude from its metaphysical foundations entails the
complete relativizing of human knowledge. This relativity in turn demands just the kind of cognitive security from
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appropriately attends to “the dialectical relationship between unity and plurality in which identity
and difference come to be through each other” (Taylor 1978, 45). Therefore, neither a monistic
nor a pluralistic theory of meaning by itself properly establishes the necessary conditions for a
productive theory of understanding and interpretation. Despite his earlier criticism
Wachterhauser describes Gadamer’s hermeneutic theory in this way:
For Gadamer, the “things themselves” are primarily real essences, or intelligible
structures discoverable in history and language and not constructed through history and
language. Thus, such essences have an independence from a particular time and place

which enables them to inhere in many times and places, perhaps even across all times and
places. (Wachterhauser 1994, 149-150; emphasis his)

Following Armstrong’s suggestion, the middle path through this dilemma therefore proposes that
the hermeneutical object maintains a heteronomous existence. That is, the text or its analogue is
a unity that exists over and above its representations in various historical contexts, and at the
same time it is nothing other than the plurality of these representations. It is thus due to the
natural limitations of human thought and language that the unity of the hermeneutical object has
for us a multitude of partial representations which jointly contribute to our overall understanding

of its essential nature.

2.4: Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to introduce two important and related theses that
Gadamer develops within his philosophical hermeneutics: first, that within hermeneutics truth is
primarily a reflection of the evident or probable structure of the things themselves that manifests

itself prior to the certainty obtained through method; and second, that this conceptualization of

which Madison sees that the tradition of human finitude has liberated itself (Wilson 1996, 149). A vicious circle
ensues.
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truth does not prioritize either the unity of the thing itself or the multiplicity of interpretations of
its content, but rather identifies and upholds both unity and multiplicity as fundamental

properties within understanding and therefore situates them in a dialectical relationship.

We elaborated a number of different ways in which hermeneutical reflection is said to
obtain truth. In doing so, we illustrated that although the concept of truth within Gadamer’s
hermeneutics is highly complex and avoids any concrete definition, its various characterizations
all have to do with the idea that interpretation uncovers primarily the evident structure of the
things themselves. We saw that Gadamer contrasts these conceptualizations of truth with the
notion of certainty that scientific methodology endeavors to obtain. He maintains Heidegger’s
definition of truth as unconcealment in order to reflect the phenomenological presupposition of
the unity of subject and object prior to any theory of their correspondence. As well, Gadamer
adopts Heidegger’s description of the hermeneutical circle of understanding in order to develop
the reciprocal relationship between fore-knowledge and interpretation. Similarly, Gadamer
emphasizes the essential negativity of genuine hermeneutical experience, i.e. the fact that
experience is productive by revealing other possibilities of meaning that are not necessarily
contained within the scope of any methodological approach. As well, the idea that truth is
obtained as a matter of agreement presupposes a condition of openness toward the hermeneutical
other in a dialogical setting. The text or its analogue addresses or provokes the reader in a way
that alerts him to an alternative meaning of their shared subject matter, but their difference in
understanding can only be effectively mediated if the reader is genuinely prepared to consider

that what the other says is at least potentially true.

Subsequently, we gave a brief overview of some critical examinations of Gadamer’s

hermeneutics. We saw that commentators tend to argue that Gadamer either reduces
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understanding and interpretation to a relativistic framework, or restricts the novelty and
productivity of interpretation to authoritative accounts that have been passed down through
tradition. We illustrated that either approach to Gadamer’s hermeneutical theory prioritizes one
principle, unity or multiplicity, over the other. Consequently, they conclude that truth within
Gadamer’s hermeneutics is either essentially monistic at the expense of interpretive pluralism or
essentially pluralistic at the expense of any normative framework that allows for meaningful
public discourse. In order to mediate this dilemma, we have argued that for Gadamer the things
themselves are, on the one hand, independent or autonomous of any limited, historical
perspective but, on the other hand, made intelligible through the collective awareness of the

multitude of contexts in which they become manifested.

This suggestion for how to mediate this dilemma supports our claim, that in his inquiry
into the fundamental conditions for the possibility of human understanding, Gadamer
incorporates the principles of unity and multiplicity into a broader, hermeneutical framework.
What emerges from this approach to Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology is an initial
conceptualization of the hermeneutical dialogue as first and foremost the space within which the
potential validity among different modes of understanding and interpretation can be discussed
with respect to the common content that they presuppose. Gadamer therefore develops a
hermeneutical ontology of both identity and difference in order to explain how it is possible that
the selfsame hermeneutical object can sustain a plurality of interpretations of its content from a

variety of cultural and historical perspectives.
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3. Chapter Two: Plato’s ontology of ideas

3.1: Introduction

This chapter argues that the principles of identity and difference that sustain Gadamer’s

hermeneutical ontology are grounded in part in Plato’s ontology of ideas.

The previous chapter demonstrated that the hermeneutical object maintains both a unitary
and multiple existence. The text or its analogue retains a selfsame identity, but at the same time it
can be applied within the manifold contexts that emerge throughout the history of the
interpretation of its content. Due to the inherent finitude of human thought, however, any
interpretation of the text is necessarily partial, thereby necessitating a constant dialectical
movement between the diversity of judgments about the text and its presupposed identity as a
whole and complete object (TM, 294).

In his work on Plato, Gadamer specifically highlights the significance that the principles
of the One and the Many have for Plato’s epistemology and ontology. The dialectical
relationship between the One and the Many, he writes, “establishes the finite limits of human
discourse and insight—and our fruitful situation halfway between single and multiple meaning,
clarity and ambiguity” (DD, 119-120). The unity or identity that belongs to the idea provides the
common ground for the collection of judgments that constitute our shared understanding of that
idea. At the same time, however, the nature of idea itself can never be fully expressed; it is a
complete whole, whereas human judgment is incomplete and finite. Hence the principle of the
Many establishes the impossibility of any complete or systematic understanding of the ideas,
which in turn reveals that dialectic is an “unending and infinite” process directed toward
understanding the ideas, or the things themselves (DD, 152). This characterization of dialectic is

not meant to imply, however, that the ideas can appear to human thought in any way whatsoever,
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but only that our understanding of the ideas as a whole is necessarily partial and therefore

incomplete.

Our focus in this chapter will be Gadamer’s interpretation of two key developments that
take place principally within the Parmenides, Theaetetus, and Sophist. For Gadamer, the key
philosophical developments of these dialogues are Plato’s discovery of the capacity for ideas to
participate with each other, and his elaboration of the mathematical structure of the Aoyoc in
order to clarify the logical conditions of this relational capacity. Each of these dialogues is highly
complex, and there simply is not enough space in this dissertation to develop a reading of any
one of them in its entirety, let alone all three. Yet it is due to their complexity that these
dialogues nonetheless demand a close reading of the areas that most clearly present the features
that Gadamer highlights. The upshot of this approach is that focusing on the details of each
dialogue that Gadamer finds are most significant will allow us to justify the plausibility of
Gadamer’s interpretation of them, and at the same time establish one of the fundamental grounds
on which Gadamer’s own hermeneutical ontology can be revealed in greater detail.*

We will begin in this chapter by elaborating Gadamer’s interpretation of the Parmenides
with respect to Plato’s theory of participation. Gadamer reads the Parmenides as an expression
of Plato’s rejection of Eleatic atomism. He suggests that Plato wants to show that although
insight into the nature of things inescapably involves language, words themselves do not contain
the truth about this nature (Grondin 2003, 131-132). In “Dialectic and Sophism in Plato’s

Seventh Letter,” he argues that for Plato words do not have an unambiguous meaning or referent;

if the proper function of a word as a sign is to point away from itself and toward the idea it

*> Wachterhauser’s study of the relation between Gadamer’s hermeneutics and Gadamer’s study of Plato, while
highly important for my own research, presumes the plausibility of Gadamer’s reading of Plato without trying to
justify this reading (sc. Wachterhauser 1999, 4).

67



signifies, something else could be presented other than what is intended. Gadamer suggests, then,
that a purely logical and artificial system of coordinated signs would accomplish what Plato
thinks any natural language cannot do. Rather than trying to develop a theory of linguistic
nominalism, however, Plato opposes the Aoyoc as the combination of ideas to the “fruitless
undertaking of defining things atomistically” (DD, 109). The reformulation of the participation
thesis in terms of a relationship among the ideas thereby “militates against the positive
conception of a precise and unequivocal pyramid of ideas,” and so the inherent indeterminacy of
the Many reflects the simple but inescapable fact that within the finitude of human knowledge
“there exists no clear, unambiguous structure of Being” (DD, 110). In this way Gadamer
understands Parmenides’ criticisms of the theory of participation as Plato’s way of initiating the
reader into the deeper philosophical insights that the dialectic of the One and the Many

elaborates in other dialogues.*®

Next we will elaborate the logical structure of the arithmos presented in the Theaetetus.
Gadamer claims that the relationship between the One and the Many has its truest representation
in Plato’s work in the final section of the Theaetetus (DD, 133). There, Socrates and Theaetetus
discover an apparent asymmetry between knowledge of simple entities and knowledge of the
complex structures that they form. They represent this asymmetry with letters that form a
syllable. Gadamer argues that Plato’s concept of number (cp18uoc) is paradigmatic for resolving
this asymmetry, i.e. the claim that simple or elemental entities do not admit any rational
explanation (Aoyoc) and therefore cannot be known. By showing that one can give an account of

elements, however, Socrates and Theaetetus are not upholding a version of Eleatic atomism.

* This intention is suggested by Parmenides’ admission that, despite the inherent difficulties in this historically early
formulation of the theory of ideas, denying their existence outright ruins the very possibility of philosophical
discourse (Parm. 135c¢). Jean-Baptiste Gourinat offers a similar interpretation of the focus of this dialogue (Gourinat
2001, 234-235).
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Rather, they show that knowledge of elemental entities consists in an awareness of their potential
relatedness in order to form complex structures. Thus the arithmos structure of the Aoyoc refers
to the fact that in order to give a proper account of the nature of something one must
appropriately manifest the essential relationship between that thing’s unitary and multiple
existences. To repeat Gadamer’s formulation above, the Aoyoc manifests things “in their
manifoldness, uniformly” (PDE, 65). Gadamer’s reading of the Theaetetus therefore elaborates
his understanding of the Parmenides, i.e. as illustrating Plato’s reformulation of the participation

thesis to reflect the relational capacity among the ideas.

To conclude, we will clarify the shift that Gadamer locates in the Sophist from the
mathematical question of the arithmos structure to the ontological question of the participation of
the ideas with each other. Gadamer argues that here too Plato’s concept of number is
paradigmatic for elaborating the dialectical relationship between the unity and multiplicity of the
ideas (GW VII, 340). One of the significant developments in this dialogue is the definition of
being (oucia) as the capacity that things have to exist in common with others (Suvauic
kotvaviac; Soph. 247e, 251¢ ff.). Following this definition, the true purpose of dialectic is
revealed as the ability to appropriately manifest the nature of beings in terms of the possible and
impossible relations among the ideas, without which philosophy would not exist (Soph. 259e-
260a). In Gadamer’s view, the manner in which these relations are expressed in language is
decisive for Plato. He suggests that for Plato the correctness (Richtigkeit) of speech becomes a
secondary, epistemological study that presupposes the relational structure among the ideas. By
contrast, expressing the nature of an idea in terms of its possible (SUvauic, moglich) relationship
with other ideas allows Plato to establish dialectic as directed primarily toward the ontological

question of the participation of ideas with each other (GW VII, 363-364).
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The outline of this chapter is therefore as follows: first, we will elaborate Gadamer’s
understanding of Plato participation thesis and its reformulation through the Parmenides in terms
of the dialectical relationship of the One and the Many; second, we will develop logical
conditions of this relationship that Gadamer locates in the Theaetetus in the arithmos structure of
the Aoyoc; and finally, we will develop the ontological framework for this relationship that

establishes the relational capacity among the ideas and their presence in sensible reality.

3.2: The Platonic question of Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology

Gadamer subscribes to the view that the Parmenides initiates Plato’s reformulation of the
problem of participation (ueBeEI<). Originally, Plato presents the relationship between the One
and Many as the problem of the participation of sensible particulars in a stable, unifying £idoc.
Having found it impossible to apprehend true being (Tcdv ovTwv TNV aAnbeiav) directly,
Socrates says that he embarked on his “second voyage,” seeking refuge in language (gl¢ Touc
Aoyouc kataduyovTa) through which true being can be apprehended and thus communicated
(Phaed. 99¢). Socrates’ method of hypothesizing the €18oc, which he says in the Phaedo has
guided his mode of questioning over the course of his philosophical career, is his attempt to
ground particular assertions in their necessary reason or cause (aiTia). Thus the cause of
largeness in something, for example, is not its perceived magnitude relative to something
smaller, but the fact that it participates in the idea of largeness. The Aoyoc, then, is an assertion
which gives this reason or cause, thereby manifesting the nature of an idea in relation to what

participates in it.

Historically, Plato located truth and meaning in stable, unchanging ideas in order to

combat the threat that sophistry posed to the Athenian ToAic. By disrupting the connection
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between being and language, the sophists were able to change the meaning of words
indiscriminately. They could argue that the just life is in fact unjust, that courageous actions are
cowardly, etc. By situating the measure of truth in an entity which exists beyond its appearances
in the sensible world, Plato introduced a kind of necessity in how things are talked about. If it
turns out that a statement and its opposite can be reasonably predicated of an idea—for example,
that courage is (at one time) standing one’s ground and (at another time) retreating (Lach. 190e

ff.)—one is made to recognize that the €18oc encompasses both of these things within itself.

Positing a realm of ideas in which sensible things are said to participate brings into
question the possibility of this participation. In Book I of his Metaphysics, Aristotle claims that
Plato adopted the Pythagorean theory of ideal numbers as the basis for his own theory of ideas.
The Pythagoreans held that physical reality is an imitation of numerical ratios. Whereas other
Presocratic philosophers posited certain binary oppositions as the cause of beings, the
Pythagoreans found that these binaries presupposed a prior relationship between mathematical
entities. According to Aristotle, they argued that these binary oppositions are expressed more
fundamentally by the principles