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POSITIO QUAESTIONIS 

AIM OF THE DISSERTATION 

The aim o f this 

relationship between 

regard to knowledge 

to the hermene s 

(INTRODUCTION) 

is to demonstrate the 

and objectivity with 

with special reference 

Together in Excellence 

CLARIFICATION OF THE TERMS SUBJECT, SUBJECTIVITY, 

SUBJECTIVISM, OBJECT, OBJECTIVITY, OBJECTIVISM 

iirstly, in philosophical discourse and epistemology or 

theory of knowledge in particular, the term "subject" is 

used to refer to the knower- or person who knows, whereas 

the term "object" is used to refer to that which is known. 

Secondly, there is the distinction between subject and 

object in the sense that "subject" refers to mind or 

spirit while "object" is used to refer to that which is 

viii 



 

 

material or empirical. Thirdly, the notion of subject is 

distinguished from that of object • in the sense of a person 

while object refers to that which stands outside or over 

against the person. In this third distinction, 

means person, agent or doer. 

subject 

Matters are slightly by a tradition from Logic: 

In logic it was hat eve ry statement or 

proposition can into a subject and a 

predicate, a s "'--r-, rF, r1r ere 11 The flower 11 is 
. Tonether. in Excellence the subJect_ or topi'c or aiscourse (calle d "object" in the 

discussion above) and "red" is the predic_ate or 

characterisation of the subject. It can be, but need not 

be confusing to say "The subject I am interested in, that 

is, the topic about which I want to talk, or the object I 

want to study or the phenomenon I wish to describe is the 

hermeneutics of Gadamer". In this sense "subject 11 and 

"object" are equivalent terms meaning "that at which one's 

attention is directed" or "object of interest" called the 

intentional object in . phenomenology.I Usually, the context 

is so clear that the alternative use of· "subject" or 

"object" for "topic of interest" or "that at which one's 

attention is ·directed" is not confusing at all. 

1. H. Spiegelberg The Phenomenological Movement, p. 107. 
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X 

Corresponding to the threefold distinction made above, the 

adjectival terms "subjective" and "objective" may be 

interpreted in three different ways. Firstly, a subjective 

statement, description, belief, evaluation or 

interpretation is then one that is related to a subject, or 

dependent on a subje 

one of the three use 

subjective s tatement" 

acteristic of the subject, 

e the sub ject may have any 

ve. An expression like" a 

mean a s tatement derived 

from or comin 'tn!i'©IlPf .,,. ,., _,...,,..~,... tc{i wer, or the subject 

as spirit o r spili..~fl:ieJ. erJllilJ.~~e~ip'lC~he subject as doer or 

agent who can be held responsible for his actions. 

Correspondingly, an expression like "an 

statement, description, belief, evaluation or 

interpretation" may thus mean a statement, 

objective 

description, 

belief and so on, derived from or characteristic of the 

object as that which is known, o~ object as material or 

empirical entity, or object as focus of intention or will. 

The entity that is described as subjective or objective is 

of special importance. A statement, desciiption, belief, 

evaluation or interpretation may be evaluated or assessed 



 

 

xi 

as true o~ false, according to various criteria. The terms 

"subjective" and "objective"_ are then used to evaluate 

whether these criteria are acceptable ("objective") or 

unacceptable ("subjective") to the person who evaluates. 

If a person should say "That is an objective description of 

the Battle of Blood river", then the speaker usually means 

that it is an acce 

reasonable person 

differences should e 

description, the 

truth or accap1~i~~ 

Battle· of Blood 

ption 

g with, 

calling 

that 

one that every 

even if personal 

it a "subjective" 

t he criteria for 

t o the object, the 

or are 

characteristic o f the ) particul ar subject as spiritual 

being, meaning that the truth of the description is 

compromised by certain spiritual qualities characteristic 

of that person alone, like his personality, frame of mind, 

interests, experience, world-view, conception of life or 

Weltanschauung. "Subjective description" may lastly mean 

that the criteria for the ~escription derive from or are 

characteristic. of the subject as doer or agent, thereby 

·meaning certain practical considerations characteristic of 

this doer, have compromised the description. 

An expression like "X is a subjective statement, 

description, belief, evaluation or interpretation" is thus 



 

 

without exception a negative evaluation of its truth value, 

and "X is an objec_tive statement, description, belief, 

evaluation or interpretation, a positive evaluation of its 

truth value : the criteria for its truth are derived from 

the object, which is the common and public topic under 

discussion, that is, the criteria of as sessment are not 

illegitimately de~ive 

spiritual be ing or a 

use of "objective" is 

subject as knower, or as 

he tradit ion of science. 

University of Fort Hare 
In . general, in t~--uh&{ i-yc!f.~ ~ ~n<;fa_vocates of objectivity 

defend the view that the scientific status of research 

results is based on the criterion of objectivity. 

Objectivity means that the researcher must remove himself 

from the object of research in order to create the distance 

consid~red necessary to make objectivity possible. Hence 

according to theoreticians of scientific objectivity, the 

scientist, the subject, is supposed to suspend his 

subjectivity by detaching or removing &is influence or bias 

from the object of his research ~o that the data emerging 

from his research are in no way coloured by his 

personality, frame of mind, interests, experience, world 

view, conception of life or Weltanschauung. 

xii. 



 

 

•Xiii 

FORMULATION OF THE PROBLEM 

Gadame+ criticises the isolation of the scientific object 

from the personal characteristics of the researcher as an 

obj~ctivism whirih starts with the object to· the neglect of 

and reconceptualise 

observer in the light 

purpose of the 

neces sary to rediscuss 

of t he disinterested 

historical approach. The 

is to delineate 

• a ~ty suggested in his 

hermeneutic philo ')ther in Excellence 

To place him in context, it should suffice to mention in 

passing, that his philosophy is mostly concerned with the 

interpretation of theory. The result of his efforts in his 

major work Truth and Method 2J yields a general theory of 

understanding. According to this theory, which he 

conceptualises as descriptive of understa_nding in the human 

sciences, Geisteswissenschaften in particular, and the 

natural sciences, Natuurwissenschaften, in general, 

research in all the .sciences, the human and the natural, is 

conducted from a given historical perspective which 

reflects the life-world or Lebenswelt of the researcher or 

2. appeared in original as Wahrheid und Methode: Grundzuge 
eine philosophischen Hermeneutik, Tubingen, Mohr, 1960. 



 

 

scientist. While research thinkers base the scientificness 

of their research findings on the criterion of objectivity, 

Gadamer insists that all knowledge is mediated by history. 

This historical orientation, challenges the long 

established assumption that scientific knowledge is neutral 

and objective. 

He develops 

of pre-under standing by authority. He follows 

concept of tradition as a spear point to wage an attack 

against scientism and historical objectivism both of which 

absolutise the importance of the object. Emphasising that 

human knowledge is determined by tradition, he claims that 

there is no situation or position outside a person's life-

world or Lebenswelt from which he understands. Hence all 

grasping of meaning, understanding and interpreting, occur 

in the context of a person's life experience. 

Gadamer stresses the-primacy of man's tradition or man's 

history. Without it, no meaningful question is possible. He 

has followed Heidegger's hermeneutical statement that 

xiv 



 

 

xv 

We understand only that what we already know, 

hear only what we read into it.3 

Gadamer emphasises the fact human understanding and 

consciousnes s are rooted in and mediated by history. 

Gadamer's orientation 

lighten the task of 

but complicates it. 

model to s how how 

sciences. Howe 

of history in 

perspective does not 

notion of objectivity, 

he phenomenon of art as a 

occur s in the human 

egi ves to the effect 

the ·interpretative 

understanding of art, forces him to the conclusion that the 

cr~tique of the work of art can never arrive at the 

artist's original intention. 

Gadamer's approach in historical perspective raises the 

traditional opposition between subjectivism and 

objectivism. Subjectivism overemphasises the primacy of the 

subject at the expense of the object while objectivism 

overemphasises the input of the object and m~nimises the 

input of the s~bject.4 

3. E. Zahn - "Gadamers Hermeneutik 'des Geschichtlichen 
Menschen'', in Die letze Epoche der Philosophie, p. 119. 
as quoted in G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience - A 
Typology of Knowledge in Hermeneutical Perspective, p 79. 

4. D. D. Runes (ed) : Dictionary of Philosophy, p. 320. 
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CONCLUSIONS DRAWN 

Gadamer opposes the traditional empirical and positivist 

criterion of the disinterested observer as the sole basis 

of objectivity. He 

relationship between 

advocates a reconceptualisation of the 

and objec tivity. A study 

of his writings show 

knowledge fr om specif' c 

the sciences derive their 

s or wor l d views. In this 

That i s to say, the 

,ii;i>- t,Jil,,jj',,~l>+U,.ll.Ll'ate1uman act 1. vi ties as 

-'-.i~~·~~~~·ningfu l questions from 

sense the sc iences 

sciences form ffii 
they emerge as 

the Lebenswelt . As it is shown later , a problem always 

arises out of previous knowledge. Hence the sciences are 

objective because of the underlying reality or truth which -

becomes the presupposition for understanding or 

preunderstanding. 

He supports the subjectivity deriving from a person's 

~ituation in history. A person's ~ituation in history 

determines the meaningfulness of the questions he asks. 

This subjectivity does not necessarily rule out 

objectivity. Thus objectivity does not mean leaving the 

subject behind .. Hence for Gadamer, a person's situation 

in history is not a variable to be isolated and 



 

 

suppressed. On the contrary, a person's historicalness 

determines the meaningfulness of the questions he asks. 

The contextuality or tradition .dependence of knowledge 

means that the questions or 

only against a bac 

subject. The subje 

subjectivity 

objectivity. It 

the object det 

of C 

problems become meaningful 

ilieu of the understanding 

starting point. The 

does not rule out 

final analysis, 

Together in Excellence 
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METHOD 

To deal with the problem of the relation between 

subjectivity and objectivity, the present dissertation 

adopts the historical method. This method demonstrates that 

certain _ prominent philosophical perspectives yield 

knowledge which emer 

themselves. This his 

critical analysis 

nd reflects the historical 

ld) of the philosophers 

od will be followed by a 

approach in historical 

perspective. University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

SOURCES 

The dissertation is mainly based on a thorough reading of 

Gadamer's published readings as translated, or in some 

cases in their original German. Special attention has been 

given to Wahrheit und Methode and Kleine Schriften.5 Where 

possible the German texts are rendered by English 

translations. In assessing his writings, use is made of 

numerous _publications on Gadamer's work. 

5. selections of Kleine Schriften appear as Philosophical 
Hermeneutics, Berkeley, University of California Press, 
1976. 
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xix 

DELINEATION OF THE CHAPTERS 

Chapter One gives a historical overview of philosophical 

theories from Plato to Hegel. The object of the chapter is 

to show how · man's understanding, as it emerges in 

philosophical perspectives, 

Lebenswelt or lived-w 

approach to philosop 

dissertation as a wh 

and objectivity 

reflects t he philosopher's 

·storical or hermeneutical 

is a prelude to the 

for Gadamer, subjectivity 

h istory, life and 

the Lebenswelt lJHMe § 1)9) f Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Chapter Two sketches the history of hermeneutics and seeks 

to place this history within . the development of 

ideas and theories in politics, art and the sciences. 

Chapter Three gives Dilthey's distinction between the human 

sciences, Geisteswissenschaften, and the natural sciences, 

Natuurwissenschaften. 

In Chapter Four the writer explores ho~ Gadamer takes issue 

with Dilthey's distinction between the human and the 

natural sciences along methodological lines. Gadamer shows 

that, actually, all the sciences form part of the spectrum 

of the human activities as they emerge from the meaningful 



 

 

xx 

question, which is itself rooted in the researcher's life-

world or Lebenswelt. 

Chapter Five gives an account of Gadamer's conception of 

subjectivity and objectivity from the perspective of his 

foundational concepts of tradition, historicity, and 

prejudice. By 

Schleiermacher and 

superior notion of 

Geisteswissenschaften. 

objectivistic bias of 

ucceeds to introduce a 

n the orientation of the 

University of Fort Hare 
Chapter Six mainly~ ~rJ critical analysis of 

Gadamer's herrneneutical approach to the problem of 

knowledge in the sciences. The chapter also expounds on 

Gadamer's hermeneutics, by amplifying on criticisms of 

Gadamer in secondary sources. 

Chapter Seven selects certain leading concepts in Gadamer's 

philosophy, like tradition, culture and history, and 

compares and contrasts these with corresponding ideas in 

African philosophy. The reason for comparing and 

contrasting Gadamer's ideas with African philosophy is that 

his use of the concepts of tradition and culture, someho~ 

rehabilitates the lived world of the Africans, even though 

the African life-world is communal rather than 

individualistic. 



 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

1. THE PROBLEMATIC CHARACTER OF KNOWLEDGE: PLATO TO 

HEGEL 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the 

is the 

and life 

creates i n 

was pointed out, that it 

that man's life-world 

knowledge which he 

t lef!Gethe s c iences, theories 

and systems in philosophy, should be understood as a 

function or result of man's cultural and historical 

historical experiences. In 

this 

the light 

chapter 

of this 

demonstrates that perspective, 

philosophical systems, emerging from the human 

search for knowledge and truth, 

changing 

Because 

it can be 

experience of life 

philosophy reflects 

said to exhibit 

element, that is, it seeks 

reflect man's 

and reality. 

man's experience, 

an 

to 

existential 

interpret 

man's Lebenswelt in the light of man's 

contingent or variable experience of reality. 

The hermeneutical and existential dimension of 
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philosop~y, can be shown in respect of the philosophy 

of Plato. 

1.2. GREEK PHILOSOPHY: THE PRINCIPLE OF REASON IN PLATO 

AND ARISTOTLE 

In accordance wi 

reason i s the 

To grasp the mea 

of knowledge and truth. 

object in its true nature, 

it must In this process 

Greek phil .1..,,.,._.,. "1:..,..c:,,.f1c...,. .,,-.~..,- ft • ft ~c¼-Pv--.inction between the 

knower a s sub ~Ocfi.~thG.,;jnJ{:?£.'t.el{f>J1Ce known as the object. 

Under Platonic philosophy, 

realities 

revealed in 

lying beyond the 

human reason. 

knowledge of immutable 

world of change, is 

Human reason has the 

capacity and ability to uncover the· nature of 

true reality 

change.l 

hidden beneath the world of 

The hermeneutical or existential aspect in Plato's 

philosophy is app~rent from the fact that Plato's 

thinking 

conflict 

1. P. Edwards 
p. 321. 

is influenced by the basic experience of 

_between the intelligible realm of perfect 

The Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, vol. 6, 
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and eternal ideas or forms, and the sensible realm 

,of concrete but changing and unreliable objects 

of nature. 2 The highest form of knowledge is the 

knowledge of the Good · which Plato explains 

theoretically in his 

absolute forms. 

rational grasp 

Real 

doctrine of independent and 

knowledge depends on the 

o f the world .3 

This shows the nature of truth in 

Plato's system. 

University of Fort Hare 
Plato s hows th. et \l,il'-~-- lle tis is characterised by 

continuous in-fighting 

citizens wh6 stand for a 

those who advocate an 

between the Athenian 

democratic society and 

of aristocratic form 

government. The situation of tension between these 

two competing factions 

rational principle to 

life meaningful. 

causes him to seek a 

explain the world and make 

In search 

fundamental 

justice and 

of such a principle Plato asks the 

question about the nature of truth, 

goodness. In these circumstances he 

2. G. A. Rauche: Theory and P~actice in Philosophical 
Argument, p. 30. 

3. G. A. Rauche i The Choice, p. 19. 
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hammers out the theory of ideas as a foundation 

for the 

disdain of 

Good. 4 

philosophical life marked by a conscious 

sensual pleasures in the service of the 

In Plato 's ide 

theoretic ally fol 

the different 

society is 

natural o 
follow t he Gor. ge H1 
structure of the human soul to 

tern, j ustice prevails 

armony p revailing among 

society . Such a just 

the _s trength 0£ the 

e n ian citizen to 

the 

the tripartite 

understanding 

of the structure of society. The_ productive forces 

who possess self control are placed .under the 

direction of the ruling class whose virtue is 

wisdom or sophia. In the middle of the two classes 

appears the second class of warriors whose virtue is 

valour, fortitude and strength of mind.5 

As indicated above, Plato's philosophy is a reaction 

to the crisis in Athenian life and civilisation. Hence 

his philosophy exhibits a historical and temporal 

4. Funk & Wagnall: New Encyclopaedia, vol. 20, p. 355. 
5. ·G. A. Rauche: The Choice~ p. 20. 
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dimension. Aristotle's philosophy too 

Athenian culture and his predecessors 

Plato. 

owes much to 

Socrates and 

Aristot l e's quest for knowledge is car ried out in a way 

5 

that mo difies 

universa l and 

view tha t it is 

world s o that 

sm. For Plato the idea- is 

But Ari s totle defends the 

erception that mirrors the 

form i deas of concrete. 

things. 6 ~,~-~·eun iverse realises 

itself thr'l:BqGth~~ti-fot,c.rfJW.f!Cein p a rticulars. Hence 

reality is the individual developing from 

possibility to actuality.? 

Aristotle's starting point is the perceptual fact. 

Accordingly, he develops the method of induction or 

observation of natur~ in contrast to Plato's deductive 

method. Although he criticises Plato's 

ideas, Aristotle does not overcome_ Plato's 

transcendent 

dualism. 

6. J. Hirschberger A Short History of Western Philosophy, 
p. 28. 

7. H. E. Cushman: A Beginner's History of Philosophy, 
vol. 1, p. 179. 
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A formula that illustrates Aristotle's thinking is the 

statement: true reality is the individual. The 

individual consists of two aspects, conceptu~l being 

or form, and perceptual being or matter. To 

Aristotle everything is matter being formed. • 

Development is the principle which unites form and 

from hi-mself all 

perfect. Here Arist 

excludes 

ssibility because He is 

his dual ism. In the same 

way in w i • t)t t~J,.., :i:ir--=- and empty space, 

Aristotle conlP£JllgeGiH ~ic~(fl~feform and matter a$ pure 

possibility.a 

In Plato's 

opposition ·to 

account of 

it, the 

knowledge and Aristotle's 

controversial nature of 

philosophical assertion is apparent. The real ground of 

the confrontation between philosophical expressions, 

for example, in Plato and Aristotle, is the 

dialogical 

respective 

problematic 

relationship holding between their 

philosophical positions. Because of the 

nature of human knowledge, there is 

disagreement between the claims of reason, as 

expressed in Plato's deductive approach, idealism, 

8. J. Hirschberger: op. cit. pp 179-190. 
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and the claims of the senses as 

inductive approach, empiricism. 

given in Aristotle's 

The differing and contradictory notions and definitions 

of truth had another side to it. They led to scepticism 

and nihi lism. 

Greek 

·rational 

classic 

effo 

existence, . 
cause of 1ve 

long prevailing since 

t for himself an authentic 

knowledge of the real 

sceptici sm an ogethg~ ·B~~ 
The feeling of 

man goes back to the 

decline of classical Athenian culture. 

The results of the decline of the Greek classical 

culture centering arourtd the polis are the following: 

The turmoil and upheaval as a result of the Macedonian 

invasions reflected themselves in philosophy. The 

4th century B.C. to the 4th century A.O., saw a 

rapid succession of different and divergent 

philosophical systems, all designed to cope with man's 

experience of conflict, strife and suffering. 

Epicureanism, Stoicism, Scepticism and Neoplatonism all 

attempt to guide man to the question of the meaning of 

beauty, goodness, justice and happiness, in a world 



 

 

that appears dangerous, unpredictable and evil. 

All these philosophies seek an answer to the question 

of life, death and ·suffering. Each philosophy, in its 

own unique way, views the problem of existence from 

its historical 

limited and 

Stoicism, Scept 

each other. 

decline , 

_its own sakeT€l 

a result of their 

ew point s, Epicureanism, 

Neoplat onism challenged 

cultur al and political 

t h ics of virtue for 

adversity. Such 

an attitude was canvassed in order to raise man above 

suffering, conflict and death. 

In opposition to ·the Stoics, Epicureanism espouses the 

view that pleasure is the highest good, the highest 

form of which is intellectual pleasure. The Sceptics 

in their turn, taught that greater happiness is 

achieved by the suspension of judgement. 10 

9. G. A. Rauche: The Choice, p. 24. 
10. G. A. Rauche: A Student's Key to Ancient Greek Thought, 

pp. 63-66. 
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In the face of such divergent and .contingent systems of 

interpreting meaning in life, there were two 

tendencies: . First in the 5th century A.D. Western 

philosophers turned away from the search for 

happiness and security achieved through man's own 

secular e ffort. awarenes s of impending 

tention away from secular 

lasting l ife after death. 

death made man 

University of Fort Hare 
Christianity ~ . Ex ~ ncsoncept of faith. To 

convince 

basis for 

thought and 

faithful believers that there is a logical 

faith, the Christian ·thinkers adopted the 

language of Greek philosophy including 

Aristotle's logic. However, the method of employing 

logic to defend matters of faith contained the seeds 

of the tension between faith and reason that in turn 

provided a source of debate ' in medieval thought. 

In the 5th century A.D., Augustine developed a system 

that 

with the 

attempts to unify the Greek emphasis on reason 

, Christian emphasis on faith. In regard to 

the respective · weights to be put on reason and 

faith, both · Augustine and Anselm regarded faith as 
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the presupposition for understanding the truth. 

Their formula, Credo ut intelligam, "I . believe in order 

to understand" did not settle the issue. In 

opposition to Ariselm's fideism which puts faith 

before understanding, Abelard defended the view 

faith ~ust be· justified by reason. 11 

that 

Opposed and cont ilosophical approaches to 

the question 

faith cont 

century. - At 
e 

~h . j{deEx(i~en 

between reason and 

rks of 

in the 

Plato 

11th 

and 

Aristotle became known in the West in translation by 

Arab scholars. In the 13th century Averroes attempted 

to bridge the gulf between Aristotelian philosophy 

and revealed religion. He proclaimed the superiority 

of philosophy _to faith and theology.12 However by 

distinguishing between the two separate systems of 

thought, Averroes introduced the double truth doctrine 

which proved to be a further source of controversy in 

philosophy. 

11. F. Copleston A History of Medieval Philosophy, pp. 72-
3. 

12. G. A. Rauche: The Choice, p. 26. 
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1.3 THOMAS AQUINAS: THE CONCEPTIQN OF TRUTH SUBVERTED 

TO A FUNCTION OF SUBJECTIVITY 

St. Thomas Aquinas tackles the task o f overcoming the 

dual 

restore 

does not contr 

because God's 
. higher th Ill 

distinguishes Tog 

two disciplines do 

Theology goes beyond 

linked up with it to 

rab Averr oes. He seeks to 

ut is a h igher form of it 

knowledge is infinitely 

of '"'Pl~"'!! Although he 

miEX6 Mfasgphy and theology, the 

not contradict each other. 

philosophy 

become the 

logically and is 

highest knowledge 

or science. Man's reason or lumen naturale is the 

gift of God's grace. By his unfailing grace or gracia 

irresistibilis, God bestows knowledge on man, who 

disposes of a lumen naturale, thus being able to 

grasp the truth as revealed in.Holy Scripture as~~ell 

as the distinction between good and evil.13 

13. ibid. p. 27. 

11. 



 

 

12 

The principle of reason in Greek philosophy shifted 

into God's mind which in medieval philosophy becomes 

the ground 

the human 

logically as 

Knowledge of 

a rational 

God as an 

thus becomes 

of truth. On this new ground of truth 

subject systematises biblical truths 

far as it is'humanly possible to do so. 

e 

ext 

guaranteed because man, as 

capable of thinking about 

to theology or ancilla 

theologiaeu -w&•,q)ffi~sity rt are e xercise rational 

insight into ~JIJeix ~t~Gq5 

In spite of St. Thomas Aquinas's claim that theological 

and philosophical doctrines complement each other, the 

perennial question of the real nature of God continued 

to be a problem. He asserted that revealed truth 

existed in tandem with the truth of natural reason or 

philosophy. Hence, the unity of the knowledge of God 

had of 

-resulting 

necessity to be divided into two types, 

in the God of the believers, and a god of 

14. P. Edwards: Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, vol. 8, p.111. 
15. G. A. Rauche: The Philosophy of Actuality, p. 54. 



 

 

the philosophers.16 

By his formula, St. Thomas Aquinas thought he had 

overcome the problem of the knowledge of God, but 

there wa s a 

gratia i rresisti 

grasp t he 

interpre ted 

problem: Thomas Aquinas's principle of 

enables man to rationally 

d's reve lation, was now 

oduct of the human mind. 

University of Fort Hare 
Spurred on by'I'- t~ • l/&: • uman r eason, man was no 

13 

longer dependent f or the truth on the sole basis of · 

divine 

ground of 

As a 

light and revelation. He now looked for the 

truth in his own unaided subjectivity. 17 

result of . his newfound confidence in the 

power of reason, man took it for granted that 

the course of history is nowhere mediated by a 

transcendent and divine but is a 

manifestation of his own 

power, 

striving and initiative 

16. D. Dumery: The Problem of God in Philosophy of 
Religion, p. 12. 

17. To support this observation, Thomas Aquinas's famous 
phrase is veritas est adequatio rei et iptellectus. 
Thus Thomas Aquinas distinguishes reality along mind, 
intellectus or the subjective, and things, rei or the 
objective. 



 

 

to cope with the crisis of life and existence.18 

In the 16th century, and particularly in the 17th, the 

researches of the scientists, Copernicus, Kepler and 

Galileo , as well as the growth of humanism, were to 

have a far-

development of p • 

the 

world picture 

new view of the 

about a change 

subsequent 

a s un revolves round 

theological 

supporting religion. 19 Also this 

structure of the universe, brought 

in man's understanding of his 

place in the uriiverse. 

The researches carried out of the heavenly bodies by 

• Brahe, Kepler and especially Galileo could not be 

ignored. 

structure of 

When 

the 

impetus to man's 

Kepler confirmed the mathematical 

universe, Galileo's findings gave 

scientific interpretation of the 

world independent of the earlier biblical world 

18. M. S. Terry : Biblical Hermene.utics-, • p. 1 7. 
19. B. Russell: Wisdom of the West, p. 186. 

14 



 

 

view.20 

At the close of medieval times man increased his 

interest 

the printing 

learning of 

in art, discovered gun powder and invented 

press. At the same time, ~he new 

sance r e -established the 

dignity of man. 

the theological even mor e. 

University of Fort Hare 
A f ar-re achin'/i09§.~~$e ll n1cethe middle of the 17th 

century, was the work of Newton (1646-1723). Largely 

building on the pioneering work of Copernicus, 

Kepler and Galileo, ·he inaugurated a new philosophy 

of nature and science, based on the mathemati6al 

expression of physical laws describing matter. In his 

Principia Mathematica he supplied what was missing: an 

overriding law of gravitation which explains all 

motion in the universe. With his discovery of the 

universal gravitation, the scientific revolution was 

complete. The universe could now be explained as matter 

in motion. But because Newton could not break with the 

Christian view of the cosmos, he could not bring 

himself to 

20. H-G Gadamer 

- defend a mechanical world picture that 

Reason in the Age of Science,·p. 23. 

15 



 

 

16 

leaves no room for God. Hence he retains a central 

place for a providential deity operating constantly in 

the universe. 

In addition, the humanistic freedom motive, with its 

emphasi s on the . 

but undermined 

henceforth becam 

allowed to stand 

led to an{j~m··~-~~~~ 

n, fired man's . imagination 

religious tradition. Man 

tradition. Nothing was 

This s ubjective attitude 

. 21 
Together in Excellence 

1.4 DESCARTES: KNOWLEDGE AND THE SEARCH FOR CERTAINTY 

Descartes is the forerunner of the idealistic thinkers 

like Kant, Fichte and Hegel. He merits attention 

because of Gadamer's opposition to the abstract and 

unmediated self-consciousness of transcendental 

philosophy from Descartes to Fichte. 

In the 17th ·century, Descartes ·develqped a concept of 

knowledge derived from the ce~tainty of mathematical 

axioms. To base knowledge on the model of mathematical 

21. B. Russell: ibid, p. 172. 



 

 

certainty, made Descartes the first modern thinker for 

whom truth was methodically acquired. 

Descartes distinguished between mind or the res 

cogitans , capable of thinking, and matter or the res 

philosophy, only 

duality of 

entities , 

how man as 

with the material world . 22 

xtension. In Descartes's 

sessor of mind thinks and 

scartes c onceived man as a 

two ontologically ~istinct 

of explaining 

makes contact 

In contrast to the empirical methods of scientifically 

minded philqsophers of the day, Descartes developed the 

rationalist method based on. the deductive principle. 

Descartes's rationalism rests on the formula: Cogito, 

ergo sum, I think, therefore I am. For Descartes this 

statement is axiomatic and self-evident. From it, he 

believed that he could resolve all problems of the 

knowledge of God, physical things and all the details 

of philosophy. 

22. ibid. p. 197. 
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Descartes began with methodical doubt. He doubted all 

his thoughts, but concluded that he could not doubt 

that he was doubting. When examining his mental 

contents , he found that they were made of clear and 

self-evident 

idea of God. 23 

From Desca 

separate himsJl 

which t he clearest is the 

- '"~•.n•~at ionally strove to 

5JnMeJ~ive c onstraints of his 

history. Hence in his philosophy, the real ground of 

truth shifted from the revealed and transcendent truth 

of Aquinas and other religious thinkers, • to a 

subjective ground of reason.24 The tendency ·towards 

rationalism reflected itself in theories of 

interpretation, as it will be seen in the next chapter. 

As a result, Descartes's method of radical doubt 

inaugurates. a reign of subjectivity in modern 

18 

philosophy. Iri reaction against his blend of unmediated 

subjectivity, Gadamer questions any attempt by man to 

23. G. A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 
Argument, pp. 58-9. 

24. G. A. Rauche: The Philosophy of Actuality, p. 64. 
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shake off his tradition. 

For G_adamer, man's historical nature contradicts 

Descartes's claim 

disentangled from 

creator of tradi 

tradition. Theref 

to a personal 

the environment. Man 

inner state, 

is not only a · 

e is al so a bearer of 

ever with his ideas alone. 

Hence i t can that although Descartes 

advocates the 

the thinki 

and distinct ideas by 

~·=.H~-ism is an act of 

self- seeks, as it were, to 

place man upon the universe. The "cogito, ergo sum" 

is not only a methodical formula, but an existential 

guide in a time of conflict and uncertainty. 

Descartes's philosophy reflects that he is a child of 

.his time. In spite of his mechanistic outlook, he still 

accepts the traditional religious- doctrine of the 

immortality of the soul and the reality of God. Thilly, 

the historian of ideas writes: 

Descartes _' s philosophy is an attempt to 

harmonise the mechanical theory of science, 

which it was impossible to.ignore, with the 



 

 

spiritual theology and metaphysics which 

appeared with Christianity.25 

By setting up the mathematical method as the only 

guarantee of objective knowledge, Descartes goes to the 

extreme o f absolutising the mathematical method and 

restricting valid 

expressed in math 

o formulae which can be 

s. 26 

1.5 ISM: TWO COMPETING METHODS 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

At the beginning of the Enlightenment the debate 

between Plato and Aristotle as to the effec~ive 

method to reach true knowledge was again fought 

between the rationalists 

rationalist side, Descartes's 

reflected in the rationalist 

and Spinoza. All three defend 

and empiricists. On the 

mathematical method is 

h~rmeneutics of Leibniz 

the view that truth is 

derived from the intellect with very little 

contribution from experience. Like Descartes, Spinoza 

posits that the entire structure of nature is deducible 

from a few basic definitions and axioms similar to 

25. F. Thilly: A History of Philosophy, p. 315 (Quoted in 
G.A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 
Argument, p. 58.) 

26. c/f J.R. B~rr: op. cit. p. 403. 
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Euclidean geometry. 

Spinoza shows himself to be a child of his time. In an 

age of the growing authority of science, Spinoza takes 

the geome trical model as the sole basis of the 

.universe, which 

rational proof. 

critical t owards 

Descartes 's mechanis 

science by 

this goes 

es is merely an ideal of 

Spinoza becoming more 

truth, seeks to solve 

of religion and 

are universe.27 All 

historical and 

contingent nature of the philosophica l construction of 

truth and reality. 

Leibniz (1646-1716), the German philosopher, is the 

discoverer of the basic principles of the infinitesmal 

calculus. In his logical theory, he starts from the 

idea of Aristotelian subject-predicate logic. 

According to one of Leibniz's principles, of two 

contradictory statements,· 

other false. By the principle 

statement "All metal coins are 

one must be true, and the 

of contradiction, the 

metallic" is true.28 

27. J. Hirschberger op. cit. p. 108. 
28. B. Russell: op. cit. p. 204. 
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In Leibniz's time, the microscope had already been 
s 

invented. Hence Leibniz's metaphysics is influenced by 

the elementary observation of spermatozoa through the 

newly inve nted microscope. In his philosophy, expounded 

in the 

countless 

Monadolo· 

p 

iverse is composed of 

ual forces or energies 

eibniz deals with the 

22 

capab.le o f 

problem o f mind-body dualism by -

postulating 15 tn arecausal interaction 

with other mona'Ei g e ~Q· ~-

Although the rationalists are in agreement about the 

"certainty" of 

their conceptions 

mathematical proof, they differ in 

of substance and in their 

explanation of the mind-body relation. Under -the 

spell of the mathematical model, Descartes, 

Spinoza and Leibniz tend to absolutise the deductive 

mathematical element in knowledge. Once they take 

the method of deduction as the sole explanatory 

ground of the world, they think theological problems 

and the enigmas of man's existence will be solved by 

29. W. T. Jones A History of Western Ph~losophy, vol. 3, 
pp. 227-8. 



 

 

simple "calculation". 

Leibniz's rationalism is a case in point. Like other 

rationalists, he extends the a priori element of 

mathematics to other fields including metaphysics. 

Truth 

under the 

for Lei 

his 

and Leibn iz's 

of the world as 

tructed methodologically 

opment of the microscope 

and contingent experience 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

It can be asked whether · a truth derived from a single 

experience, in this case the a priori element of 

mathematics, is not in fact merely a perspective that 

overreaches itself. The above observation shows that 

philosophical thinking reflects man's constant desire 

for absolute knowledge generated by man's awareness 

of the insecurity, finitude and periodicity of the 

human conditicm. 30 Leibniz's description of the 

best of all possible worlds" was universe as "the • 

satirised as utopian by Voltaire in his novel 

Candide (1759). 

30. G. A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 
Argument, pp. 55-68. 
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A further example 

relationphip that 

opposition 

rational ism 

between 

Berkeley and 

supported the 

H 

from experience.3 

standpoint is 

in the co 

given to the r 

in 

that demonstrates the dialogical 

holds between systems, is the 

empiricism in England, and 

Europe. In England, Locke, 

osition to rationalism, 

that al l knowledge comes 

issue in the empirtcal 

the deductive moment 

.llCW~ w -4Lfe:U21;:r e},-I t he weight to be 

Locke's views are in line with the science of his time, 

especially the corpuscular theories of Boyle and other 

scientists. Emphasising the ~mportance of th~ senses, 

Locke goes back to the dictum of Aristotle and 

Aquinas that "There is nothing in the mind that 

is not first in the senses". In his Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding (1690), he put forward 

the view that at . birth the mi_nd is a tabula rasa or 

a "blank table" on which experience makes its 

imprint. 

31. W. T. Jones op. cit. p. 243-4. 
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In this manner Locke 

innate conceptions, 

opposes Descartes's doctrine of 

and gives a more systematic 

exposition of Bacon's early 17th century empiricism by 

arguing that ideas are copies of the impressions the 

senses make of material objects. The objects affect the 

mind in such a way that the mind, originally a tabula 

question of what 

that idea s in th 

human 

knowledge, Locke replies 

·ect make the content of 

themselves are not known 

directly. 3eJniversity of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Locke's second version of perception is based on the 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities. He 

derives his concept of primary qualities from size, 

shape, figure, extension, etc. While these are 

25 

properties of things themselves, secondary qualities 

are subjective in the sense that the saltiness of salt, 

or the sweetness of sugar, do not emanate from things 

themselves, but depend on man's sense organs. Thus 

Locke is not clear whether secondary qualities are 

subjective or objective. While his first version of 

perception suggests that they are objective, his second 

32. ibid. 
33. G. A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 

Argument, p. 39. 



 

 

version of perception suggests that they are 

subjective. Secondary_ qualities of an object are its 

vision (colour), its taste (sweetness, sourness etc), 

its touch or feeling (hardness, softness, etc), its 

sound or hearing ( that is, whether it is loud, soft, 

low, or high, etc), its smell (sweet , foul, etc). In 

other words, 

five senses 

and smell . 34 

ies are mediated by the 

touch (feeling) hearing 

University of Fort Hare 
Locke's t wo 

clear about the relationship between sense-impressions 

and things, or between subject and object. Locke's 

dualism of sense-impressions and things adds fuel to 

fresh argument in that his theory of perception can be 

interpreted in either a materialistic or an idealistic 

way. 35 

Berkeley, the Irish philosopher, carried through 

Locke's new way of acquiring ideas. As a Christian 

Bishop he was 

natural sciences 

little moved by the progress of the 

that had influenced 

34. ibid. 
35 cf D.J. O'Connor: A Critical History of Western 

Philosophy, p. 211-12. 

Locke's 
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materialistic bias. 

Berkeley is faced with two tasks. First he has to 

overcome Locke's sceptical conclusion that the world 

outside the mind cannot be proven with absolute 

to overcome Locke's certainty . 

separation 

impressions in 

of n the world and sense 

University of Fort Hare 
Berkeley thus ~~~'l..z-fai r£.~.;·-i:-delYn Qfue reality of material 

things consists in being perceived. Hence Esse est 

percipi: to be is to be perceived, is Berkeley's 

dictum. The only things that can be known to exist 

are those that are perceived. Berkeleyean empiricism 

thus presents a one-sided 

Berkeley's ideas, given first 

account of knowledgi. 

in The Principles of 

Human Knowledge (1710), and later, recast in The 

Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (1713), 

were not popularly received, because 

percipi rules out matter. By ruling out 

Berkeley's empiricism refutes itself.36 

Esse est 

matter, 

36. Funk and Wagnall 
p. 363. 

Op . Cit . , VO 1 . 3 , p . 4 4 7 , & VO 1 . 2 Q , 



 

 

Of the three empiricists, Hume carried the doctrine of 

empiricism to its logical conclusion. Our knowledge is 

of two types. The first is knowledge of 

"relationships 

of the meaning of 

between ideas". This is the knowledge 

terms and is analytic. A good 

verification of i 

external world. 

of fact " 

knowledge . 
Ill 

do with relat~ 

is confined to the 

nothing to do with the 

knowledge of "matters 

and effect. Such 

has to 

properties 

actually existing in nature. However there can be 

no certain science of "matters of fact". 

The ups_hot 

knowledge 

of Hume's analysis of the origin of 

is that a thinker cannot, either by 

experience or by analysis, establish the certainty 

of such ideas as cause, relation, or substance. Mere 

habit tricks the mind into accepting that these 

notions accurately picture the world. Hence Hume's 

sceptical conclusion undermines the entire basis of 

empirical science. 37 

37. ibid. vol 9, p. 326. 
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To the metaphysical question of what are the proper 

objects of human knowledge, Hume produces a completely 

answer. A person experiences only sceptical 

impressions. Reality, that is matter and causation 

studied by science, 

senses. Since re 

is not delivered directly to the 

soul, has no ant 

conclusion that 

impressions. 

eluding God and the human 

status, Hume draws the 

uals i deas derived from 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Thus Hume makes Berkeley more consistent by cancelling 

out God and matter, and thus remains with ideas 

only. Hence the 

the restriction of 

development of empiricism is one of 

the field of knowledge. By 

cancelling God and casting radical doubt on the 

cause and effect relationship in nature, Hume's 

empiricism ends in a self refuting empirical 

idealism, quite the opposite of the intention of 

British empiricism. 38 

38. H.E. Cushman: A Beginner's History of Philosophy, vol. 
2 . , pp . 2 0 0 - 9 . 
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The result is that empiricism is inadequate as an 

instrument for reaching truth because it overemphasises 

the empirical factor: "The sun rises in the east" but 

it lacks the absolute certainty and clearness of 

mathematical demonstration. Its truth is dependent on 

experienc e and i 

observed, it ris 

sun ri sing in 

not a necessary 

itself by 

of gaining 

Even whe n the sun is not 

st. The r egularity of the 

an empirical ·truth and 

empiric ism overreaches 

the only method 

Rationalism also is inadequate as a method of rea~hing 

truth because it overemphasises the deductive element 

in knowledge. Hence the statement: "The interior angles 

of a triangle are equal to two right anglesf' lacks 

experiential content. While rationalism yields 

certain 

man's 

or necessary truth, it fails to increase 

knowledge of the real world because the 

·proposition is not a description of real triangles 

30 

in the material world. Hence it cannot go beyond 

giving the 

its lack of 

to dissolve 

logical relations between cqncepts. By 

experiential content, rationalism tends 

itself in dogmatism. 



 

 

On the basis of this brief sketch of the history of 

philosophy, a preliminary conclusion can be made: Each 

of the different philosophers approaches the question 

of knowledge in his own unique way. Plato is 

concerned to of the c onfused world of 

Athenian life. 

to Athenian 

ho follows him owes much 

he intellectual tradition 

of Socrates and 

certain e leuur~-,~...-,r 

From the 

be seen that each philosophy 

·But he opposes 

listic philosophy. 

theories, it can 

exhibits a 

hermeneutical dimension,. that is to say, again and 

again each philosophy seeks to interpret man's 

Lebenswelt in the light of man's contingent and ever 

changing experience of reality. 

1.6 KANT'S CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY AND ITS LIMITATIONS 

The scepticism of empiricism as embraced by Hume, and 

the dogmatism of rationalism, led Kant to hammer o_ut 

his own transcendental philosophy between the two rival 

philosophical approaches to truth. Kant agrees with 

31 



 

 

Hume's 

a priori 

classification of statements into analytic or 

statements and synthetic or a posteriori 

statements. Analytic or a priori statements repeat 

in the predicate 

part, e.g., "all 

part . what was given in the subject 

bodies are extended". Synthetic or 

a posteriori statements, e.g.' "all bodies are 

and hence do not heavy" a re empir1. 

rely on the prin 

term in the predi 

University of Fort Hare 

o f the subject 

Deviating frorrT'2.!l t a~ !6 {le ~fit adds a third kind of 

proposition, the synthetic a priori proposition. These 

are propositions whose truth can be verified by reason 

alone without experience but which do not merely make 

explicit the ~eanings of the terms involved. Kant's 

example is the mathematical proposition 7 + 5 = 12. 

Kant maintains that the proposition is synthetic 

because the notion of "12" does not analyse the 

notion of adding 7 and 5.39 

39. I. Kant: Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics (introd~ 
L.W. -Beck), p. 16-18. 
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To prove the validity of synthetic a priori statements~ 

Kant distinguishes between things as they are in 

themselves, noumena, and things as they appear in human 

experience, phenomena. 40 In the Prolegomena Kant 

maintains that no knowledge is possib le of things as 

they are 

pure 

e endently of a priori or 

forms of human 

phenomena or 

of spac e and time as 

There is knowledge of 

they e nter into· human 

experienc e 

time. 

Further it 

V of space and 
Together in Excellence 

is by virtue of the basic categories of the 

mind: causality, quantity, quality and modality, among 

other categories of the human understanding, that an 

object is perceived as a phenomenon rather than a 

bundle of impressions in ·the Humean sense.41 In this 

manner Kant anticipates Heidegger's analysis of 

human consciousness as essentially interpretative. 

40. I. Kant 
267-7. 

41. I. Kant 

Critique of Pure Reason (tr. N. K. Smith), p. 

Prolegomena ... Metaphysics, pp. 39-40. 
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Hence Kant effects a Copernican Revolution in 

philosophy by pointing out that knowledge is a 

matter of construction. from the 

traditional opposition 

Deviating 

between independently 

and passive subjects, -Kant existing objects 

maintain s that 

through the synt 

s _given to the 

·on of the mind. 

senses 

The mi nd ui,· , er • • Q&UlW I/1'\rtl r r categories 

manipul a te To f{lizer yt~ellt:?Mr~n ·experience in 

that 

an 

intelligible way. Religion or metaphysics cannot be 

a science because its objects cannot enter the 

constructive or transcendental 

Kant postulates that the human 

activity of the mind. 

reason has a tendency 

to think there is God, freedom and the immortality 

of the soul but in reality theoretical reason ends 

in contradictions as soon as it aspires to 

statements about God, freedom and the soul. 

make 

God freedom and the soul lie outside the scope or range 

of possible experience. As a result there is neither 

the thing in itself, God or Ding-an-sich. To avoid 

falling into scepticism, Kant posits that God is 
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unknowable rather than non-existent. He is a 

postulate since he can 

known. The reality of God, 

be thought but cannot be 

freedom and the soul is 

an object of faith, not 

Further, Kant's us 

subjective way, . i 

which 

refer to 

knowledge.42 

a of "transcendence" in a 

to the old metaphysics 

in an ob jective sense to 

transcendence, merits some 

comments. u niv~V-si i o 
philosophy . the 

ything to do with the transcendental Tog Q 

o~jectivity of God 

refers to the mental 

as a transcendent reality, but 

functioning of the thinking 

subject and the understanding by which the subject 

imposes order on the 

of the world. The ground 

,objects in order to make sense 

of truth is no longer to be 

searched for in something 

than the human mind. In Kant's 

outside of, and greater 

critical philosophy, 

truth becomes subjectively grounded 

categories which regulate the performance of 

acts.43 

42. I. Kant: Critique ... Reason, p. 29. 

in the 

mental 

43. A. M. Olson: Transcendence and Hermeneutics, p. xii. 
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Secondly,_ Kant's denial that God could be proven or 

known, had a sequel in ethics and morality because it 

left Kant's individual struggling to live morally 

without support 

denying man access 

from a transcendent being. By 

to the Ding-an sich, Kant makes 

himself a philosopher of finitude. By this act Kant 

anticipates the 

world as "broke 

"ambiguous" in de 

Ponty, or "absurd" 

ury desc ription of the 

rding t o Marcel, or 

"dislocated" in Merleau-

Camus.44 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Apart fr om 

critical 

the foregoing difficulties ·in Kant's 

philosophy, the dialectical nature of 

Kant's philosophy 

consistency of his 

question. Given 

can be seen from the fact that the 

philosophy is immediately open to 

the nature of the synthetic 

judgement a priori, after the a priori truth of 

Newtonian mechanics, Kant's transcendental 

philosophy is controversial. His attempt to 

synthesise the respective categories of understanding 

and sensjbility, theory and practice, have invited 

criticism from Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. 

44. R. C. Solomon Rationalism to Existentialism, p. ix. 
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1.7 FICHTE, SCHELLING AND HEGEL THE IDEAL OF 

INDIVIDUAL AUTONOMY 

Fich,te accepts Kant's critical philosophy, but he 

challenges Kant's conclusion that man is unable to 

reach the Di 

Fichte taught 

enables man to 

the true essence of 

As a Romantic thinker, 

·eeling r a ther than reason 

tuitive understanding of 

metaphysical 

reality· 4 S University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

As an idealist, Fichte thought from the perspective 

that the world is a representation of consciousness. 

To encounter Kant's scepticism, Fichte based his 

views on the autonomy and freedom of the human 

subject. 46 

In his Wissenschaftslehre Fichte describes philosophy 

as the science of the ground of all experience. To 

deal with the division that Kant makes between 

45. S. E. Stumpf: Socrates to Sartre: A History of 
Philosophy, pp. 327-8. 

46. H. E. Cushman: A Beginner's History of Philosophy·, vol 
2, pp. 273-8 
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understanding and reason, subject and object, theory 

and practice, Fichte pairs the Ego as subject 

against the non-ego as object or world to make the 

representation of the world by human 

ground of truth. 

reason the 

The absolute natu s idealis m is revealed by 

is a manifestation of the 

orld. By ab solutising human 

his view 

absolute 

freedom a s lJ¥i • 
limits o f 

a:tic . c hte bypasses the 

~LpA-f'J,fDlenc nd t urns the world 

upside down by making consciousness the ground of the 

world. 

Like Fichte before him Schelling attempts to base the 

knowledge of the world on the idea of the human 

subject. 

Fichte and 

Schelling is certainly less subjective than 

Kant. His philosophy of identity first 

expounded in his Vorlesungen uber die Methode des 

academischen Studiums, posited that nature is mind and 

mind is nature. Thus it equat~s God with the objective 

world and 

of identity 

is pantheistic. In terms of his philosophy 

and early pantheism, identifying God 

with the world, Schelling is the philosopher of 

38 
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objective idealism.47 

later phase, Schelling progresses beyond In his 

grounding 

sees the 

the world in the principle pf identity. He · 

true nature of object ive reality as 

reflected in the 

genius whose 

history a nd 

usness o f the aesthetic 

outwits all reason in 

University of Fort Hare 
Schelling 's phin ~ i ~-~=~u.,1

:u.• j~ critical comments. 

Firstly, by his philosophy of identity he seeks to 

span the unavoidable gulf between the absolute and the 

finite, being and beings. Secondly by maintaining that 

the ego is man's total awareness of himself as a free 

agent, Schelling thinks that hi~ philosophy of a free 

subjectivity solves the enigma of human anxiety, 

suffering and pain. Yet his idealistic thin~ing solves 

man's longing for relief from the problem of anxiety, 

suffering and pain in theory only but not in practice. 

His vision that beauty fulfills the purpose of the 

world is not an original insight but 

47. P. Edwards: Encyclopaedia of Philosophy., vol. 7, p. 
308. 

48. G. A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 
Argument, p. 111. 
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reabtion against the materialism and positivism of 

the 19th century. 

Hegel accepted Kant's conception of intuition, 

understanding and 

Kant's failure 

mind ·to its fu 

autonomy of human 

freedom o f 

holds that 

man but of 

self-consciousness but reproves 

is vision of the creative 

·ons. In Kant's view, the 

is grounded in the 

Differing from Kant, Hegel 

t Ha edom of individual 

The finite human 

subject i n only a limited moment o f the Absolute 

Spirit. 

Hegel corrects the principle of transcendental reason 

which in Kant's philosophy has a formative influence on 

experience. To effect this correction, Hegel enlarges 

transcendental reason to represent the self-

consciousness of world reason. In the Phenomenology 

of Spirit, Hegel describes the movement of the 

spirit from subjective physical perceptions, via 

objective knowledge towards full and absolute 

knowledge when the Spirit attains complete absolute 

self-consciousness. Hence for Hegel, world reason 
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represents the dynamic self-emancipation of reason 

in contrast to Kant's subjective principle of 

individual rational striving.49 Thus by denying the 

superiority of the human subjectivity in the creation 

of knowledge, Hegel may be regarded as a forerunner 

of Gadamer. 

In Hegel's spirit works itself 

dialectically institutions of society 

beginning iVef • f a - is tence in man. In 

its second To Hfe . feJfil_ellQl!lf:1~~ment the Spirit is 

reflected in 

institutions as 

political, 

objective 

moral and economic 

reason. The natural 

sciences, the customs of the people, their political 

institutions and the laws issuing from the state are 
. t 

the external manifestation of absolute 

reflect the dialectical movement of the 

Spirit and 

Spirit. 

Although Hegel is the first thinker to see the 

limitations of a start from human self-consciousness, 

Hegel's concept of Absolute Spirit represents an 

absolutisation of the human subject. As a result, his 

absolute subject alienates itself from reality: the 

49. G. A. Rauche The Abdication of Philosophy, p. 30. 



 

 

changing conditions of life. 

Similarly, the ethical aspect of universal reason in 

Hegel's philosophy is supposed to reflect itself in 

the state . Man attains complete moral goodn_ess • by being 

in step , with the ~ , -~"--~-u estate. By the moral act 

man blends hi ~--- he state, thus blending 

himself into 

absolutisation 

alienation ,-·~- T~~1~~~-~~ 

subject is an 

philosophy 

ce solution is thus one remains i n 

in theory only 

philosophy fails 

because in practice 

to come to grips with the 

his total 

reality 

of life's changing conditions. 

1.8 CHALLENGES TO HEGEL: SCHOPENHAUER, KIERKEGAARD AND 

NIETZSCHE 

The first challenge to the positing of reason as the 

ground of the world as evidenced in Hegel's philosophy 

emerges in the irrationalism • of Arthur Schopenhauer 

(1788-1860l. For Schopenhauer the Absolute is not 

reason but a blind irrational will which asserts 

itself over all phenomena, including man. Although 
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the irrational will is 

deceives humanity. Hence 

the basis of all reality, it 

Schopenhauer sees the most 

effective. escape in art.SO 

philosophy of · the will-to-live is 

Schopenahuer's 

reflected in his 

concept of art, especially music. This 

stills the restless will-to-live. But 

concept 

freedom from 

it is 

concept o f art 

nothingness 

SchopenhauEf}' lliV~ 
Hegel's 

expression in 

Spirit or world 

into Nirvana. Yet 

es unreliable because his 

y partial relief· from the 

death . In a sense 

cife t he opposite of 

beauty which finds 

the aesthetic aspect of the Absolute 

reason. 

Kierkegaard the Danish religious thinker deliberately 

placed himself in opposition to Hegel, especially in 

his concluding Unscientific Postscript (1846). 

Kierkegaard criticises Hegel's analysis in which man 

as a subject is alienated from man as a thinker. In 

Hegel's system, only the absolute mind has real 

existence in its infinite movement of thought while 

the finite human being- has a place only as an 

50. R. K. Gupta: "Freud and Schopenhauer", in Journal of 
the History of Ideas, vol. x~xvi, no 4, pp.721-8. 
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impersonal spectator. Hence in his evaluation of 

Hegel's philosophy, Kierkegaard criticises 

universal idea which tends to swallow up 

Hegel's 

man's 

unLqueness as an individual and make the existential 

subject indifferent and impersonal.51 

the individual who 

in the universe 

experience Uni 
to act. By 

Kierkegaard the 

subjectivity is the 

value, being based on 

s an impersonal spectator 

to man's historical 

category of individuality and 

ultimate measure of morality and 

the primacy of the individual 

will. For him the real self 

cognitive self, but the ethically 

is nrit merely the 

existing self. 

Because human existence is finite and limited, what 

the individual does, depends not on what he 

understands but upon what he wills. 

51. D. J. O'Connor: A Critical History of Western 
Philosophy, p. 512. 
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In Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard sees human truth as 

no longer subjective but dependent on a right 

relationship between God and man, as a way of escape 

from man's experience of anxiety and despair. 

Consequently, Kierkegaard substitutes Hegel's rational 

conception of 

history, for t 

faith. Such an 

God before his 

n the s ciences and in 

f man as a creature of 

as to obey the command of 

rational reasons for 

compliance.University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

In this, way, Kierkegaard seeks man's escape from evil 

and the nothingness beyond death by seeing God as a 

redemptive principle which man must embrace as an 

objective truth. Kierkegaard thus subordinates man to 

God through faith in much the same way that Hegel's 

• philosophy sacrifices human freedom to the principle of 

•a universalised· logos. 

After Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer, Nietzsche 

represents,· in Western thought, the third reaction 

against the idealism of Hegel. Nietzsche sees all 

previous traditional ethical and religious systems 



 

 

as a pretence 

the midst of the 

to hide man's weakness and failure in 

challenge of life. 

Nietzsche's thought links up with Schopenhauer's 

46 

philosophy of the will. Both thinkers emphasise the 

primacy o f the 

conceives that a 

give e xpressio 

Birth of Tragedy, 

the 

the 

Apo.lJ .. ~nian t I.i · un1ve sit 
Dionysi JID 

Nietzsche 

iving and consciousness 

11-to-power.52 In the 

two opposed tendencies, 

tt.r'tfY and harmony, and 

,M~!nV:!m~,Y!al"-stasy and freedom from 

moral values. Nietzsche sees life as alternating 

between these two tendencies.53 In the celebrated 

phrase "God is dead" 

of man's will-to-power 

Nietzsche typifies his vision 

which makes man blind to the 

finitude and broken nature of the human condition. 

In a questing critical spirit, Nietzsche replaces 

the traditional God with his concept of the 

Ubermensch or Superman who lives his ~ own life and 

possesses everything of value through his will-to~ 

power. 

52. J.P. Stern: Nietzsche, p. 76. 
53.; P. Edwards : Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, vol 8., p. 

507. 



 

 

Although Nietzsche's thinking links up with 

Schopenhauer's notion of the primacy of life, in 

Schopenhaeur's-philosophy the notion of the will was 

conceived in a negative way. In Nietzsche's philosophy, 

however, the Superman is exactly the man who looks 

reality in the face and accepts his limitation, 

periodicity and 

superman faces hi 

Greeks called i 

Desti 

would noffi 

the same: but in tears. 

CONCLUSION 

In brief Nietzsche's 

estiny or Moira as the 

tzsche writes: 

~, for if I 

Clfave t o do so all 

The hermeneutical dimension in philosophical theories 

is apparent from the differing and contradictory 

philosophical approaches as evidenced in the opposition 

between the rationalism of Hegel and the irrationalism 

of Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche. 
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The pattern of philosophical expression seen in 

Hegel's philosophising, on the one hand, and that 

of Nietzsche and his contemporaries on 

can be said to reflect the hermeneutical 

of philos ophical theories. Philosophical 

because they 

the other, 

dimension 

theories 

seek to have a he rmeneuti 

c6nstitute again 

light of his cont 

life. 

n's Lebenswelt in the 

changing experience of 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

For example, Hegel interprets the ground of the world 

in the light of man's changed view of reality based on 

48 

the authority of the Newtonian mechanical world 

picture. The differing experiences of man throughout 

the development of culture, science and 

civilisation, cause philosophers to constitute 

ever new theories of knowledge, which are only truth 

perspectives. As it has been shown, the proof of the 

on-going critical relationship between opposed 

philosophical approaches is evidenced in the 

opposition between Platonism and 

empiricism. and rationalism, Hegel's 

Aristotelianism, 

rational theory 

and the irrationalism of Schopenhauer and his 

immediate followers. 
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In short, systems of philosophy are constituted from a 

specific human experience. Thus it is man's changing 

and variable experience which 

constitute ever new 

turn, it is these 

critical 

fact it i s 

·relati 

as 

relationship that 

theories of 

ich 

causes him to 

knowledge. In 

enter into a 

each other. In 

of the critical 

theories, that 

the epistem "P'Ml -~ )'-!.J:,~~ity ofl- t re philosophical 

approaches is m~ ~&fl Ji. C(!l/,en<t§be epistemological 

limit that bids reflective reason to enter into a 

critical and self-critical ongoing argument 

concerning the question of knowl~dge and truth. 

The conflicting and opposed theories, systems and 

approaches in philosophy spring from the dynamic 

process of question and answer, assertion and denial. 

Hence the argument on the nature of knowledge and the 

essence of truth is never settled,· in philosophy, 

hermeneutics, and 

throughout all the 

the sciences, but ·c9ntinues 

ages of man's history. 



 

 

The systems of philosophy and theories based on them 

are not absolute truths but perspectives in the 

sense that they are constituted from a specific 

human experience. As a result, man cannot avoid 

weaving hi s past experience and the events 

happening around a meaningful pattern. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2. THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF HERMENEUTICS 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter One it 

philosophy emerg 

in turn, man's 

background of 

at theor ies in 

experience and that 

experience of reality 

forms 

e a result of 

the 

man's 

life-world, which is ·constituted from man's contingent 

experience of reality, a hermeneutical element- is 

built into philosophy theories. 

The present chapter gives an account of 

the development of hermeneutic theories. It is 

argued however 

in philosophy, 

that, 

theories in 

like all theories 

hermeneutic al 

thought too, reflect man's changing or contingent 

experience of life and reality. 
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2.2 DERIVATION AND EARLY USE OF THE TERM 

"HERMENEUTICS" 

The roots of the term "hermeneutics" are found in 

two Greek words: the verb hermeneuein, meaning to 

interpret, and hermeneia, meaning 

explain or transla 

meaning i s unclear o 

aning al so to express, 

an objec t or text whose 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Hermeneutics or interpreting, as a deliberate effort 

to uncover -hidden 

early pre~Socratic 

meanings, 

Greece when 

has its roots in 

man made his first 

efforts to reflect on the problematic character 

of human existence. Then men strove to unravel the 

mystery 

the designs 

of human destiny by trying to understand 

of the gods for man. Hence hermeneuein 

as a verb and hermeneia as a noun occur in religious 

texts. 

remarks: 

1. R. Palmer 

Heraclitus of the 5th 

Hermeneuti~s, pp. 12-13. 

century B.C. 



 

 

Nature loves to hide but the Lord 

whose oracle is at Delphi neither 

reveals nor conceals, but he 

indicates his meanings through 

h ints.2 

The assoc iation o 

53 

goes back messenger of the 

aa._fee at Delphi was 

et.iml~fp f clarity raised the 

need for interpretation . 

From the above account of man's attempts at 

interpretation, it should be seen that man's 

conception of hermeneutics is indistinguishable from 

his religious and or mythical view of the world. 

Later, when Plato inherited from Socrates the idea 

that the contents of philosophical thought are 

abstract concepts, he became the first thinker 

to use hermeneutike as a technical term. To 

2. P. Edwards: Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, vol. 3, p. 480. 
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interpret in Plato's sense of the term is to 

engage in a skill 

techne 

clarify 

expressions.3 

The need 

hermeneias 

obscure 

speaker's message 

people are 

or technique. Hence in Plato, 

means the ability 

communications 

to 

or 

ar ises whenever a 

particularly when 

peaker's l angtiage,·customs 

or world- v' Iiiv~~~At!$~~~reis a skill that 

removes t he d'r~ s peaker and his 

audience. 4 

Further there can be differences among hearers 

themselves, leading to conflicting_ interpretations. 

Then it is hard to decide which method or standard of 

interpretation should be adopted to judge competing 

versions of meaning. When hermeneutics was faced with 

these difficulties, the need arose to adopt common 

principles and methods of interpretation.5 

3. M. S. Terry: Biblical Hermeneutics, p. 17. 
4. L. Berkhof: ·Principles of Biblical Interpretation, p.11. 
5. M. S. Terry: op. cit. pp. 20-31. 
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Hermeneutics quickly freed itself from its subservience 

to myth and dogma. Soon thereafter hermeneutics 

accepted that interpretation does not yield absolute 

unshakeable propositions since its meanings must be 

subjected to verification, revision and amendment. 

Historical account 

offer six stages 

development. 

of hermeneutics 

critical and rational 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

2.3 SIX EXPRESSIONS OF HERMENEUTICS 

Historically hermeneutics was first the work of 

biblical exegesis or interpretation. In its second 

stage hermeneutics was extended 

interpretation of · biblical texts 

beyond 

into a 

the 

system 

governing the reading and interpretation of ancient 

texts through the analysis of language. In a third 

development involving Schleiermacher, hermeneutics 

clarified the basic steps leading to understanding 

among people in a dialogue. 
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The fourth phase of hermeneutics involves Dilthey. ·He 

enlarged hermeneutics to the method of the human 

sciences. The fifth expression of hermeneutics occurs 

with Heidegger's analysis of human existence. In his 

analysis of human existence, understood as existential 

phenomenology, Heidegger demonstrates t hat hermeneutics 

is not a n isolate 

basic expe rience 

Heidegger ian switc 

ontology b y giving 

scholars but is the 

Gadamer develops the 

phenomenology to 

c ontent. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Ricoeur represents the sixih hermeneutical expression. 

Ricoeur's hermeneutics is linked to- Gadamer's 

philosophical hermeneutics on the one hand and to 

critical hermeneutics 

hermeneutics, which 

on the 

he .sees 

other. He takes 

as the exercise of 

understanding language with a double meaning, back to 

text interpretation. 

All six phases of hermeneutics merit elaboration. 
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2.3.1 HERMENEUTICS AS BIBLICAL EXEGESIS 

An objective of biblical exegesis is to make the Bible 

intelligible. To grasp biblical texts 

clearly, hermeneutics became the science of the 

method of script 

of the . t ruth of 

shows _that 

discipline t_o 

etation. The construction 

long methodological lines 

s merely a secondary 

n-ancillary discipline to 

theology' u1ni~e11fsityhf ec5ff Yffcrr~s to show the 

interpreter or To~~Br~~ cide on the more 

acceptable interpretation in texts and documents 

containing contradictory interpretations.6 

The early debates about the real meaning of the Bible 

provide · the first reflections on the problem of 

hermeneutics. Some thinkers wanted to retain the 

literal meaning of the Bible, while others preferred to 

adopt the figurative or the spiritual meaning. 

Hermeneutics soon found itself in difficulties because 

the two positions - represent 

of biblical hermeneutics. 

6. R. Palmer op . • Cit . . p . 2 7 . 

competing conceptions 
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A further development within biblical hermeneutics was 

the humanistic movement in the 16th century. The 

weakening of the theocentric world picture that had 

heretofore characterised the medieval mind, encouraged 

the protestants to oppose the Roman Catholic Church's 

claim to be the 

of the Bible. Th 

importance of the 

the Reformation, le 

Renaissance 

Church's claim 

outh piece _of the meaning 

Movement emphasised the 

rand other leaders of the 

"tff a P~posed the Catholic 

~@ttip>1tfEMtiation of the Bible was 

the only valid and universal one . 

The leaders of the Reformation urged that the Bible 

must be understood from the perspective of the 

believer's conscience. Luther's slogan, "justification 

by.faith alone", became one of the formulations of 

biblical hermeneutics. The Roman Catholic Church 

replied with the Counter Reformation. It lost no time 

in opposing the hermeneutic al principle of 

"justification by faith alone". Encouraged by the 

position of the Council of Trent, the Counter 

Reformation insisted that the interpretation of the 

Bible must be accepted within the framework of the 
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church traditions.? Protestant theologians replied 

with the historical critical method which advised 

readers to stay as close as possible to the letter of 

the text.8 

The controversial 

emerges with bib 

those advocating 

the Bible tended 

method lea 

the Bible . th lt.ire 

what c onstitutes truth 

utics. On the one hand 

of a l iteral meaning of 

hermeneutics as the only 

a hanging meaning of 

e xponents· of the 

spiritual meaning of the -Bible, tended to ignore the 

fact that the "spiritual" interpretation of 

the Bible is still not the word of God but a 

human view of the 

perspective, the spiritual 

word of God. As a human 

interpretation is just 

literal interpretation of as fallible as 

the Bible. 

In the face of 

the 

ongoing controversies, scholars 

attempted to base the truth of the Bible in well 

defined rules of interpretation in the hope of finding 

7. T. Okere 
8. ·ibid. 

African Philosophy, pp. 19-21. 
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a single meaning of the Bible. In spite of the attempt 

to ground the meaning of the scriptures on agreed rules 

of hermeneutics, biblical hermeneutics failed to reach 

a single meaning of the Bible. 

At about the time 

Bacon enlarged the • 

objective investiga 

increasing applicatio 

ormation and Humanism, 

to include the 

ure. Inf luenced by the 

scientific method to the 

understandin ve~ 1~ 1 on introduced the 

idea that nature'fo %th.J?i~ i X'111WM~~c- the s cientist must 

read using_ proper techniques.9 

In the Novum Org~num Bacon advises researchers to avoid 

prejudices during experimental observation. This 

Baconian ideal shows that Bacon·makes objectivity the 

condition for gaining truth. For him knowledge is to 

be purified of irrational elements like dogmas and 

perversions of the human subject. Bacon's disapproval 

of prejudices anticipates the Enlightenment reliance on 

reason alone and its disbelief in intuitive knowledge. 

Gadamer criticises Bacon's ideal of a prejudice-free 

understanding. Bacon's ·stand against prejudices shows 

9. W. T. Jones : Hobbes to Hume, pp. 74-80. 
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that for him hermeneutics is put in the service of a 

different object, method and ·goal, compared" to . previous 

hermeneutics. 

A further event in the history of hermeneutics occurred 

in the 16th century 

other traditions. 

and values . As 

to the 16th 

classical 

sought s timulation from 

Movement looked to the 

nkers for new directions 

culture was available 

scholars were not satisfied with copied versions of 

what classical thinkers said. These modern thinkers had 

to go back to the original texts to find out what the 

classical thinkers themselves thought and said. But 

there was a problem. The classical period . differed from 

the 16th century in language,· customs • and time. This 

difference complicated the task of the scholars. 

To facilitate accurate understanding of all texts, • 

the -biblical and classical texts were brought together 

to form a general theory of interpretation for all 

texts.lo 

10. D. Polkinghorne 
219. 

Methodology for the Human Sciences, p. 
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2.3.2 HERMENEUTICS AS A TECHNIQUE OF GRAMMATICAL 

ANALYSIS 

In its second expression hermeneutics became general. 

The idea that hermeneutics promotes the grasping of the 

meaning of the • ted to- the notion of 

hermeneut ics as a 

interpreting or u~~f~•T~'~ HA~ff•~f~~1 

of rules governing the 

of pas t documents by 

recourse to the composition of their 

• 1 anguage . P the history of 

l ce growing reliance of hermeneut ics, o 

hermeneutics on rationalism as a technique of 

grammatical analysis 

view of the material of 

reflects the 18th dentury 

interpretation as a 

rationally manipulable object.11 

Against the above observation, it is argued that the 

conception of hermeneutics as a technique is traceable 

to the western problematique of knowledge as a 

tool to manipulate, control and subjugate things in 

nature. In the West the quest of scientism to 

conquer and control things has become pitched to the 

level of an ideology. Gadamer opposes the uncritical 

11. R. E. Palmer: op. cit. p. 39. 
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transfer of scientism to hermeneutics. He argues that 

the ideology of manipulation and control in modern 

thought is underpinned by man's confidence in his power 

of reason. 

As an upsurge, man' 

also marked the 

hermeneutics. In h 

spirit of 

Friedrich As 

in reason. 

reason or rationalism, 

f the development of 

the main leaders of the 

Wolf and 

e efficacy of reason 

should be the main method governing ~he interpretation 

of texts and documents. Hence he defines 

hermeneutics as the "science of the rules by which 

the meaning of signs is recognised".12 He even suggests 

that there should be a differertt hermeneutic for 

history, poetry, religious and legal texts, in line 

with the varying objects of interpretation.13 

Wolf's idea that hermeneutics is a science leads him to 

the notion of historical interpretation, interpretatio 

historica. Historical interpretation seeks the relevant 

12. ibid. p. 38. 
13. ibid. p. 81. 



 

 

64 

facts about the author's past experience so that the 

meaning of. the author's written or spoken message is 

clear. By sharing the language of the author, the 

interpreter would be able to recover the author's 

meaning in toto. 

Wolf's des ire to 

him from 

objective meaning, 

t)l°t>f 

ngs of t he past prevents 

not only the author's 

meaning embedded in 

r eal intentions. 

In seeking to -1-he1c:.i ~f!BCethe a uthor, Wolf does 

not take into account the mediating function of 

history. His historical interpretation sees the past as 

a negative distance to be spanned by techniques of 

However since the interpreter's interpretation. 

position in history prevents him from speaking 

precisely for the 

unable to reach a 

of the author. Hence 

author, the interpreter is 

total understanding of the mind 

for Gadamer, 

interpretation theory is unacceptable 

Wolf's 

because it 

rests on the distancing of the text from the 

interpreter to make_ the text totally transparent. 
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In a quest for historical objectivity similar to 

Wolf's, Ast specifies the aims of philological 

hermeneutics as the capturing of the spirit of 

classical. times by studying the language, writings and 

the grammar of the texts.14 Consequeritly·philological 

hermeneutics becomes 

spiritual meaning 

understand past pe 

p~ssesses spirit.I 

spirit, 

the method of capturing 

xt.15 Man is able 

and documents because 

lls the possession 

beings, the unity 

the 

to 

he 

of 

of 

spirit, u ·ty tJf Fd- H~reuniversal human 

characteristic. Together in Excellence 

Ast's idea of the unity of spirit, Einheit des Geistes, 

leads directly to the idea that one can understand the 

specific work or text against the total spiritual 

context of the author and his time. Ast is thus close 

to the idea of the hermeneutic circle of understanding 

the part by reference to the whole and vice versa. 

14. F. Ast: Grundlinien der Grammatik, Hermeneutik und 
Kritik (tr. as Basic Elements of Grammar, Hermeneutics 
and Criticism) in R. E. Palmer: op. cit. p. 76. 

15. R. E. Palmer op. cit. p. 76. 
16. W. Outhwaite: Understanding Social Life, p. 19. 



 

 

66 

The hermeneutic circle posits that the meaning of 

written or spoken communication is understood if the 

meaning of each word, sentence or book is grasped in 

relation to the total cohtext 6f language iri which 

it is used. Part and· 

such that a linguistic 

understandable wit 

comprising the disc 

The notion 

element i n 
n r 
thf!Dgether • 

Gadamer remarks that 

of the hermeneutic circle, 

whole are mutually dependent 

discourse is not 

sing the elements 

t'ffa e is an integral 

of understanding. 

understanding takes the form 

a movement from the 

part to the whole, and from the 

part.18 

whole to the 

The history of philosophy abounds with examples of the 

rationalist conception of hermeneutics. Hence it can be 

said that Ast and Wolf do not invent the hermeneutic 

use of reason. They adopt it from the Cartesian 

tradition which stretches to Spinoza and culminates in 

Hegel. At about the time when rationalism fought its 

17. J. B.· Thompson: C~itical Hermeneutics, p. 37. 
18. R. E. Palmer : op. cit. • p. 81. 
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epistemological battle against empiricism, Spinoza 

produced his "Tractatus Theologico- Politicus" which 

stresses that the understanding of the Bible does 

not come from revelation. Man must derive it rationally 

from the historical events 

author.19 

Another e xample of 

treatise on 

inspiring the Biblical 

hermeneutics is Kant's 

the Limits of Pure 

Reason". He +): al ity is not to be 

deduced f rom t.fl¥J<f!Mfi1Ba¥.xcq~11b'rtction, but must derive 

from man ' s moral conscience, which is a rational 

donscience.20 Because rationalism has as its underside 

man's rejection of objective constraints, Kant 

undervalues the moral act in response to God's command 

in favour of the ideal of man's rational autonomy. 21 

From the foregoing, it can be deduced that 

hermeneutical theories emerge within the 

of certain assumptions, world views or 

context 

cultural 

frameworks, whether of a mythical, biblical or 

scientific nature. Hermeneutics thus is bound to man 

19. T. Okere : op. cit. p. 21. 
20. ibid. 
21. ibid. 
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and his culture. It reflects man's changing experience 

of reality and outlook on life. 

For an example, in Greek times hermeneutics developed 

against t he background of a mythical quasi-religious 

world view. Bibli 

to preserve the 

church. During th 

literature 

humanistic 
n 

ics arose out of the need 

nshakeable truth of the 

e, philological 

e discovery of the 

Rome. At that time 

ecover the classical 

traditions through the method of grammatical analysis. 

Closer to modern times, the advances made in the 

natural sciences, as a result of the break th~ough in 

·method, inspired Descartes and Spinoza to stipulate the 

principle of reason as th~ absolute yardstick of 

knowledge. In short, . throughout all its stages of 

development, transformations in 

presupposed the culture, world 

framework of its users. 

hermeneutics-

view and 

have 

mental 
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2.3 '.3 HERMENEUTICS AS THE SCIENCE OF UNDERSTANDING 

From the 17th century hermeneutics became a method of 

text explication, a critical formulation of rules to 

ensure acc urate understanding of texts . Extending this 

trend in the 18th 

theologian , realis 

required t han the 

style and 

f OCUS of he]iIIJ~~l,1.;t;~· §1 y 
problem o f theni 

hleiermacher, a Lutheran 

nderstand texts, more is 

of problems of language, 

iermacher thus changes the 

e>f language to the 

s the subjectivity of 

the author rather than the objective elements of the 

text like language. Schleiermacher thus looks for a 

method to enable the historian or interpreter of the 

text to identify with the author, or group who have 

created tne text or expression.23 

Schleiermacher's perception that man has the ability to 

understand others can be linked to his con~eption of 

hermeneutics as the- gen~ral art of understanding. 

Schleiermacher thus regards the act of understanding as 

recollecting the unity of the author's life. The person 

22. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 164. 
23. R. J. Anderson, et al. : Philosophy an_d the Human 

Sciences, p. 68. 
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reading the text has to share the language of the text 

and know the assumptions underlying the author's 

thinking, his society's standards and norms. Since 

meanings are produced within the context of human 

living, a successful interpretation formulates and 

construct s the author's thought.24- By this thinkirig 

Schleiermacher 

complicated skill 

t 

and fundamental f 

also see·s it as 

relationshi iii 

hermeneutics from a 

academic s into a general 

that i t governs man's 

e God.25 

Together in Excellence 

For the idea that an author's thought can be 

reconstructed, Schleiermacher is indebted to Fichte. 

Reconstruction enables the interpreter to arrive at 

meanings that were not clear to the writer of the text. 

In the act of recalling the writer's thought, the 

interpreter is urged to strive to understand the author 

better than the author understood himself.26 To become 

scientific, hermeneutics has to pull together the 

methods of rhetoric and dogmatics. 

24. J. Bleicher 
25. ibid. p.16. 
2 6. ibid. p .14. 

Contemporary Hermeneutics, p. 14 
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Schleiermacher divides hermeneutics into two 

complementary parts, grammatical and psychological 

interpretation. Grammatical interpretation was inspired 

by Ast's idea of the hermeneutical circle, according to 

which a concept in a sentence has meaning in relation 

to the cluster of concepts occurring with it. 

Wolf's interpret 

interpretation provi 

he needsUni 

Psychological 

or historical 

with the in.sight 

~~~~~~c~1-4µg.~e interpretation. 

~ks to give meaning to 

the thinking of the author. Being psychological it 

is based on the subjectivity of the author and the 

interpreter. Unless 

thinks as the.author 

the author's text. To 

an interpreter empathises or 

thought, he will not understand 

understand the text,· it is 

necessary to interpret the situation of the author as a 

unique historical individual. 27 On reading a 

it is necessary to share the language of the 

text, 

text 

to enter the author's world.28 To break into the 

world of the author, Schleiermacher urges the 

interpreter to forget himself, or else he will fail 

to grasp the meaning conveyed.29 

27. R. E. Palmer: op.cit.p. 86. 
28. ibid. pp. 88-89. 
29. H-G.Gadamer: TM, p. 170. 
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Schleiermacher has the distinction of having refined 

hermeneutics from being a rule governed analysis of 

literary texts to a "ge·neral hermeneutics" or a science 

of historical interpretation covering all kinds of 

writing. 

His insight 

based . on 

beings, 

of man a s a 

himself and 

world. However 

hermeneutics as 

to und~rstand texts is 

• .of Fb°rt other human 

being characterised by understanding 

the nature of other entities in the 

Schleiermacher's formulation of 

the achieving of "correct 

understanding" touches on the main 

respective roles of subjectivity . and 

the gathering of knowledge. 

problem of the 

objectivity in 

Gadamer notes that _the successes of physical science in 

the 17th century prompted Schleiermacher to conceive 

the aim of interpreting as the avoidance of 

"misunderstanding".30 The likelihood that a person 

30. ibid. p. 129. 
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might misunderstand a past document lies at the core of 

Schleiermacher's hermeneutics. Gadamer attributes 

the conception of hermeneutics as the reaching of 

objective meanings to the influence of Kant's 

emphasis on reason. Schleiermacher is a product of 

this rationalist "power of reason" which Gadamer 

criticises for it 

For Gadamer, 

a fixe 

objective inte~>a-~~letrilRl~ 

hand over meanings. 31 

convict ion that there is 

away with an 

s eps the question of 

historical distance and tradition . Tradition wields its 

own influence during the transmission of knowledge. 

Hence the interpreter cannot simply claim to have 

spanned the distance separating him and the text. 

Schleiermacher stresses that the factors which separate 

the interpreter from the author's meaning should be 

avoided. However, Gadamer detects a weakness in 

Schleiermacher's aim to reach objective 

Schleiermacher's failure to recognise the 

tradition to hand over meanings mediated by 

shows, according to Gadamer, how 

31. ibid. pp. 162-175. 

meanings. 

power of 

history 

Romantic 



 

 

hermeneutics misses the positive influence 

interpreter's history. Gadamer questions 
' 
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of the 

the 

methodological claim to transcend the interpreter's 

historical particularity and finitude. 

2.3.4.HERMENEUTIC 

SCIENCES . 

Dilthey extends 

applicat i 

OUNDATION FOR THE HUMAN 

hermeneutics beyond its 

texts to all 

fe. These studies are 

history, politics , law and literary works. He is 

convinced that there is a need for a philosophical 

method to throw light on the nature of the human 

studies as expressions of the inner life of man.32 

Following Schleiermacher, Dilthey sees the problem of 

hermeneutics from the point of view of man's psyche, 

that is, how the interpreter, himself a subject, 

understands the mental intentions of a past author or 

thinker. His basic problem is understanding itself, how 

life understands life, how man as a historical being 

can understand objectively. 

32. R. J. Anderson, et al: op. cit. p.69. 
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Building on the hermeneutics of Schleiermacher, 

particularly his idea of imaginative re-creation, 

Dilthey endorses Schleieramcher's thinking that the 

interprete r should aim at an objective reconstruction 

of pas t event . atively re-creating" the 

'nterpreter thus captures 

subject. 33 

author's exper 

a past -e xperienc 

University of Fort Hare 
Schleiermacher' Or.._=~~ ..... .,.1 ... ~ ...... C M, . lnatively re-creating" 

means that an interpreter can reconstruct the mental 

content of a past author by comparison with hi,s own 

life. Dilthey goe~ further and posits that the author's 

world can be experienced because all human beings share 

a universal human nature. Dilthey clearly states that 

the ability ,to understand the mental structure or 

subjectivity of another person rests on the fact that 

the same mental structure or subjectivity is common to 

all human beings~34 The interpreter could imaginatively 

re-create the mental disposition of a distant subject 

by ,, comparison with his own ,mental life because, as 

a human being, the interpreter cannot disengage 

33. ibid. 
34. E.V.McKnight Meaning in Texts, p. 28. 
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himself from entanglement in a human community. In a 

way Dilthey anticipates Gadamer's idea of 

"participation". As Gadamer formulates it, man's 

insertion in his community, 

temporal and social sense is 

virtue o f participation, that is, 

both in the spatial, 

participatory. By 

being a sharer or 

mmon to a ll human beings, 

the inte rpreter 

subject h as done, 

all human beings 

what another 

need or thought, because 

collective life. Hence 

the 

work·. by in the work because 

the thoughts and aspirations of the author emerge 

from a life that is common to all human beings. 

Dilthey writes: 

We understand individuals by virtue of 

their affinities with one another .. That is 

to say in virtue of the characteristics 

common to them. This process presupposes a 

connection between general human nature 

and the individuation process which 

branches out from it into the manifold 

forms of mental existence. 35 

35. w. Dilthey: "The Understanding of Other Persons and 
Their Life-Expressions", in P. Gardiner: Theories of 
History, p 219. • 
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Dilthey thus turns this identity, made up of the 

interpreter's participation in the common life shared 

by the author, the reason for making hermeneutics a 

method for grounding unde.rstanding in the 

historic a l sctences. 

ommon structure clarifies 

how the human translated from the 

11are "sciences· of the 

spirit") man has lived 

through. The notion of structure, in Dilthey's sense, 

means a common nature made up of ideas and forces that 

determine how a human subject becomes aware of meaning 

in life. 

Positing that life, experience and history are the 

starting point in philosophy, Dilthey criticises Kant 

for treating reason in isqlation from life. 

According to him, Kant goes astray in confining the 

"Critique of Pure Reason" to judgements -of space, time 

and number and failing to consider how historical 

knowledge is possible.36 Hence Dilthey's critique 

36. H.P. Rickman: Dilthey: Selected Writings, pp. 207-8. 
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supplements Kant's cr1tique by providing the categories 

of life and feeling as a starting point or 

orientation for the understanding of history. 37 The 

historian George Misch comments as follows on 

Dilthey's life philosophy: 

Dilth 

point 

and 

scientific 

"life" as the starting 

actually lived 

"objectified" in the 

re l ive. in. Life 

is a subject for 

investigation in 

so far as history and "moral philosophy" 

or the "human sciences" 

(Geisteswissenschaften) deal with it, but 

our knowledge of life is, above all, 

contained 

personal 

in certain 

views of 

cultural or 

the world-

Weltanschauungen- which play a prominent _ 

part in philosophy as well as in religion 

and poetry.38 

37. R.E.Palmer: op. cit. pp. 113-118. 
38. G.A. Rauche: The Philosophy of Actuality, p. 12. 
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Dilthey makes these Weltanschauungen the object of 

enquiry in the human sciences. Since the 

Weltanschauungen are rooted in the person as an ideal 

fact, knowledge of life expressions grows organically 

and cannot be controlled by the method of logical 

propositions and formulae. Dilthey's insight 

that life, history, make up the 

shows that the 

human sc iences determined by the input 

of the h um of 1 are 
Together in Excellence 

Gadamer takes issue with Dilthey on the question of the 

nature of t&e categories as the objective structure of 

historical Weltanschauungen. Dilthey takes these 

objective categories as if they are constant, whereas 

man as a unitary whole is continµously re~ponding to 

historical conditions and circumstances that are ever 

changing. 

There is another side to Dilthey's idea of the 

Weltanschauungen. Dilthey introduces the idea that the 

.self, persons and things form the objective categories 

of all world views. He puts this idea together with the 
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notion of the individual as an ideal ,fact in the 

service of bridging historical distance. Hence he sees 

the understanding of texts in the humanities as an 

"empathic" grasp of the author's subjectivity. Empathic 

understanding in the hands of Dilthey thus becomes an 

act transcending the relativity a nd finitude of 
/ 

historical knowled 

achieving objecti 

amer, Di lthey's ideal of 

historical knowledge, 

knowledge ·in the 

humanitie s 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

2.3.5 HUS SERL ' S 

HERMENEUTIC 

PHENOMENOLOGY , 

PHENOMENOLOGY 

HEIDEGGER'S 

AND 

PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTICS. 

2.3.5.1 HUSSERL'S PHENOMENOLOGY 

GADAMER'S 

Gadamer's exposition of hermeneutics in Truth and 

Method involves a lengthy tract on the •history of 

hermeneutic theories. While giving his history of 

hermeneutics, Gadamer enters the debate with modern 

philosophers like Kant and Husserl. But he singles 

out Husserl's 

offender in 

subjective idealism as the chief 

hermeneutics. 
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Phenomenology simply means the doctrine, methodical 

knowledge or science of phenomena as. they reveal 

themselves.39 Husserl begins phenomenology as a method 

for providing a complete and unbiased description 

of basic experience. Phenomenon in English, 

phainomenon is derived from the 

Greek verb 

itself. Hence a 

II ' which means to reveal 

is literally that which 

reveals itself in 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Husserl' s motto in German is Zuruck zu den Sachen 

selbst, translated in English as "Back to things 

themselves". With· this motto Husserl means that the 

objects of experience must be seen as they are in 

themselves in their primary or fundamental essence. 

Phenomenology is a "rigorous science", a 

presuppositionless investigation of things. In this 

sense phenomenology is a return to concrete experience, 

a "return to things themselves". As a return to the 

things themselves, phenomenology is a science of 

experience, _free from all presuppositions. 

39. H. Spiegelberg: The Phenomenological Movement, p. 77. 
40. J. Kockelmans : Phenomenology, p. 279. 
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As a critique of previous methods, phenomenology seeks 

• to overcome the difficulties of past philosophies 

including empiricism and rationalism. With its 

expressed 

indubitable 

aim to provide a ·strategy for gaining 

knowledge, phenomenology aspires 

to become the 

guiding principle~ 

{ts utopian nature . 

vision of 

"bracket" i~tf~fJ 

y of philosophies. Its 

Sachen selbst, reveals 

hopes ·to achieve a pure 

that the subject must 

in its real 

state. The acfn th~ ia.o~ceeu~rnca;hould be achieved by 

suspending one ' s connections with one 's culture and 

society.41 

Husserl's strategy is in line with the nee-Kantian 

ambition to secure absolutely indubitable knowledge. 

While this ambition is understandable, it should be 

seen that from the · epistemological point of view, 

Husserl thinks that his method bridges the rift 

between man and world, s~bject and object. Yet, 

Husserl's · assumption that things can be understood 

in isolation from their connection with man's actions 

and feelings is problematic: He posits a worldless 

41. ·H. Spiegelberg : op. cit. p. 77. 
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isolated subject. It can be 

idea of "bracketing" the 
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phenomenology ends with an 

questioned if Husserl's 

world 

consciousness does not in reality 

to reach a pure 

demonstrate the 

hypothetical or assumptive nature of his programme. 

Husserl's subject is . .-1 ----
consciousness, ei~ 

of 

to 

structure of thew 

a universal 

Uberhaupt, which, 

grasp 

itself.42 

the 

University of Fort Hare 
Further i t is 'I'JJc£t~hfJ.J!-nw*~€h~~~Cby its utopian nature, 

Husserl's universal consciousness does· not in practice 

lead to contradictions and abstractions. For instance, 

in conceiving of a· pure consciousness, Husserl tends to 

undermine the mediating role.of history in the creation 

of meaning and understanding. In his effort to overcome 

the subject-object division running through Western 

philosophy, Husserl ends with the opposed extremes of a 

subject-in-itself and an· object-in-itself. The 

difficulties in· Husserl's philosophy stem· from his 

tendency to define phenomenology in terms of a· program 

aimed at securing complete knowledge by an abstract 

42. c/f G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience - A Typology 
of Knowledge in Hermeneutical Perspective, p. 10. 
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subject cut off from the world. Husserl's approach 

is a source of criticism by Gadamer. 

Gadamer posits that man's understanding is influenced 

by hi story. Hence he criticises Husserl's way of 

achieving 

connection wit 

the suspending of one's 

For Gadamer there is no 

worldless or bec a use all human 

consciousness is 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

and through.43 

In his later period, Husserl corrects his notion of 

knowledge by introducing the idea of the life world or 

Lebenswelt. The principle of the life-world, 

incorporates the idea that human subjectivity is an 

element in the act of acquiring knowledge. The 

Lebehswelt is the mediating agent between subjectivity 

and objectivity. It merges man and world together. 

Every human interpretation; perception or understanding 

takes place against the background of 

life-world. 

43. H-G. Gadamer 

the subject's 
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Nevertheless Husserl's idea that human consciousness is 

directed towards the world is a positive contribution 

from the point of view of epistemology and 

existential 

intentional 

notion 

phenomenology. Husserl's ideas of the 

directedness of consciousness and the 

of the 

of 

the 

life-world, have influenced the 

developme nt 

espe~ially 

since his 

phenomenology 

conceived by Mar 

University of Fort Hare 
2.3.5.2 HEIDEGcfJ • QmENOMENOLOGY 

time, 

as 

Heidegger questions Husserl's and Dilthey's 

positivistic efforts to develop methods designed to 

gain objective knowledge untouched by the 

subjective element. As a result Heidegger corrects 

Husserl's philosophising 

and function of philosophy as 

which mistakes the nature 

the investigation of 

consciousness and human knowledge. 
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Heidegger is convinced that Husserl's philosophy 

approaches phenomenology from the point of view of the 

constitution of knowledge by a thinking subject.44 

Opposing Husserl, Heidegger develops Dilthey's insight 

about man's relation to his history. Hence the 

sophy i s examining how 

to the nature of truth. 

fundamental probl 

human be ings can 

Phenomenology mus 

man's relationship 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

of truth.45 

Heidegger points out that Husserl ' s p~ilosophy of the 

subject lacks concrete content because it ignores the 

defining characteristic of man conceived as in-

der- Welt- sein or being-in-the-world. Hence 

Heidegger 

examining the 

thinking and 

conceive·s the task of philosophy as 

possibilities of man's ·access to 

meaning,and how human beings can 

provide an insight 

tnith from the 

the world. 

into the nature of Being or 

perspective of man's existence in 

44. M. Heidegger: Being and Time (tr. M. Macquarrie & E. 
Robinson), p. 45-6. 

45. ibid. pp. 256-261. 
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In his presentation of the problem of the meaning of 

Being or truth, Heidegger argues that digging to the 

roots of Being or "to be' is the main task of 

philosophy. 46 He posits that man lives in total 

forgetfulness of Being or truth. In spite of 

experiencing the elusiveness and ~ystery of Being, man 

still fai ls 

Being.47 

Pursuing 

to 

maintains that Tg 

proper questions about 

Heidegger 

nkers contributed to 

the cause of the loss of the understanding of Being. 

Plato and Aristotle in ·antiquity, and Kant in modern 

times, enquire into the grounds of the knowledge of 

existence, but fail to examine the meaning of "to 

be".48 This forgetfulness of Being, Seinsvergessenheit, 

together with the ontological difference, the loss of 

the distinction between things in being and Being 

itself, leads to the confusion between Being, Sein, and 

beings, Seiendes, in past philosophising.49 

46. M. Heidegger: Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 18. 
4 7 . ibid . p . 3 5 . 
48. T. Ando: Metaphysics, p. 104. 
49. W.J. Richardson: Heidegger, pp. 12-3. 
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Heidegger traces the materialism of Western culture to 

the fact that philosophy since Descartes has been 

sidetracked from thought about Being, to the study and 

technical exploitation of beings or material things. 

The knowledge of how to make ·things and the perfection 

of the me ans of 

business of 

spiritual values 

for the possessio 

in proportion as 

God 

to the back 

producing them have become the main 

der the se conditions, 

condary t o man's desire 

ip of p r operty.SO Hence 

Be i ng, the idea of 

on , is pushed 

To confront the malaise which Heidegger ascribes to 

modern man's neglect of Being, Heidegger's approach in 

Being and Time is the investigation of the meaning of 

Being by considering the nature of man conceived as 

Dasein, or human being-there. Because Dasein thinks 

about Being as a whole, Heidegger calls his enquiry 

ontological, concerned with examining the meaning of 

Being, and hermeneutical, concerned with interpreting 

Being because of the tendency of Being to hide 

itselfSl. First, t~e enquiry is concerned with the 

50. M. Heidegger: Introduction .to Metaphysics, pp. 46-7. 
51. M. Heidegger: Being and Time, p. 36. 
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question of the meaning of Being in general. 

Second, the enquiry is hermeneutical because the 

analysis of the life and thought of Dasein shows 

that understanding in general is one of the basic 

characteristics of Dasein. The method of the 

or hermeneutic of Dasein is 

descript ion of the 

interpretation 

phenomenological 

mode of Dasein r eality of human existence 

as it shows itself .52 

University of Fort Hare 
By applying To er l n-enorne-no.,.J:Ogical method to 

to Heidegger joins hermeneutics hermeneutics, • 

existential 

Heidegger's 

thinking. 54 

phenomenology.53 Gadamer admits that 

analysis of Dasein has influenced his 

In Heidegger's arialysis of Dasein, the relation 

between 

structure of 

human 

the hermeneutical 

existence and being takes the 

understanding which Heidegger calls 

circle. Dasein• has a rough or 

appro*imate understandi~g of Being because of the 

influence of the hermeneutical circle. The prior 

52. J. Macquarrie: Martin Heidegger, p. 10-11. 
53. ibid. 
54. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p.· xv. 
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understanding Dasein brings to every act of 

interpretation, is a result of the circular movement 

of Dasein's understanding. Heidegger. calls the 

presuppositions· at work in understanding the fore-

structure of understanding.55 

The fore -structur 

Dasein's frame of 

and concep tion of 

standing constituted by 
' acilitates the perception 

adamer observes that with 

Heidegger a ni~ili hearing and 

so·on, a re ac t-lo 

of interpretation itself , Heidegger offers the 

foundational insight that 

An interpretation is never a 

presuppositionless apprehending of something 

presented to us.57 

At this point Heidegger anticipates Gadarner's assertion 

that 

55. M. Heidegger: Being and Time, p. 194. 
56. H-G. Gadarner: "The Hermeneutics of Suspicion", Man and 

World, vol. 17 (1984), p. 313-323. 
57. M. Heidegger: Being and Time, pp. 191-192. 
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We can understand a text only when we have 

understood the question to which it is an 

answer~58 

For Heidegger, and Gadamer as well, questions do not 

emerge i n a vacuum because the s ubject does not 

normally ques 

the framework 

understanding are 

prompt t he question 

or understand outside 

life-world. Meaning and 

the interests that 

at hand. 1(§" •• 
foregoing 

rise 

t 

and 

are anticipated by the subject ' s 

adumbrated in Wolf's principle of the 

circle of understanding the whole by 

to the enquiry 

that. the 

understanding 

interests, is 

hermeneutic al 

reference to 

the part and the part by reference to the whole. 

More significant, this particular hermeneutical circle 

of understanding is explicit in Heidegger's existential 

analysis that Dasein has a "preconceptual understanding 

of Being" (Vorbegriffliches Seinsverstandnis) which 

forms a link between Dasein and the world. 59 

58. H-G.Gadamer: TM, p. 333. 
59. J.Kockelmans :Phenomenology, 281-2. 
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In his analysis of Dasein, Heidegger conceptualises 

Dasein as capable of projecting its possibilities. One 

of Dasein's possibilities is death. The exact moment of 

death is unknown but the future reality of death is 

certain. Dasein is therefore a being-towards death, ein 

Sein zum Tade. Death stands at the boundary between 

Dasein as being-in 

Hence for Heidegge 

the coronation of 

philosophy· is 

Dasein as ·Nothing.60 

the reward of sin, but 

sense, Heidegger's 

a spec ific existential 

experience' "CT •• r ff1ur Fl) • eic colour to his 

analysis of · theT~<sfelwt" • ~4 rsll C<Dasein . 

It can be argued that Heidegger's experience derives 

from the aftermath of the first world war exacerbated 

by the functionalism of science and technology in 

the 20th 

of destruction 

century. In the wake of increased powers 

released by atomic energy, Heidegger 

sees humanity as 

and death. Hence 

of the world by 

being crushed between nothingness 

Heidegger enquires into the ground 

renewing the question of Being. 

60. G.A. Rauche: "Existentialist Philosophy and the 
Unhousing and Rehousing of Man with Special Reference to 
the Thought of Martin Heidegger'', The South African 
Journal of Philosophy, June 1964, pp. 58-81. 
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Some critics point out that Heidegger's approach to 

the question of authentic existence and truth from 

the perspective of Dasein, reveals an anthropological 

bias with respect to the infinite ·question, 

"What is Being?". Heidegger's attempt to 

constitute the gro 

the point of view 

world shows an 

e world exclusively from 

understanding of the 

of the powers 

of Dasein. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Heidegger conceives man ' s understan<:Iing of the 

ontological. horizon of Being as the decisive moment, as 

the Kairos. Here the utopian nature of his metaphysical 

project is expo~ed in his attempt to explain Being, as 

the infinite ground of the world, through 

historical and contingent Dasein. 

finite, 

In this sense Heidegger's metaphysics is just as 

controversial as any constructed system of philosophy 

before him. He fails to realise that as embedded in 

Being itself, Dasein cannot be a sufficient explanatory 

ground of Being.61 As a rationally constituted 

'61. G.A. Rauche: Theory and Practice in Philosophical 
Argument, p. 78. 
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concept, Heidegger's Being is just as controversial as 

other rationally conceived projects. 

2.3.5.3 GADAMER'S PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTICS 

Hermeneut ics, according to Gadamer, incorporates three 

moments i n the h 

historicism of Di 

and the 

hilosophy, namely, the 

henomenology of Husserl, 

philosophy of 

the most far-reaching .Heidegger . 

influence o 

of Being 

Dasein. 

·-& of F6~ ffc¥f1emental historicity 

un::~~~~:Ierima. Excell ci(¢iegger ' s analysis . of 

Following Heidegger who extends the scope of 

understanding to the universal character of man 

taken 

that 

as being-there or Dasein, Gadamer affirms 

understanding 

is the mode of being of There-being itself.62 

62. H.G. Gadamer TM, p. xviii. 
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Like Heidegger's conception of understanding, Gadamer 

breaks through the distinction of subject and object by 

seeing tradition or hfstory as a precondition or moment 

of understanding. In the · same manner as Heidegger, 

-Gadamer's hermeneutics is not concerned with rules or a 

method fo r unders 

Hence with him he 

mean the whole mo 

his posit ion from 

he designat 

or a "hermene 

interpretation.6 5 

xt, or a piece of art~63 

universal turn to 

human.6 4 To distinguish 

vious hermeneutic efforts, 

as a philosophy, 

qlen ~ther than a the~ry of 

It is _Gadamer's new view of "understanding" as against 

.objective understanding in the idealistic sense, which 

aimed at arriving at objective or intended meaning, 

that he dedicates the book, Wahrheit und Methode to 

Heidegger. In a foreword to his second edition of 

Wahrheit und Methode, Gadamer acknowledges his 

indebtedness to Heidegger's initial analysis of human 

existence. In the same foreword, he defends his 

position against critics who appear to have 

63. ibid, p. xvi. 
64. ibid. p. xviii. 
65. ibid. p.xxiv. 
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misunderstood his position in his philosophical 

hermeneutics. He defends his position by reviving the 

term "hermeneutics". 

My real concern was and is philosophic: 

not what w 

but what h 

we ought to do, 

over and above our 

Dilthey's h $~1~~;'1-P~·s·R;yi L.<i'Y= ~ .. ,= at the interpreter 

must endeavour Ti t/JGa.JFd:£i£.eJ/e7¥We past in terms of its 

own frame of reference and not attempt to impose his 

categories. This objective understanding would be 

achieved through the interpreter's empathic act of 

transporting himself into the past. Gadamer agrees with 

Dilthey that the past must be understood in its 

historical context. But Gadamer corrects what he 

regards 

that the 

as Dilthey's naive historicism by insisting 

historical context of the past includes 

the subjectivity 

interpreter or 

or the horizon of the contemporary 

researcher.67 In addition Gadamer 

takes precautions to correct the impression that 

his position is a return to Dilthey's 

66. ibid. p.xvi. 
67. ibid. p. 8. 
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subjectivistic theory_ of empathic transportation of 

the interpreter into the past. For Gadamer, in 

contrast to Dilthey, understanding of the · 

always of necessity from the horizon of the 

past is 

present. 

Like Heidegger, 

understanding as a 

Gadamer's concepti 

to di stinguish 

"hermeneut± 

treats interpretative 

's bei~g. In dealing with 

"Hermeneutics" and 

• ri' Harepitalised, is a 

philosoph ical Tog 

uncapital ised , 

existence. Gadamer's 

f h<7> Excelle "hermeneutics", 

denotes a feature of human 

oriented to hermeneutics. 

philosophical Hermeneutics is 

In his foreword to the 

second edition 

clarifies: 

68. ibid, p. xxiv. 

of Wahrheit und Methode, G~damer 

I have therefore preserved the term 

"hermeneutics" which the early Heidegger 

used, not .in the sense of a methodical 

art, but as a theory of the real 

experience that thinking is.68 
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The development of hermeneutics is a steady growth 

which can be seen from Dilthey, Husserl, 

Heidegger and Gadamer. Although the development of 

hermeneutics does not take .. the form of a strict linear 

progress i on, its 

growing out of a 

upon theory. 

turn, the ir 

backgroun d of 

development can be described as 

confronta tion ·of theory 

d Gadame r's ontological 

see meaning against the 

is cha llenged by the 

ersi ye rt Hare 
Together in Excellence 

2.3.5.4. RICOEUR ' S HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGY AS A DEPTH 

HERMENEUTICS 

Ricoeur's thinking is preoccupied with the pressing 

question of how man comes to know himself. Differing 

from Heidegger and Gadamer, Ricoeur goes back to the 

focus on method and posits that the human subject does 

not know himself directly. Man knows himself and how he 

relates to the reality around him only by a series of 

detours.69 

69. D. Ihde: Hermeneutic Phenomenology: The Philosophy of 
Paul Ricoeur, pp. 3-4. 
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As Ricoeur views the issues in hermeneutics, he 

criticises Heidegger for ignoring the question of 

method, and entering directly into the description of 

Dasein. He argues that the ideal of a "self-

transparent, autonomous 

Descartes's idealism 

subjectivity" promoted 

of the .thinking cogito 

by 

is 

ultimately unreal 

automatic access 

an being does not have an 

e, immediate understanding 

ause he f inds himself in a 

world ·whose already 

- freedom. 70University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

challenge his 

While Heidegger views hermeneutic understanding as a 

way of being human, Ricoeur conceptualises hermeneutics 

as a method leading to understanding. Because all 

understanding is expressed in language, Ricoeur singles 

out particular expressions of multiple meaning conveyed 

in symbols uttered in dreams and in myths.71 

As examples of symbolic expressions, Ricoeur mentions 

cosmic symbols expressing man's experience of evil such 

as those studied in the phenomenology of religion and 

70. P. - Kearney: Dialogue with Contemporary Continental 
Thinkers : The Phenomenological Heritage, p. 15-16. 

71. P. Ricoeur: Conflict of Interpretations, p xiv. 
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psychoanalysis. 

100 

expressed in dreams as studied in 

By including the symbols of 

psychoanalysis, Ricoeur merges psychological thought 

with philosophy. 

Compared to the 

use to describe 

expressions becau 

of meanings 

juncture of(_J 

is a 

ard langu age philosophers 

---~~ ~~ icoeur prefers symbolic 

1 contain s a multiplicity 

interpretation. At the 

~n~N3-ic language, there 

symbol hides while 

exposing and exposes while it hides . 

In "Existence and Hermeneutics" Ricoeur defines the 

symbol as any structure of meaning in which a 

direct, primary and . literal meaning points to 

another meaning that is 

figurative, but which can be 

indirect, secondary and 

·grasped through the 

first. The task of hermeneutics then 

deciphering this multiple meaning. 

is that of 

Interpretation 

is 

in the 

the exercise of unfolding the layers 

literal meaning. 

implied 
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At this point Ricoeur's hermeneutics makes contact with 

the older tradition of the exegesis of texts because 

for Ricoeur, the language of double meaning is 

deciphered 

Ricoeur writes: 

through -interpretation, like the text. 

Today I 

hermeneu 

meanings 

to link 

less inclined to limit 

e discovery of hidden 

language and would prefer 

to t he more general 

p ~i r ai.-.~~-1'idJl,,.o and text.72 

Together in Excellence 

CONCLUSION 

In the previous chapter •it was observed that 

philosophical systems are rooted in man's life-

world or Lebenswelt. As seen by the respective 

thinkers, the conception of the life-world differs 

even among those thinkers who adopt the hermeneutic 

method. The human life world 

man's thinking and reflects 

weaves itself into 

itself in the 

theories man propounds. The point can be argued that 

72. P. Ricoeur: From Existentialism to the Philosophy of 
Language, p. 90. 
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of · hermeneutics, as the development 

the chapter 

background of 

now being concluded, 

corresponding 

sketched in 

reveals the 

theories . in man's 

religion, arts, literature, hi_story and the 

sciences in general. 

The ins i ght th 

backgroun d of th 

new. It 

hermeneut i 

reference to 

presupposed in 

from out of life. 

ether 

life-world provides the 

in the sciences is not 

in Schleiermacher's 

u~, ~~c~ :ripi~nding the whole by 

It is also 

Dilth~y •s stand about understanding 

The foregoing observation on the relation between the 

human life-world and thought, • life and theory, has 

implications for objectivity and subjectivity in the 

sciences. Before going into these implications in 

relation to Gadamer, the following chapter takes up the 

thought of Dilthey, who has had an influence on 

Gadamer, especially on the question of the 

distinction between the human - and the natural 

sciences. 



 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

3. DILTHEY'S DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE HUMAN AND THE 

NATURAL SCIENCES 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter sket 

Schleiermacher, 

make a d is 

ckground against which 

who followed him 

o f human events 

and the """'"'l_,,_,.~ nature. Dilthey is 

-the main · fi gur e of the historica l tradition that 

assigns the understanding of texts in general to the 

foundation of the human sciences. 

The main reason for giving prominence to Dilthey is 

that he is regarded as the father of historicism, and 

the founder of modern philosophical hermeneutics. 

Gadamer's disagreements with some of Dilthey's views 

on hermeneutics are discussed in chapter Four. 

The first part of the chapter gives an account of the 

logic of explanation in science, since this 

influenced Dilthey to propose hermeneutic 
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understanding as a 

· Geisteswissenschaften. A 

method 

brief 

for 

account 

the 

of 

Dilthey's metaphysical assumptions or constructions, 

demonstrates that for him the idea of a person's 

world-view or Weltanschauung 

person a s- an 

constitute the 

conceives the pr 

related notions o 

main part of 

ideal fact. 

distinctionu.1 • ity F 

is rooted in the 

These constructions 

ainst which Dilthey 

derstanding from the 

rience and history. The 

focuses on Dilthey's 

d the natural 

sciences. Together in Excellence 

3.2 THE LOGIC OF EXPLANATION 

·For a long time, the view that the natural sciences 

explain problematic events or occurrences, while the 

human · sciences 

expressions, was 

understand 

taken as 

difference between the natural 

meaningful human 

the definitive 

and the human 

sciences. In the 19th century, Schleiermacher, 

Dilthey, Windelband and Rickert, were some of the 

leading figures who supported this view. 
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In the middle of the 20th century, Hempel published 

his essay, "The Function of General Laws in History"l 

which can be regarded as part of the tradition of 

positivism which 

thinking. According to 

influenced 

Hempel, a 

Dilthey's 

puzzling or 

problematic event can be explained or clarified when 

For ·an example, cold morning in the 

extreme pa 

a house 

unexpected and 

t he basement of 

demand to have the 

problematic event clarified or 

explained. The person explaining the isolated and 

unexpected event must know the general law that under 

normal atmospheric pressure, water will always freeze 

below 32 degrees Fahrenheit. 

that 

Once 

a) ·the temperature 

Fahrenheit in the 

dropped from 

evening to 

Fahrenheit in the morning, and 

people know 

39 degrees 

25 degrees 

b) metals melt when heated and contract when cold, 

1. C.G. Hempel :"The Function of General Laws in History", 
The Journal of Philosophy, (39), 1942, pp. 35-48·. 

2. ibid. 
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and 

c) water expands when it freezes, 3 

they will no longer find the bursting of the 

pipes puzzling and probiematic . 

First, i n 

case, t ~kes the 

argument because 

ation, as in the above 

of a valid deductive 

a law-l ike statement 

and initial conditions, from which a statement 
. . Un~·versitv of "Rort Hare . • describing -£ event: E to ll oe explained can be 

• ogether zn xce ence 
logically deduced. Explaining an event, means showing 

by deduction, that it had to occur, given the initial 

conditions that the temperature dropped at night, 

and the law of nature, that metals melt when heated 

and contract when cold. 

Second, a scientific explanation exhibits the 

functional scheme: if P then Q, 

where P = law of nature plus initial conditions, 

and Q = event, result or occurrence to be explained, 

that is 

3. J. Hospers 
p. 161. 

An Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, 
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l.if metal pipes get too cold, then they contract 

(law-like statement) 

temperature dropped below 32 degrees 2.the 

Fahrenhei t at night,· the _ p~pes were laden with 

water (initial 

3.the pipes 

The logic al structure o an explanation is the same 
Universitv of Fort Hare 

as that of .Ii>_r~dic.t:.ionll because • scientific 
. 1 ogemer zn .fixce ence 

explanations use laws of_ nature which apply to all 

places and at all times. Because of their universal 

application, laws of nature extend into the future. 

As a result, they can be made a basis for 

prediction. Thus an explanation tells people what 

they should have expected. 

Dilthey, Windelband and others, realising that 

natural laws do not occur in 

the Geisteswissenschaften, think that explanations 

are for the natural sciences because they require 

the use of laws. Once th~ distinction between the 

natural sciences and the human sciences is couched in 

terms of explanation, the philosophers of 
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th~ Geisteswissenschaften look for a distinct method 

that will address the unique subject matter of the 

human sciences. Hence Droysen, the German historian 

and philosopher, conceives Verstehen, translated as 

understanding, as a special method designed to help 

the human sciences match the scientific and objective 

nature of .4 

Gadamer approach of the 

and the 

historical 

human sciences with the explanatory model of the 

natural sciences, Dilthey,•windelband and others draw 

the distinction between the natural and the human 

sciences too widely. According to Gadamer, they 

overlook the interpretative and 

of science. 

subjective element 

Dilthey, including Droysen and the philosophers of 

the historical school, assign "explanation" to the 

natural sciences because they think that the logic of · 

scientific explanation is unique to the natural 

4. R. J. Anderson et. al.: Philosophy and the Human 
Sciences, p. 6 5. 
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sciences. They 

distinction 

positivism which 

explanation of 

by drawing 

human and the 

spheres of human 

scientif i c or ex 

or unders tanding, 

immerse t h 

make the 

the 

Verstehen-Erklaren 

background 

absolutises the method of 

the natural sciences. However, 

sharp 

natural 

distinctions between the 

sciences, s eparating the 

along two different and 

rational ity, the one 

the other hermeneutic 

the thinkers after him, 

g running debate 

over method. s Together in Excellence 

3.3 THE PHILOSOPHY UNDERLYING DILTHEY'S HERMENEUTICS 

Dilthey's main intention is to defend the objectivity 

of knowledge in morality, religion and philosophy, 

and to show that knowledge is not limited to 

external objects but can be extended to man's inner 

experience.6 He is heavily influenced by Hegel's 

idea of a la~.7 According to Hegel, a law is not a 

generalisat~on from observation and experiments, but 

an unfolding of history which results in the 

revelation of purpose and meaning. Dilthey inherits 

5. ibid. p. 71. 
6. J. Bleicher: Contemporary Hermeneutics,.p. 4. 
7. G.H. von Wright: Explanation and Understanding, p. 8. 
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and adopts from Hegel the idea of history rather than 

world history.8 Unlike Hegel, Dilthey does not adopt 

the idea of 

purpose. Thus 

history that embraces a universal 

he is anti-Hegelian by refuting the 

idea of world reason in favour of the idea of human 

history embodying man's growing life e xperience. 

Dilthey considers 

the fir st idea 

knowledge 

nifying f actor.9 It is 

seeks to base the 

ar9 tegory of life 

t life is a realm 

lived and experienced by every human being. To 

study life is to make an exploration of man's 

experience.lo Because life comprises man's thoughts, 

feelings and 

experience. The 

will, life refers to man's inner 

human life world, the Lebenswelt, 

is also woven out of man's life experience. Since 

the inner life comprises feeling and will, the 

mechanistic and objectifying method of science is 

totally unsuited for breaking through to the inner 

life of. a person. 11 In the human sciences, 

8. G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience - A Typology of 
Knowledge in Hermeneutical Perspective, p. 77-9. 

9. I. , M. Bochenski : Contemporary European Philosophy, p. 
123. 

10. ibid. 
11. R. E. Palmer Hermeneutics, p. 102. 

110 



 

 

understanding is possible because of the commonness, 

the life experience, binding together all mankind. 

·This commonness enables the historical researcher to 

somehow feel or experience what other people have 

felt or experienced in the past. 

The second idea 

theory i s his i 

Dilthey' s hermeneutic 

express ion. By this 

expressed by a mind. To notion, 

understandtrrfi\rer f~nderstand their 

expressions.· understandable 

because human beings make them in t he course of 

living, which is a common factor linking a 

person ·with other people. Understanding is possibl~ 

because in social life human beings share a world of 

meaning. In Dilthey's actual words: 

this identity of mind in the Thou, in every 

subject of a community, in every system of a 

culture and finally, in the totality of mind 

and universal history, make successful co-

operation between different processes in the 

human studies possible. The knowing subject 
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is here, one with its object which is the 

same at all stages of its objectification.12 

The notion of intersubjective identity makes 

understanding possible. By the above mentioned idea 

Dilthey means tha 

understand each 

understanding res 

gs are i n a position to 

an intimacy of 

er a l ife expression 

betwee n the speaker facilitates a 

and the he 

Together in Excellence 

• Understanding develops at fir st in response 

to the demands of practical life. Human 

beings are placed in contact with one another 

and they must make themselves mutually 

understood; each must know what the other 

wants.14 

By his idea of the communal interdependence of human 

beings, Dilthey means that they share common meanings 

in -virtue of belonging to the same structure of life. 

Individuals in a community can understand each other 

12. H.P. Rickman: Dilthey: Selected Writings, p. 208. 
13. W. Oil they : "The Understanding of Other Persons", in 

P. Gardiner: Theories of History, p. 215. 
14. ibid. 
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because their life expressions derive from a similar 

background of experience. The identity of life 

structure ensures objectivity because the interpreter 

can relive the other subject's experiences. 

A third element 

of objetive spi 

because Dilthey 

manifestation 

consciou s e 

medium i n 

including values 

The working of 

s philosophy is the idea 

~ -~t he criticises Hegel 

objective spirit as the 

unfoldirig • of 

spirit as the 

rz of other persons, 

and expectations takes place .. 

objective spirit is illustrated 

graphically in a growing child's mastery of language, 

social behaviours and - customs. All these 

.represent the objectification of man's spirit £n 

society. Hence Dilthey argues that mari does not take 

up a life expression as an isolated, distanced or 

atomic subject. Rather, he learris about life 

expressions in the course of living or against the 

common background of a shared human life-world.15 As 

Dilthey sees it, the human social background, as a 

continual process of interaction 

leads to understanding because 

15. ibid. pp. 215-6. 

among human beings, 

human beings · possess 
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the power of communication. Thus the individuality 

of human experience, perceptions and thoughts becomes 

shared in the social group and diffuses throughout 

the nation because historical understanding embraces 

human life and experience.16 

3.4 DILTHEY'S 

Dilthey' s 

psycholog ical. 

ERSTANDING 

understanding 

i nfluence 

is 

of 

Schleiermac:rrn · Y-,bf 
as the graspi ci 

understanding 

of a past thinker 

by penetrating or reconstructing the mind of the 

author or thinker. The historian, interpreter or 

social scientist achieves this through a naive and 

somehow mystical act of empathy.17 

Dilthey's view of understanding as empathy is 

criticised by his contemporaries. Hence he redefines 

psychological understanding as putting oneself in the 

shoes, sich hineinversetzen, of the person who uses 

the expre~sion or performs the act in order to 

16. D. L. Sills (ed.) : International Encyclopaedia of the 
Social Sciences, vol. 4, p. 185. . 

17. W. Outhwaite Understanding Social 'Life, p 27. 
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imaginatively re-create the experience of another 

person, through reliving or Nacherleben.18 

Dilthey's conception of understanding goes back to 

the Romantic ideal of individuality The effect of 

history in th ing of texts operates 

intersub jectivel ----~-~ when int erpreting, the 

interpre ter unde ~=:!!~~~~), her subj ect, the author. 

Hence 

University of Fort Hare 
Unders-ITT h~r i · & "1..'-G,:.;:;:.;;~,.._,,very of 

t he I in the thou;l9 

In this way, individuality influenced Romantic 

hermeneutics thro~gh the notion that understanding is 

reconstruction. Understanding is complete when the 

interpreter reconstructs the author's original 

meaning through an empathic re-creation of the 

author's thought. The interpreter identifies with the 

author's individuality, with the outcome that he can 

think as the author thought. The efficacy or 

success of a full understanding is dependent on 

understanding an author better than he understood 

18. ibid. 
19. H.P. Rickman Dilthey Selected Writings. p.208. 
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himself. Dilthey's idea of life philosophy, reflects 

the significance he attaches 

and thought 

interpretation. 

as conditions 

to the author's life 

for objective text 

For Dilthey the 

expressed in the 

• ·ty of t he author is 

t interpreting is the 

effort of a 

or Ausdruck.20 

Geisteswiss 

expressions 

of the Geisteswissenschaften 

other words, understanding 

pas t expression 

the humanities, the 

The content 

is historical. In 

of in the domain 

historical ·objects is focused on man and society. In 

consequence it is easier in the 

Geisteswissenschaften to understand this historical 

content, because 

historical being.21 

the scientist is himself . an 

20. D.C. Hoy: The Critical Circle, p. 11. 
21. H. P.Rickman: op. cit. p. 195. 
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3.5 DILTHEY'S DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE HUMAN AND 

THE NATURAL SCIENCES. 

In general, Dilthey proposes text understanding as a 

model for the sciences dealing with cultural systems, 

society a nd philo 

between t he human 

nature of the obj 

him, the differences 

ral sciences lie in the 

tudy and in the ment_al 

disposition of understands on 

one hand, o ~Jir-!cBr-'l~\9'fOft '""''ic: ... r 2 
Together.in Excellence 

the 

First Dilthey premises the uniqueness of the human 

sciences on the role of lived experience and world 

views on interpretation and understanding. He sees 

the human studies or Geisteswissenschaften as 

distinct from the natural sciences in that they 

involve a mental structure which points back to the 

researcher's life and the object under 

investigation. Hence he conceives the expressions 

found in the human sciences as objectifications of 

past human life.23 He uses Schleiermacher's notion of 

22. D. Polkinghorne: Methodology for the Human Sciences, p. 
221. 

23. W. Dilthey: Descriptive Psychology and Historical 
Understanding, p. 24. 
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the "community of life unities", to emphasise the 

fact. that the subject who wants to 

understand historical objects cannot simply isolate 

himself but is affected by the object he is studying. 

As Dilthey sees it, the researcher's understanding 

is influenced by personal interests and the meanings 

concludes therefor 

man's understandin 

for him. Dilthey 

the human sciences, 

is self referential.24 

University of Fort Hare 
By contrast, tfggqt~.j.y1Exrgfel.1~ s require that the 

observer or scientist must simply capture the data or 

the facts about the object he is studying. In this 

process·of "mirroring" the facts, there-is no effect 

on the researcher himself. 25 

Secondly Dilthey posits that the expressions 

comprising the human sciences, literature, art or 

social life are historical. The human sciences being 

historical, the understanding of their content 

is historical because the subject matter of the 

24. R.J.Anderson et. al._: Philosophy and the Human Sciences, 
p. 70-1. 

25. D. Linge.: "Dilthey and Gadamer : Two Theories of· 
Historical Understanding", Journal of·the American 

'Academy of Religion, vol 41, 1973, p 541. 
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human sciences undergoes change and development._ 

The historical nature of understanding follows from 

the fact th~t the content of the 

themselves are historical. 26 

human studies 

The interpreter 

valid knowledge o 

this objectivity 

goes back to 

experiencesufiiV-e1fs1:Y'~f 
objective know I ethfJl"fi.nt 

to attain objectively 

express ions. However, 
1 e an that t he interpreter 

individual 

• ~f{fr eter could get 

te expressions , by re-

creating the content of the expressions rather than 

the author's experience itself. In the process of re-

creating, the interpreter could understand the authoi 

even better than the author understood himself. 

Dilthey criticises the methods of natural science, 

but holds 

knowledge 

to the ideal of achieving objective 

in the historical sciences. The 

human studies can be called sciences because their 

limited objectivity is based on the common relation 

to life 

author. 

which the interpreter shares with the 

Dilthey here falls back on 

26. D. Polkinghorne : op. cit. p. 223. 
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Schleiermacher's ideal of understanding an author 

better than he understood himself. Thus Gadamer 

regards Dilthey's tendency to equate the text of 

interpretation with the .object of natural science 

as a manifest~tion of an objectionable assumption 

that an in~erpreter or historian can stand above 

history. 27 

The exis tence of 

and the au 

present, is· 

t he interpreter 

~" , the past and 

a · • ,ixceUtnC~he obj ecti vi ty of 

hermeneutics, and by extension, the human sciences. 

However, in the natural sciences, objectivity is 

guaranteed by the application of laws relating to 

regular and repeatable events. 

Against the 

distinction 

background 

between 

of 

the 

Dilthey's 

human and 

natural iciences, it should be· seen 

second 

the 

that he 

highlights the distinction between the human and 

the natural sciences, on the basis of the levels 

or degrees of objectivity in the two fields of 

27. H-G. Gadamer TM, pp. 192-214. 
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enquiry. On this basis, the natural sciences are 

more objective than the human sciences. 

The third distinction between the human and the 

natural s ciences lies in the mode of c ognition that 

obtains in the 

natural s ciences. 

nces compared to the 

as for a - Descriptive 

and Analytical Psu~,~~, ... Dilthey amplifies the 

aphorism that the e xplain nature, 

but the hu • 'fti\r1ersiey1<cff d Hat~e. He writes: 

Together in Excellence 

Thus Dilthey's 

We explain through purely intellectual 

processes, but we understand through 

the co-operation of all our psychic 

powers.28 

distinction between understanding 

or Verstehen and explanation or Erklaren, does not 

exclusively rest on a contrast between 

subjectivitr and objectivity. It also rests on 

the structure 

understanding 

of 

in 

cognition. 

the 

Hence he 

humanities 

mental operation linked to a ·type of 

views 

as a 

causal 

28. w. Dilthey: "Ideas For A Descriptive Psychology",quoted 
in S. Glynn (ed.) : European Philosophy and the Human 
and the Social Sciences, p 3. 
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explanation. Both methods are complementary and can 

be employed in a systematic hermeneutics focused 

on the human studies.29 Thus the human studies 

differ from the natural sciences, not just in subject 

matter only, but also in their 

grounding or method of apprehending 

epistemological 

its _subject 

matter. 

Fourth, t he distinguished from 

the 

making t he 

t the are 
ceiuman 

expressions 

sciences are 

understood by reference of the part to the whole 

and vice versa. Dilthey elaborates: 

There is here the relation of parts to 

the whole, in which parts receive 

eaning from the whole and the whole receives 

sense from the parts; these categories 

of interpretation have their correlate in 

the structural coherence of the 

organisation, by which it realises its goal 

teleologically. 30 

29. W.Outhwaite: op. cit, p 29. 
30. D. Polkinghorne Methodology for the Human Sciences, p. 

221. 
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The whole and part structure of understanding means 

that every event in history is understood in context 

rather than as a single and isolated happening. 

Similarly, every state, civilisation or institution 

studied i n the human sciences is unders tood as a part 

in the ongoing 

Dilthey e xplains: 

Every is 

understands him 

a re connected by something they have in 

common.31 

Dilthey bases the hermeneutic al circle of 

understanding the part from the whole and vice versa 

on his insight about the Weltanschauungen. 

The Weltanschauung or world-view is a 

perspective integrating the interpreter and . the 

author of the expression. 32 

31. W. Dilthey: Gesammelte Schriften, vol vii. p iii. 
32. W. Dilthey: "Types of World Views", quoted in S. Glynn: 

European Philosophy and the Social Sciences, pp. 8-9. 
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In his article "Life and World Views", Dilthey 

describes his 

explains how 

conception of a world-view and 

the life of each individual is woven 

around the individual's world-view of 

Welt life relations, "seine eigene ------------------------von 

Lebensbezugen".33 By constructing the notion of lived 

experience , Dilthey 

the life- world. I 

persons do not · ap 

meaningful life 

the individu • 

theoretical or 

Husseri' s notion of 

erience, objects and 

sal relations but in 

n these life relations, 

than a 

In the Ideas for a Descriptive and Analytical 

Psychology, Dilthey- clarifies that the understanding 

of external objects in the natural sciences is not 

dependent on the fullness of lived experience as in 

the Geisteswissenschaften. In the natural sciences, 

the investigation 

observation and 

relies on 

analysis 

the 

of 

physical phenomena. In Dilthey's maxim, 

33. ibid. 
34. ibid. 

isolation, 

external 
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We explain nature, but we understand 

psychic life.35 

CONCLUSION 

Dilthey stands in history as the fathe r of the debate 

over method. H 

historical scien 

sciences. He 

human s c iences 

experienc e 

method 

the monopoly of the 

e 

the 

objec tive 

s t udy 

natural 

of the 

o f human social 

t he debate over 

issues of 

the relationship between subjectivity and objecti~ity 

in knowledge. 

The following chapter shows how Gadamer challenges 

and modifies some of the controversial ideas in 

Dilthey's philosophy. 

35. w. Dilthey : Gesammelte Schriften, vol v. p 144 {Quoted . 
ins. Glynn: European Philosophy and the Human Sciences, 
p. 3. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

4. GADAMER'S REACTION TO DILTHEY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The present chap 

conceptualisations 

Dilthey's thinking, 

certain keyu ~·~q•~~s 

Gadamer 

n what ways Gadamer's 

pmnm·~' l ations have emerged from 

even displace 

a ~me neutic theory. 

redece ssor Heidegger, 

to correct what he regards as Dilthey's uncritical 

dependence on the enlighte~ment tradition of 

methodically acquired knowledge. 

4.2, GADAMER'S HERITAGE FROM DILTHEY 

First, one of the areas of agreement between Dilthey 

and Gadamer, is Dilthey's emphasis on history as the 

way life objectifies or manifests itself. Dilthey's 

awareness of history influenced Gadamer's thought. In 

turn he sees in Dilthey's emphasis on history an 

opportunity to deepen his own understanding of history 

as a feature of human existence. 
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In retrospect, however, it is Hegel who raised the 

phenomenon of history to the level of philosophical 

reflection. He posits that reason is not to be 

conceived as an entity isolated from the flow of time. 

127 

The effect of history in Hegel's idealism has . 

implications for the status of finite reason. Against 

Hegel's c onception 

the human understa 

entity but is cond · 

, it is worth noting that 

an abstract and isolated 

ccordance with man's ever 

changing 

University of Fort Hare 
Dilthey foll rmn~~ · !:Ex·Mir«ii~~ about history. By 

embracing history as a formative element in man's · 

understanding, Gadamer situates himself in the Hegelian 

and Diltheyan tradition without necessarily accepting 

all the theses of Hegel and Dilthey. 

Second, Gadamer acknowledges Dilthey's differentiation 

between historical and scienti£ic knowledge. Dilthey 

realised that historical u~derstanding does not involve 

the method of explanation presupposed in natural 

scientific knowledge. In Gadamer's observation, Dilthey 

is the first thinker to oppose the scientific ambition 

of Neo-Kantianism.l In general Neo-Kantianism is a late 

I. H-G. Gadamer: "The Continuity of History and the 
Existential •• Moment", Philosophy Today, ·vol. xvi, no.-
4/ 4, 1972, p 231 



 

 

19th century reaction against speculative metaphysics. 

Although Gadamer writes collectively of the Neo-

Kantian school, it must be understood that the real 

thrust of his criticism is aimed against the Marburg 

School led by Cohen rather than the Baden school 

represented by Windelband and Rickert. At Marburg, more 

than at any othe 

on mathematical 

knowledge was gre 

Neo-Kanti ariism, the focus 

method a s an ideal of 

University of Fort Hare 
Consequently G d • lMz~~ Dilthey that the mere 

transference of the methods of the natural sciences 

distorts the understanding of human reality. 

Realising that the Nee-Kantian philosophy of the 

Marburg school is exclusively oriented to scientific 

knowledge, Gadamer rethinks the task of philosop?y with 

respect to life interests. 3 

Third, Gadamer sides with Dilthey in criticising 

Husserl's ideal of a "pure" perception of concrete 

objects. 

objects is 

For him the idea of a pure perception of 

based on the questionable assumption that 

man's objective sciehtific observation of nature can be 

2. J. Hirschberger: A Short History of Western Philosophy, 
p. 181. 

3. H-G. Gadamer: "Philosophy and Hermeneutics", 
Philosophers on Their own Work, vol. 2, p. 34. 
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free of beliefs and judgements influenced by human 

experience and history. Gadamer argues that the quest 

for absolute knowledge places Western philosophy in a 

"dead end".4 He explains that the Nee-Kantian 

conception of knowledge .fails to take into account the 

fact that man's present situation and past experience 

influence his pe unders t anding of the 

erspectiv e of history, world.5 In 

Dilthey and 

Marburg Sc hool 

nature of t 

embr 

Gad 

the dis t inct historical 

s ort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

4.3 GADAMER'S CORRECTION OF DILTHEY 

When Dilthey separates the human sciences from the 

natural sciences along the Verstehen-Erklaren 

dichotomy, Gadamer sees this separation of the · two 

fields of enquiry as revealing the mood of the 

Enlightenment belief in reason.6. 

For Gadamer hermeneutics is more than just the method 

of the human sciences. He argues that:-

4. H-G. Gadamer: "Philosophy and Literature", 
Man and World, vol. 18, no. 3 1985, p.241. 

5. H-G. Gadamer: "The Continuity of History and the 
Existential Moment", Philosophy Today, vol. xvi. no. 4/4, 
1972, p. 231. 

6. H-G. Gadamer: "The Power of Reason", Man and World, vol. 
3 , 19 7 0 , pp . 5-15 . 



 

 

the herfueneutic methodology that the 

Romantic interest subsumed under the scientific 

auspices was 

methodology of 

constantly compared with the 

the natural sciences. Its 

objects, the transmitted texts, were to be 

tre ated like the observational data in the 

sc ientific of nature.7 

Gadamer title of his major book, 

ftf o exaggerate the 

senschaften and the 

_T_ru_t_h_a_n_d_~~t!~~ef. Jyne 
opposition et Weil&~·~, 

natural sciences because the Geisteswissenschaften also 

are "sciences".8 The scientific nature- of the 

Geisteswissenschaften is Gadamer's starting point. 

Hence he states that it is not his intention to tell 

the sciences what they should do. Rather he merely 

reminds them what they are. The abovementioned point 

about the scientific nature of the 

Geisteswissenschaften, leads him to point out that they 

cannot escape the methodical separation between subject 

and object. Further he warns them not to aim for an 

artificial or formalistic technique of understanding 

in the manner outlined in Dilthey's system. 

7. H-G. Gadamer: 
8. H-G. Gadamer: 

RS, p. 9 9. 
TM. p. xvii. 
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By this criticism Gadamer joins Heidegger's ·stricture 

against the subject-objedt polarity characterising 

Western philosophy. He concludes that the methodical 

alienation which . is the basis of modern science 

pervades the Geisteswissenschaften as well. That is 

Gadamer's criticism of Dilthey on the one hand. On the 

too form part 

activities. Defin ' 

I 1 ve out • of f n1vers1ty o 
s cholarn ge· zn 

hat the natural sciences 

ctrum o f the cultural 

dpoint, Gadamer writes:-

fact that the 

ral s cientist is 

perhaps not completely free of custom and 

society.9 

In Gadamer's view therefore, the human sciences as well 

as the natural sciences are man-made because they are 

embedded in man's theoretical and practical interests, 

and are methodically constituted as theories. 10 

131 

Gadamer criticises Dilthey's positivism. He reminds him 

that the real power of hermeneutical consciousness is 

the recognition of what is questionable. Yet the 

9. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.13. 
10. G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience - A Typology of . 

Knowledge in Hermeneutical Experience p.78. 



 

 

concern to be scientific demands an artificial 

methodological neutrality which tends to conceal or 

blur the hermeneutical element of science. 

posits that:-

Gadamer 

No assertion is possible that cannot 

be underst answer t o a question ... 

(th is) do mpair t he impressive 

met hodology ience in the least. 11 

University of Fort Hare 
Gadamer s upport oge · 

are hermeneutical by referring to the experience of 

statistics: 

What 

to be 

is established by statistics seems 

• a language of facts, but which questions 

these facts answer and which facts would begin to 

speak if other questions were asked are 

hermeneutical questions.12 

Ih this way, Gadamer underlines the hermeneutical 

element of the natural sciences, in opposition to 

Dilthey's one-sided quest for scientific objectivity. 

132 

His example from statistics shows his recognition of . 

11. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.11. 
12. ibid. 
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the interpretive component of science. Hence according 

to him, it is not the ·bare facts that determine 

advances in scientific research but the questions which 

prompt the search for the data.13 

Dilthey a dvocates 

a neutral positio , 

secure ob jectively 

he fails, 

implication nNersi~"'•!i""1,,"L"' 
contextuality 

archer s hould start from 

he will not succeed to 

rical knowledge. However 

to explore fully the 

lity. Human 

ial a s well as the 

natural s cientist lives in a context of life which 

influences the preconceptions and assumptions 

underlying the initial questions that prompt their 

investigations. 14 

Dilthey posits _ that the researcher can achieve 

historical understanding provided he overcomes the 

distance between the past and the present, subject and 

object. But Gadamer challenges this position because he 

sees Dilthey as steeped in the ideal of objectively 

"valid" knowledge. He remarks that there is no 

13. ibid. pp. 12-13. 
14. D.Linge: "Dilthey and Gadamer: Two Theories of 

Historical Interpretation",Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion, vol. 41, 1973, p.544. 



 

 

standpoint from which the subject can gain 

knowledge of history.15 

absolute 

Gadamer sees Dilthey as being under the spell of 

the contemplative side of Hegel's idealism. He takes 

this ant i-Diltheyan. position because, in Dilthey's 

notion of understa 

a normative 

prejudices 

absolute 

or 

to 

a de sire to achieve 

ical t r anscending of 

r a pre judiceless and 

University of Fort Hare 
Thus Gadamer T ij erowt llen a philosopher of 

historicism who is however unable to follow through the 

implications of his historicism for scientific and 

historical knowledge. It is from the perspective 

of correcting Dilthey's methodological orientation, 

~hat he sees ·the existence of the questidn as a model 

for correcting the naivete or fallacy.of reason. 

Hence Gadamer asserts that the existence of 

the question, even in the natural sciences, has a 

positive 

scientists 

question is 

of scientific 

value because questions determine how 

formulate their theories. To have the 

already an advance along the process 

enquiry. A· researcher who has no 

question or problem cannot begin to investigate 

15. H.;..G. Gadamer: WM, p. 269. 
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because he does not know 

existence of the question 

will be selected. 

The natural sciences as 

are able to carry out 

precisely bee 

assumption , s 

for granted to 

to take 

well 

what to look for. The 

determines which facts 

as the human sciences 

their resea rch activities 

ve a sta rting point, an 

ch the s cientist takes 

i r question. The tendency 

i s conveyed in 

Gadamer's U f O\lndaUpu., il.r:g t _a.t 
IllVefSlLy u .f'OI"l 

Together in Excellence 

No assertion is possible that cannot be 

understood as an answer to a question. 16 

In so far as the natural sciences too take the 

existence of the question as their starting point, they 

are hermeneutical. Hence Gadamer writes that:-

16. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.11. 
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what ·is called "method" in modern science, 

remains everywhere the same and is seen only in 

an especially exemplary form in the natural 

sciences. The human sciences have no special 

method. 17 

Gadamer's position against Dilthey's 

failure to work _implications of the 

questioriab l rfiversily~ dtf9flare Understanding is 

impossible witti e ~c·= n;~@H c~f what is questioned. 

Thus the universality of the hermeneut ic phenomenon is 

constituted by the questions the enquiring subject 

puts to the object. An insight of Gadamer's 

hermeneutical thought is demonstrated in hts statement 

that whai defines the hermeneutical process is 

not what we do or · what we 

ought to do, but what happens to us, 

over and above our wanting and doing.18 

One of Gadamer's criticisms of the history philosophy 

from Plato to Husserl is the importance this 

philosophical tradition gives to subjectivity. It is 

with the specific intention to overcome the tendency or 

17. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 9. 
18. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. xvi. 
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illusion of self-consciousness that he begins Truth 

and Method with the exposition of the problem of truth 

in the experience of art. 19 Consistent with his stand 

against the primacy of subjectivity, he challenges the 

claim implicit in the concept of a pure sense-

perception. Thus he posits that human beings live in 

g to i nterests.20 By expectations and 

this formulation, 

a sharp 

Dilthey's 

subjec 

rlines t he limitations of 

tinction presupposed in 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Arguing against Dilthey , Gadamer posits that the idea 

of a method that delivers pure facts is naive because 

the subjectivity of the historian or the interpreter 

intrudes into the understanding of the object under his 

investigation. For instance, if the subject under 

examination is history, the data will not be closed 

and finished historical facts. Rather those "facts" 

will bear the mark of the "mode of being" of the 

historical researcher himself.21 

19. H-G. Gadamer: "Philosophie und Hermeneutik", in 
Philosophers on Their Own Work, p.37 .. 

20. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.121. 
21. H-G. Gadamer: "The Continuity of History and the 

Happening of Tradition", Philosophy Today, vol. xvi, No. 
4/4 Winter 1972. 
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The impact of Gadamer's defence and use of the 

principle of historicity, that is, that man's 

experience unconsciously colours his perception and 

interpretation of reality results in a diminishing of 

the sharp distinction between the understanding that 

goes on i n the Geisteswissenschaften and the general 

understanding that 

lived expe rience. 

in the e veryday world of 

1 · ~e he hermeneutic al are 
probl em Tog and basic for all 

inter human experience , both of history 

and of the present, precisely because meaning 

can be experienced even where it is not 

actually intended.22 

What differentiates the objects studied in the 

Geisteswissenschaften from those of -the natural 

sciences is that as a rule the objects of the 

Geisteswissenschaften, do not allow the observer to 

stand at a critical distance from them. Gadamer takes 

the view that the understanding taking place in the 

Geisteswissenschaften may be likened to the structure 

22. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p. 30. 
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of "Question and answer" found in the process of 

dialogue. 23 
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Opposing Di~they, Gadamer emphasises the objectivity of · 

human c ontextuality 

Geisteswis s enschaft 

studied in the huma 

a dialogue with th 

Dilth~y and his 

control dema 

Gadamer · 

operating in the 

nderstand the objects 

he observer enters into 

the c laims made by 

of critical self-

ef- consciousness, 

out of the 

dialogue. For Gadamer , ·the truth that breaks out of 

the dialogical mode of enquiry is not available to the 

scientific method. 24 

Applied to the understanding of texts, the model of 

dialogue means that the interpreter who understands a 

text from the past or from an unfamiliar culture, 

consequently broadens his understanding. His study of 

a text from the past, or a work of art from a culture 

different from his own will result in a form of self-

examination. This is the context in which Gadamer 

counteracts Romantic hermeneutics and its methodology 

by positing that 

23. H-G. Gadamer: 
24. H-G. Gadamer: 

RS, p. 4 7. 
Ibid. 



 

 

In the final analysis, all understanding is 

self-understanding.25 

Gadamer's concept o 

of difference 

that understanding 

of application 

n provides another point 

Dilthey. He points out 

plication . The concept 

nderstanding the text is 

in terms o f -t.ae • s-i tuat_ion the y.:i;,-nterpreter. 2 6 un1vers1[y or _tiOfL rrare 
Together in Excellence 

Gadamer argues that to understand the· text, the 

interpreter must respond to the questions posed by the 

-text. The meaning of the text does not emerge by the 

"distance of understanding" but by the subject's 

situatedness and -paiticipation in the context of 

historical events. In this way he criticises Dilthey's 

conception of history as a "critical science" that can 

separate itself from the ongoing "traditions".27 

Dilthey had proposed that a historical researcher must 

transpose himself into the original situation of the 

author. 

25. H.G. Gadamer: 
26. H-G. Gadamer: 
27~ H-G. Gadamer: 

PH, p. 55. 
TM, p.275. 
PH, p.28. 
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A further feature by which Dilthey alienates himself 

from Gadamer is the tendency to show an Hegelian 

influence by retaining elements of "objective mind". 

Gadamer thus criticises the 

Dilthey's thinking. 

objectification".2 

in Dilthey's fai 

He says that 

Hegelian aspect in 

it l eads to a "false 

abstract elements 

his philosophy of 

it can be asked if 

own t hinking of the Gadamer s ucceeds 

prereflecti ~no n1ve F II • a.rear "truth" which 

emerges f rom tlil?o c-n"-~ B 0@ e@ by t he dialogue. 

Another concept by which Gadamer differs from Dilthey 

is understanding. 

understanding is 

For Gadamer, following Heidegger, 

part of the structure of human 

existence. 29 Whereas Dilthey sees understanding in the 

context of an intellectual activity lea~ing to 

theoretical or scientific knowledge, Gadamer takes his 

orientation from Heidegger's basic assumption that 

understanding is not an act of self-consciousness which 

a subject engages in at will. Rather the whole manner 

of human existence is understanding. 

28. H-G. Gadamer: 
29. H-G. Gadamer: 

TM, p.280. 
TM, p.230. 
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Gadamer sees Dilthey's ambition to achieve objective 

historical knowledge as betraying a suppression of the 

implications of Dilthey's life philosophy. Thus 

Gadamer criticises Dilthey's theory of knowledge which 

he recognises as resting on the ·certainty of self-

consciousness. Ultimately, Gadamer advi ses philosophers 

self-consciousness , 

of the spell 

ing of "l ife" in terms of 

they will not break out 

ic speculation .. 30 

University of Fort Hare 
obj ectivity, which 

Gadamer questions , leads Dilthey to base his concept of 

understanding on the goal of "reliving". For Gadamer 

_the ambition to re-experience or Nacherleben is 

inspire~ by the model of repetition in empirical 

observation. The counterpart of repetition in 

interpretation is reconstruction. For Gadamer real text 

understanding is not reconstruction. Instead Gadamer's 

position is that understanding is not simply a way of 

knowing which treats texts from the past like the 

observational data found in the scientific 

investigation of nature. 

Following Heidegger he writ~s that 

30. ibid, p. 233. 
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Understanding too cannot be grasped as a simple 

activity of the consciousness that understands, 

but is itself a mode of the event of being.31 

To distance himself from Dilthey's methodologically 

based concept of Verstehen, Gadamer provides a rider to 

his idea of It is ontological and 

, it is itself a mode of 

orical essence means that 

claim priority for 

historical. Being 

the event 

the one who 

his subjec • 

process o f 

constantly f used . 

rehim~elf within a 

present are 

Whereas Dilthey bases understanding on the unmediated 

experience of 

understanding via 

claims made by 

the interpreter, Gadamer routes 

history and 

Dilthey and 

tradition. -Against the 

others on behalf of 

methodological ~elf-consciousness and critical self-

control, Gadamer enquires into the status of both the 

interpreter and the text. 

Gadamer's response is that understanding is not through 

and through reflection but involves a factor that 

transcends the subject's self-understanding. The 

31. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.5-0. 
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trans-subjective factor operative in the act of 

understanding is underscored by Gadamer in the 

hermeneutic philosophy ~e expounds in his Truth and 

Method. He elaborates his theories in . reply to 

Dilthey's theory of interpretation.32 In opposition to 

Dilthey, Gadamer defends the position tha t knowledge in 

the human · sciences 

as by the c omplex o 

history simply 

Geisteswissenschasfte 

judgements embedded in 

understanding of the 

escape the influence of 

the hiS t oric ,:J 11i~~t~\ty· of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

4.4 THE REVIVAL OF THE QUESTION .OF ARTISTIC TRUTH 

Gadamer traces the tradition of science in the West to 

Descartes's principle of the self-certainty of reason 

and to Galilei's method of precision. To substantiate 

his reasons he goes back in time to the tradition of 

scientific rationality expressed in Kant's principle 

of the autonomy of reason and Hegel's idealism. He is 

convinced that Dilthey's advocacy of understanding as 

a special method applicable to historical reality is 

merely the culmination of a long and 

influence of rationalism and idealism. 

32. H-G. ibid. 

persistent 
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To correct Dilthey, Gadamer contrasts the knowledge 

based on "scientific procedure" with the knowledge that 

occurs beyond the will and doing of a human subject. 

In his account of the aesthetic consc iousness in the 

first part of Trut d, he cr iticises Kant's 
----t-~~~Hr-f-'7'-t---;--

theoretical subject· 

aesthetics as if it 

knowledge. To 

aesthetics tlhivoergfty df 
introduces the 11((]~fN'1~rQ 

leads Kant to regard 

way in which moaern 

areof art, Gadamer 

truth that does not 

depend on the priority of an active s ubject with its 

correlate of a passive subject. His overall objective 

in the section on _aesthetic consciousness is to 

demonstrate that the truth aestheticians derive from 

the experience of art is not inferior to science, even 

though it 

science.33 

may be different from the truth of 

Gadamer ·affirms repeatedly that the uncritical adoption 

of methodical self-control in the understanding of 

cultural reality leads to alienation. He thus extends 

the experience of art to the understanding of the human 

sciences. 

33. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p.88. 
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the Geisteswissenschaften were the starting 

point of my analysis in Truth and Method 

precisely because they related to experiences that 

have nothing to do with method and science but lie 

e experience of art and 

that bears the imprint 

146 

beyon d scienc 

the e xperienc 

of i t s histo • 

exper ience as 

The hermeneutical 

in all these cases -

is no 

alienation alienation. 34 

In terms of the artistic experience, there is 

alienation when _ the one experiencing the work of art 

has the freedom to push the . work of art at will, either 

accepting it or rejecting it on his own terms. There 

is alienation also when the work of art cannot create a 

world of its own. For Gadamer the significance of the 

work of art lies in the manner in which it subjects the 

aesthetic consciousness to it. The subject of Kant's 

aesthetic theory cannot claim to dominate the aesthetic 

object because it is master. 35 

34. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.26. 
35. H-G. Gadamer: TM, pp . 8 7 - 9 0 . 
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To resist Dilthey's tendency to absolutise the truth 

arrived at by method, Gadamer posits the truth that is 

revealed in 

according to 

the aesthetic 

Gadamer, the 

experience. 

text speaks 

Just as 

to the 

interpreter, the work of art speaks to the subject 

experienc ing it. The truth that emerges from the work 

of art, challenge 

procedure even th 

empirica~ , verifia 

truth of methodical 

is not conveyed in 

University of Fort Hare . 
A further poidi{J:.v~J~~·~ iniiX~~~ by Dilthey is the 

dialogical na t ur e o f understanding. 

In contrast to objective facts and reasoned 

conclusions, real understanding leads to self-

discovery and instruction. The experience of self-

discovery that is the achievement of true understanding 

is like an act of faith which is an act of grace rather 

than the initiative of one's will.36 

To distance himself from Dilthey, Gadamer launches 

his hermeneutic re-thinking of understanding by 

elevating the text to the level of a revered speaker. 

36. H-G. Gadarner: PH, p. 45. 
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He does this by his concept of the Sache, the message 

conveyed by the text. 

Gadamer's formulation that understanding is self-

understanding gives rise to two issues that demand 

elaborat i on. Fi 

as illust rated i 

of the work of 

ontologic al bias. 

work of airr nivers1 y 
prevents him f @.ii ' 

ory of effective history, 

tion to t he understanding 

rladen with Gadamer's own 

conception that a 

Being as such, 

the work of art contextually. Consequently the artist's 

existential situation will be reflected in the work of 

art. 

Secondly, the work of art will thus no longer be 

some ahistorical, subjectless primordial object, but 

will reflect the imprint of the artist's own 

existential horizon, made up of his prejudices and 

aspirations. By the same token, meaning and self-

understanding emerging from the text, reflect the 

author's experience, needs and aspirations. 

Positively speaking, Gadamer realises that the various 

types of knowledge in art, the humanities and the 



 

 

natural sciences are subjective because they are 

constituted from man's life experience. But his 

ontological bias prevents him from realising the full 

impact of the effect of history. That is to say, in 

his hermeneutical philosophy, the historical dimension 

of under s tanding still tends to be overshadowed by an 

overarchi ng 

Dilthey b y 

the historicity 

whenever he is 

the histor· 

out full y in 

Gadamer outpaces 

e effect of "something of 

own understanding" 

s tops there. Had 

nff Fi.°af~ tion been worked 

15Jrn~t~~PY, he would lose no 

time to point out that generally or in the main, 

works of art and scientific theories are all built 

from man's contingent experience of reality. 38 

4.5 THE AUTONOMY OF THE TEXT 

To modify the traditional subject-object structure of 

Western philosophy which always places the subject in 

the fore-front, Gadamer invents the concept of the 

thing, the Sache. The Sache acts as a counterpoint 

to the object found in the traditional subject-object 

37. H-G. Gadamer: op. cit. p. 48. 
38. G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience: A Typology of 

Knowledge in Hermeneutical Perspective, p 175. 
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pattern because for him, meaning is seen from the 

perspective of the text. The Sache refers to the 

meaning that 

text. 

emerges during the understanding of the 

Hence wha t 

with the text 

dependenc e of th 

way to h im 

communicates 

him to dominate it. This 

on the meaning on the 

what Gadamer means by the 

• ideal of t rf~er-811 -yo6f Pnrf atJ Gadamer, s idea of 

the independen gethtti . ff.t::ll:~ z . hoed in his statement 

that to interpret is:-

to let what seems to be far and alienated 

speak again - not only in a new vo~ce but in 

a clearer voice.40 

The metaphysical structure revealed in the relation of 

the thing said and the interpreter, is not a subject-

object relation. The thing said in the text is not the 

interpreter's cognitive act of objectivity which he 

represents as his idea. 

39. H-G. Gadamer: "The Problem of Language in 
Schleiermacher's Hermenuetic" trans. by D.E. Linge, 
Journal for Theology and the Church, vol. 7, p. 93. 

40. H-G. Gadamer: "Practical Philosophy as a Model of the 
Human Sciences", Research in Phenomenology, vol. ix, 
1979, p.83. 
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Rather the true understanding that comes out of the 

text takes the form of a conversation of the text with 

the interpreter. Gadamer then offers the concept of 

Spiel or the game to show how Dilthe y falls in the 

·text within the 

sciences . 

o want t o understand the 

an objec t of the natural 

University of Fort Hare 
Differing fr ge • j ~ce , er posits that the 

structure of the conversation that r eflects itself in 

interpretation, resembles the structure of a game. 

Although the phenomenon of the game is an activity, it 

is not the player' s subj ec.ti v·e activity. The mode of 

being of the game does not allow the player to 

manipulate it according to his will as if it was an 

object. While it is being played the game- imposes its 

own demands and becomes master. In the process of the 

game the autonomy of the player is r1sked in the to and 

fro of the game.41 

~adamer's analysis of the mode of being of the game 

demonstrates how he rethinks the nature and role of 

41. H-G. Gadamer: TM, pp.91-5. 

151 



 

 

subjectivity in interpretation. Extending from 

Gadamer's analysis of the game, interpretation can be 

described as a game of speaking to another person. In 

conversation the direction of the conversation acquires 

its own peculiar freedom. Transferred to text 

interpretation, to interpret no longer means to control 

the meaning in a 

textual meaning 

at the 'disposal 

The interpreter's 

of anticipating the 

the inter preter is always 

intentions come second to 

the object iwtsify~f err= are 
Together in Excellence 

Gadamer's application of the experience of the g~me 

shows his critical stand against Dilthey's failure to 

see that the interpreter brings his own contextual 

needs into the text he is interpreting. In the same 

manner, the player too infuses his character into the 

· play and puts his stamp to it.-

Elsewhere Gadamer elaborates that:-

self reflection 

Dilthey's starting 

and are not an 

and 

points 

adequate 

autobiography 

are not primary 

basis for the 
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hermeneutical problem, because through them 

history is made private once more.42 

Ultimately, it can be concluded that Gadamer's model of 

the structure of the game is a critique against all 

interpretation theories 

interpretation a 

interpreter's eff 

reflected in the 

text before him. 

that conceive the act of 

from the sway of the 

ry or Wirkungsgeschichte, 

e interpreter puts to the 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

The effect of the working of history, or 

Wirkungsgeschichte, is that understandi,ng is a 

"happening". And against Dilthey's uncritical 

historicism, Gadamer sees the event of understanding as 

involving a moment of "loss of self".43. 

4.6 CONCLUSION 

In the hermeneutics of Dilthey and Gadamer are 

encapsulated two theories of human understanding which 

share the same metaphysical roots in terms of man's 

historical nature. At the same time these thinkers 

42. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p.245. 

43,. H-G Gadamer: PH, p. 51. 
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part company in terms of their. opposed methodological 

bases. 

Whilst Gadamer agrees with Dilthey on the historicity 

of human understanding, he opposes Dilthey's historical 

objectivity which Dilthey locates in critical self-

control. 

objectivity, 

that understandin 

author's original 

two think 

they's aspiration to 

sue with Dilthey's idea 

live or to re-create an 

differe nces between the 

~T~b out the relevance 

e ctn huma n sciences. 
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CHAPTER 5 

5. OBJECTIVITY AND SUBJECTIVITY IN GADAMER'S PHILOSOPHICAL 

HERMENEUTICS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter 

subjectivi 

the view 

tradition and language . 

mer's related notions of 

a~e main, he defends 

n sed on historicity, 

Gadamer's attack against subjectivity is along the 

level of human historicity. By saying that man is 

historical he means that man belongs to history first, 

long before he begins to use his subjective judgement. 

However method obscures man's primordial relation to 

history. 
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5.2 GADAMER'S CRITICAL STAND AGAINST THE PRIMACY OF 

SUBJECTIVITY 

Gadamer's criticism against method is that methodical 

hermeneut ics presc 

interpreter and 

ical distance between the 

result i s 

hermeneut ic al 

control t hec.ffl.' 

Under the inf 

objective knowledge , the 

f interpretation. 

occurs whenever 

manipulate 

t~ed techniques. 

ightenment ideal 

human sciences demand 

distance between the researcher and his object. 

The 

the 

and 

of 

a 

Gadamer wields the notion of tradition to correct the 

alienation that results from this distancing~l The 

demand that the researcher should distance himself 

breaks his primary relation with tradition. Hence, 

Gadamer substitutes the attitude of distancing oneself 

with the notion of participating which is the opposite 

of objectifying. 

1. cf J. Bleicher; Contemporary Hermeneutics, pp. 108-115 
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Gadamer posits that the exclusive desire to achieve 

objective knowledge deteriorates into an objectivism. 

This view of objectivism, which he slams, accepts as 

real knowledge only the knowledge that is confined to 

facts whose correctness about the object must be 

capable· of being checked indepe ndently of the 

condition of the ~-~, ject. Hence, for Gadamer~ 

the ~bsolutised -~- ectivity obscures the 

reality that the her interpreter or social 

scientist, always ---~~ s from with in the tradition 

he belongs are 
Together in Excellence 

With regard to historical 

argues that there is 

which the interpreter 

never a 

consciousness, Gadamer 

neutral position from 

understands: 

Even a master of the _historical method is not 

able to keep himself entirely free from the 

prejudices of his time, his social environment 

and his national situation etc~2 

This historicist thesis 

perspective, .that man's 

2. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 465. 

or theory 

experience 

in historical 

colours his 
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perception of reality, is summarised by Gadamer in his 

idea that there is no position outside history from 

which the interpreter understands. He writes: 

We have always stood in the middle of history.3 

Far from being unders tanding, history 

guarantees that • terpreter or historian 

understands meani 

University of Fort Hare 
Having pointe o n cf©undational statements 

about the function of history , it may be concluded that 

the historical text cannot speak to the interpreter 

exclusively because the interpreter cannot understand 

outside the contextual web of history. He reads 

himself into the text because of the unavoidable 

influence of history. 

3. H-G. Gadamer : "The Continuity of History and th·e 
Existential Moment" in Philosophy Today, vol. xvi 4/4 
1972 p.238 . . 
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5.3 TRADITION DEPENDENCE OF UNDERSTANDING 

Gadamer revives the idea of tradition as an element in 

the process of understanding. Tradition provides the 

foreground or t ich makes things explicit, 

for the interpretation of 

·sway, tradition helps man 

and which suppli 

ideas and 

to explicitate of himself and the 

world. 

Following 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Heidegger's ontological exposition of 

preunderstanding, 

reflexive reason .. 

Gadamer 

His 

continually 

contention is 

criticises 

that the 

hermeneutical object, for example, the text, is primary 

to man's subjectivity. Hence he writes that: 

Understanding too cannot be grasped as a 

simple activity of the consciousness that 

understands, but is itself a mode of the 

event of being ... 4 

4. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p.50. 
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The idea of absolute reason does not take into account 

that reason can only be rooted in historical 

conditions. Tradition provides the foreground which 

renders implicit meanings explicit. 

Further, 

dependenc e 

and the 

Gadamer 

understand a 

n 

the 

his example 

interpreter 

i t so 

tradition 

of the text 

trying to 

that it may 

tell him lffl 
hermeneut ic all 

ft Warehe reason why a 

l be sensitive to the 

.text's newness from the start . The objectivity and 

independence of written texts and works of art ensure 

that artifacts from the past continue to address man 

even in the present. 

This sensitivity involves neither neutrality in the 

matter of the subject nor the methodical suppression of 

oneself but the conscious assimilation of one's 

. foremeanings and prejudices. Therefore the historical 

text cannot speak to the interpreter exclusively 

because the interpreter cannot understand outside the 

contextual web of history. Hence the interpreter 

reads himself into the text. This merging of oneself 
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with the text is an inevitable and integral aspect of 

historical understanding. It follows that historical 

understanding includes, not excludes, the subject's_ 

needs, aspirations and perspectives, as developed from 

the specific historical situation of his time. 

For ·Gadamer the must be aware of his 

biases s o that t present i tself in all its 

newness a nd thus assert its own truth 

against ~ce ptions. Gadamer 

utilises his ity a nd tradition to 

negate the claim that method and absolute reason are 

the sole bases of truth. 

Gaqamer links the notion_ of tradition to that of 

prejudice. The concept of prejudice had negative 

connotations in the enlightenment. The philosophers of 

the enlightenment · rejected prejudice because they 

thought it stood in the way of objective knowledge. 

According to the enlightenment thinkers objective 

knowledge would be achieved by the adoption of strict 

rules which demand the suppression of prejudice. Thus 

Gadamer .characterises the enlightenment rejection of 
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prejudice as a prejudice against prejudice which 

deprives tradition of its power.5 

To support his concepts of prejudice and -tradition, 

he states that: 

The obedi 

i s neithe 

, in a 
IllV 

longs to true authority 

lavish.6 

Furthermor 

prejudice doe _o er m~~~le 
the _concept 

negative sense 

of 

it 

carries i n modern popular usage. Prej udice translated 

from the German Vorurteil means literally a 

-"prejudgement". 

prejudice closer 

The prefix "vor" brings the idea of 

to the English phrase "prior 

understanding," which is Vorverstandnis in German or 

the English ·word "anticipations," which is Vorgriff in 

German or the English word, "preconceptions," which is 

Vorbegriffe in German. 7 All the given "vor-" prefixes 

underline the inescapability of history. Gadamer argues 

that 

5. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p.239-240. 
6. H-G. Gadamer: PH. p. 34. 
7. H-G. Gadamer KS, vol. III, p.158. 
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We cannot extricate ourselves from 

historical becoming or place ourselves at a 

distance from it, in order that the past 

might become an object for us.8 

Gadamer' s central argument is that preunderstanding is 

fundamental to h 

being an obstruc • 

prejudices speed 

Prej 

world. 

experience something 

says something to us. 9 

nderstanding. 

creation of 

Far from 

knowledge, 

ss of understanding. 

openness to the 

whereby we 

whereby what we encounter 

The foreg~ing statement supports the idea that people 

are able to understand the beliefs and values of other 

people because they themselves have values and beliefs. 

To understand or appreciate the values of other people, 

it is not necessary to discard one's own values and 

beliefs as the enlightenment thinkers maintained. 

8. ibid 
9. H-G. Gadamer PH, p.9 
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The question could be asked how the interpreter 

distinguishes constructive and helpful prejudices fro~ 

those that are destructive and distorting. Gadamer 

employs the concept of "the continuity of tradition" to 

discharge this question. The continuity of tradition 

allows t hose preunderstandings and prejudices that are 

of a limiting nat 

are genuine and ' 

understanding inv 

through 

but e nables those that 

emerge. The process of 

sifting of prejudices 

n tradition and the object. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

The working of history during understanding corrects 

the -scientific historical method which prescribes a 

distance between the present and the past in the 

interest of $ecuring some supposed objective knowledge. 

Unlike the historical scientific method, Gadamer's 

hermeneutics sees the past and the present as a 

continuous process bridged by tradition. Tradition is 

a vital element providing the interpreter with a new 

potential for knowledge. In demonstrating the influence 

of factors of tradition on the understanding, Gadamer 

notes that the historian is not "a free floating" 

subjectivity. As a result the historian brings into 

the understanding situation his contextual needs, 

aspirations and preferences. Thus the needs and 



 

 

aspirations of the historian or interpreter are not 

eliminated by taking recourse to the text of tradition 

but through the Socratic dialogue. 

5.4 THE LOGIC OF QUESTION AND ANSWER 

that c omes out of the 

165 

Gadamer contrast 

dialogue with 

both the {9'11'4H." •~ 

the sciences, · 

methodically 

of the dial ogue does 

Instead of method, the 

not emerge 

dialogue 

of question and answer. 10 

e s c iences. Unlike 

knowledge, the truth 

by the use of method. 

proceeds by the logic 

The logic of question and answer means that one 

understands the question in the dialogue as an answer 

to a prior question. The logic of question and answer 

transcends method which demands the interpreter or 

scientist to abandon his connection with the past. 11 

But for Gadarner to do r away with presuppositions, 

interests and aspirations is to slip back to self-

10. H-G. Gadamer: RS, p.46-7. 
11. H-G. Gadamer: WM, pp.427-32; cf also TM, p. 326. 



 

 

consciousness as a starting point. He is opposed to 

the thesis of self-consciousness as a starting point. 

His standpoint that the meaning of the text always goes 

beyond what the author intended, prompts h~m to point 

out that 

understan 

as an 

pl 

to be t hought of so much 

subjectivity, but as the 

··a1& a process of 

in Excellence 

Gadamer's opposition to a start with subjectivity 

emphasises the primacy of the text. 

text represents more than the author 

also understood differently under 

and circumstances. The continuity of 

the problem of understanding universal 

and basic for every human experience in the past and 

·the present. He even maintains that 

explains why he 

He says that the 

intended. It is 

different epochs 

tradition makes 

12. H-G. Gadamer TM, p. 258 .. 
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meaning can be experienced even where it is not 

actually intended.13 

To the objectivists, Gadamer's theory of "understanding 

differently" is problematic because it makes it 

difficult to imagine how the interpreter understands 

fully the texts 

culture without t 

society. 

past age or an alien 

of his own epoch or 

University of Fort Hare 
s.s THE MEANI~ et ellence 

Gadamer's device of the logic of question and answer 

derives from Heidegger's notion of the hermeneutical 

circle of pre-understanding. For Gadamer as well, human 

beings can never escape the hermeneutical circle of 

pre-understanding because they 

tradition. At the same time, 

are 

they 

inserted 

embrace 

in 

a 

Weltanschauung. Often these two characteristics are 

held together by language. Hence linguisticality, man's 

capacity to understand through language, is an 

ontological characteristic of. the human being rather 

than a rational capacity of subjectivity. 

13. ibid. p. 30. 



 

 

14. 

15. 

Gadamer grafts Heidegger's hermeneutical circle . of 

Dasein's ontological pre-understanding of being onto 

his notion of prejudice, tradition and authority. 

These ontological structures of unders t anding accompany 

and open up the p 

There can be no 

the mean ingful question. 

knowledge of_ anything in 

the world 

authority . 

with ases of tradition and 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

Heidegger had already pointed out that 

Every quest is a search. Every search 

has already an orientation pre-ordained by the 

object being so~ght.14 

In like manner, Gadamer goes back to Heidegger's 

statement that 

We understand only that which we already know.15 

M. Heidegger: SZ, p. 5, quoted in T. Okere, op. cit. 
p. 61. 
M. Heidegger: quoted in G A Rauche: Knowledge and 
Experience- A Typology of Knowledge in Hermeneutic al 
Perspective, p. 81. 
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Gadamer too emphasises that 

We understand only what we already- know. We get 

out of a thing only what we read into it.16 

The fact that eve 

already a nticipat 

question is 

grounded i ~fSi 
of tradit ion g Jh l 

f understanding is always 

meaningful question is 

because of the effect are 

clarifies that the hermeneutical circle of pre-

understanding is ontological. It is an- ontological 

structure in - the event of understanding, ein 

ontologisches Strukturmoment des Verstehens.17 

By stating that understanding contains an ontological 

element of pre-understanding, Gadamer hopes to 

neutralise criticisms oriented to the logic of the 

empirical scientific method. He denies that method 

grounds the hermeneutical circle of pre-understanding. 

Thus he searches for the ground of the hermeneutical 

16. H-G. Gadamer: quoted in M. Okere, op. cit.p. 32 
17. H-G. Gadamer: WM, p. 277. 
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circle of pre-understanding in an assumed overarching 

ontological realm. A weakness in his ontological focus 

shows itself in his inability to spell out the real 

ground of the pre-understanding shaping the meaningful 

question. 

It would appear t takes t he ground of the 

meaningful questio d. He p resupposes the 

meaningful man's search for 

knowledge i nWeP aii:fural sciences and 

the arts. But ege ~neaat it is the rational 

capacity of the human mind which constitutes man's 

understanding methodologically from man's contingent 

experience of reality, thus rendering the human 

experiences meaningful but also at th~ same time 

controversial.18 

From this angle, the subjective aspects of various 

human truths, theories and perspectives become obvious. 

Gadamer realises the cultural dimension, or the human 

madedness of the scientific theories too, as long as 

they are constituted from man's life experience. 19 

18. cf G.A. Rauche: Knowledge and Experience- A Typology of 
Knowledge in Hermeneutical Perspective, p. 81. 

19. ibid. p. 180. 
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What remains to be explained in Gadamer's philosophy is 

the controversial element of truth-perspectives and 

theories in the sciences. Because Gadamer does not 

explain, he stops short of examining why opinions, 

theories, systems 

views s t and in a 

He takes it for 

different messages. 

ideologies and world-

ationship to each other. 

at the text transmits 

University of Fort Hare 
It s i Exe llnce-hat one understands 

differently when one understands at all.20 

Gadamer's idea of "understanding differently" is 

riveted to the historicity of the interpreter or 

critic. It makes sense to say that the temporal gulf 

separating the text of the past and the understanding 

of it by people living in the pre~ent is never a full 

appropriation of its original meaning. Thus human 

perceptions, viewpoints and truths tend to differ 

because of variations in temporal horizons. Gadamer 

accepts that people understand differently. Buth~ does 

not proceed to explain that the different meanings 

20. H-G. Gadamer WM, p. 280. 
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relative to the different epochs derive from the life-

worlds embraced by people in different epochs. 21 His 

notion that an interpreter understands differently 

summarises his theory of historicity and shows his 

heavy reliance on Heidegger's ontological conception of 

understanding. 

problematic. Gad 

against Di lthey by 

interpreta tion. 

But it is nonetheless 

intention is to move 

objectivism in textual 

University of Fort Hare 
Although ~ ·~ ll primacy of the text, 

it is the historicity of .understanding , the unavoidable 

historical insertedness of the understanding subject 

that distinguishes his hermeneutics from his immediate 

predecessors. It is the ontological structure of the 

hermeneutical circle in his theory, that is to say, 

the meaningful question, that points to an underlying 

Being or truth. The historical consciousness at work 

in all processes of understanding means that the 

historian or interpreter is necessarily alienated from 

his object. But Gadamer's assumption of an underlying 

universal and objective Being 

understanding from a relativism. 

21. G .A. Rauche op. cit. p 180. 

saves his historical 

172 



 

 

173 

But like Heidegger's Being, Gadamer's underlying Being 

is a mere assumption. Thus it is the metaphysical 

assumption in his philosophy, in other words,. the 

ontological metaphysics in terms of which he reads the 

history of Western philosophy, that l e nds objectivity 

to his 

showing the infl 

fields of human a 

the arts. 

ntologic a l metaphysics, 

idegger, permeates all 

eluding t h~ sciences and 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

In Gadamer ' s theory of interpretation, unlike that of 

Dilthey, the idea of question and answer means that 

the relationship between the text and the interpreter 

is dialogical . . 

relationship that 

The term dialogical refers to a 

involves the structure of "I and 

Thou". Because for Gadamer understanding tak~s this 

overarching intersubjectivity, he opposes. the 

antithesis between tradition and reason, history and 

knowledge. 22 

As a moment of interpretation, Socratic dialogue 

implies a reciprocal relationship between the questions 

22. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 251. 



 

 

put to the text by the interpreter, and the truth that 

comes out of the interpreter's confrontation with the 
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text. 

subjective 

Gadamer's thought limits the claims of · 

understanding by conceptualising 

interpretation as an instance of Socratic dialogue. As 

a result, in hermeneutic understanding, as in Socratic 

dialogue, speaker 

single, unshakeable 

Gadamer's c n~vefitY 

ncerned with securing a 

uth. 

does not cater 

for the repro-~~'v'i-,-rzm of meaning. His 

view of understanding is influenced by t he dialectic of 

question and answer. The dialectical relationship of 

question and answer explains the existence of an 

ongoing dialogue between the interpreter and the text. 

He defends his position thus: 

Precisely through our finitude, the 

particularity of our being, which is evident 

even in the variety . of languages, the 

infinite dialogue is opened in the direction 

of the truth that we are.23 

23. H-G. Gadamer PH, p.16. 



 

 

Hence the methodical certainty demanded by philosophers 

of uncritical historicism has no place in his 

hermeneutics. The dialectic of question and answer 

enables him to reject the standpoint of historicism 

which reduces the whole of reality to a single 

absolutise d historical element. The ongoing dialectic 

of question and a 

effective- historic 

Wirkungsge schichtl • c II 

him t o the idea of 

5.5 EFFECTIVE 

ess 

sein. 

University of Fort Hare 
'1).f}i~fJ:11~:ff.¢ xcellen NscrousNEss 

WIRKUNGSGESCHICHLICHES BEWUSSTSEIN 

or 

OR 

Gadamer's notion of effective historical consciousness 

represents the climax of understanding on the objective 

level. Within effective historical consciousness, the 

subject is able to see himself, through his own 

tradition by means of the prejudices provided by the 

tradition. Effective historical consciousness helps 

the interpreter to arrive at the truth. Hence his 

Wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein defines the 

context-dependence of human understanding. Gadamer 

writes that no person ever transcends his horizon: 
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.... consciousness is determined by a 

real historical becoming. 24 

The truth that is mediated by the effective historical 

consciousness in not subjective but is objective. 

Objectivit y is possible because the human subject 

merges wi th 

manipulator of 

his 

history i mplicit! 

and in soc iety.25 

is not a master or 

ther, he experiences 

,ential wa y in the family 

University of Fort Hare 
Gadamer p o ints th h • Exe ceexclus ive focus on 

subjectivity distorts the truth . Consequently he 

exposes and sla~s what he calls the abstract judgement 

assumed in German idealism. Rational consciousness 

may aspire to a position outside history, but such 

an aspiration is superficial because reason works in a 

reciprocal way with its circiumstances. Meaning emerges 

through the mediation of tradition rather than through 

a purely rational act of self-determination. Hence 

Gadamer concludes · that not only does understanding go 

beyond the meaning intended by the author, but it 

necessarily always 

intended.26 

goes beyond what the author 

24. H-G. Gadamer: KS III, pl58. 
25. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p.245-6. 
26. H-G. Gadarner: PH, p.122. 
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Gadamer's concept of tradition has an ambiguous ring. 

It is difficult to see how it bridges differences 

across various traditions, ideologies, histories and 

cultures . Especially in the 20th century, space 

technology has c 

varying tradition 

cross-cultural un 

Gadamer s e 

"fusion of horizons" . 

lf separating peoples of 

• hlighting the need for 

gHftr~e en the reader and 

~. t nbetween communities as a 

By this concept he hopes to 

bridge the gap between subject and object, 

particularity and universality. Understanding is a 

blending between the universal, the text, and the 

particular, the interpreter. The blending . is complete 

when there is communication between the text and the 

interpreter. Gadamer calls this blending "a fusion of 

horizons".27 

Gadamer's metaphor of a fusion of horizons goes back 

to the phenomenological idea of the intentionality of 

consciousness. In his account, understanding is a 

27. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 273~ 
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blending ot standpoints or intentionalities. Every 

understanding thus presupposes a standpoint. 

The thesis of effective history is of course not 

original with Gadamer but is H~idegg~rian. Heidegger 

realised that it i 

poem or to appre 

orienting role of 

background 

to understand a novel or 

of art without the 

provided by a person's 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

The recognition that all understanding is dependent on 

the mediation of preJudices gives the hermeneut1ca1 

phenomenon a distinctly objective quality. When a 

person listens to someone or a scholar reads a book, he 

does not need to forget his prejudices, ~oremeanings 

and ideas. On the contrary, the text presents its own 

truth against his prejudices or biases. He states that 

the interpreter must be open to the experience of 

history. 28 · He qualifies his position by stetting that 

this openness involves neither neutrality towards the 

the suppression of the interpreter's object nor 

subjectivity. Openness thus means the conscious 

merging of the interpreter's horizon with the horizon 

28. H-G. Gadamer: TM, p. 238. 
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of the text. 29 Therefore understanding is an infinite 

process because the interpreter is continually 

modifying his prejudices in terms of the horizon of the 

text he is reading. 

5.6 

Gadamer develops 

stressing t nM • o& 
subjective pla'lji th zn.LJ~~u~ 

ER STANDING 

hermeneutics by 

a Efve r against the 

ic g ames" found in 

positivistic and analytic philosophy . He quei-.tic-ns 

179 

the focus on the intentional act of a speaking subject. 

Similarly he · places a limit on·the referential theory 

of language as it is championed by empirical and 

analytical thinkers. Such a theory takes language as 

an instrument that refers to objects or views language 

as~ system of signs_that point to things spatially 

placed in the world. According to Gadamer this view 

rests on the notion of a speoker who is the manipulator 

of objects through language. 30 

29. H-G. Gadarner: ·TM, p .. 273. 
30. B-G. Gadamer: TM, p .. 4 0 4 -- 5 . 



 

 

For him the reality of language is experienced in the 

manner in which understanding is achieved and entails 

what he cal ls ct npre-hermeneutic consciousness". 31 

This view of language underlines his perspective that 

hermeneutics is neither an auxiliary or philological 

discipli ne that facilitates understanding. On the 

contrary, hermene 

historica l moveme 

elf bound up with the 

bject that is understood. 

Hence he 

related. rough language: 

University of Fort Hare 
Language 7'1 _et @r • mode of operation 

of our being in the world and the all embracing 

form of the constitution of the world. 32 

As a critic of the reflective reason, he regards 

language as a medium that comes before the thinking 

subject. Be for€': man exercises reflective 

judgement, he is already in-the-world prereflexively 

and linguistically. Gadamer writes: 

For language is not only an object in our hands,it 

31. ibid, p xxii. 
32. H-G. Gadamer: PH, p. 3. 
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is the reservoir of tradition and the medium in 

and through which we exist and perceive our world. 

33 

Understanding takes 

Gadam~r, as indee 

is not j ust a wa 

things out there 

ft.,ndamenta.l 

is an onto 

34 Echoing Hei 

place within language. For 

Heidegger, understanding 

even ·a way of seeing 

Understanding is a 

being-in-the-worJd. It 

_..,_-=-- fi_~i ng-in-·th.e-world. 

end h im, he writes:-

Being that can be understood is language.35 

The implication of· the above view, which is Gadamer's 

often quoted statement, is that understanding is itself 

linguistic. Speech, too, is the medium in which the 

understanding of the other person, whether it is the 

text, or one's partner in dialogue, is concretised. 

Hence language has a central role in understanding. 

His concept 

33. ibid, p. 29. 
34. M. Heidegger: 
35. H-G. Gadamer: 

of understanding follows 

Being and Time,- p. 183. 
TM, p. 432. 

that of 
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Schleiermacher who already pointed out the universal 

function of language in understanding. 

Although Gadamer sees language as a universal medium 

pervading human thought, feelings and perceptions, he 

does not mentio 

multidimensional 

man's multidimensi 

formulati on of 

ommunicat ion, reflecting 

of r eality. Another 

he i nvites criticism 

is his ideay Tf .tt.1e a ~ ~no of t l .guaae . un1vers1LJ o or are.J 
His statement 

that: Together in Excellence 

That which can be understood is language. 36 

betrays how he idealises language to the point of a 

metaphysical construct. His objectification of 

182 

language is reminiscent of Kant's a priori categories. 

But there is a difference between the two thinkers. · 

Gadamer opposes Kant's categories which overstress the 

role of human consciousness. Thus Gadamer regards the 

linguistic dimensiori of a subject's experjence as prior 

to anything that the subject knows in the world. 

36. ibid. 



 

 

With regard to 

remarks that: 

the power of language, Gadamer 

We are almost handled by language.37 

He posits that the world presents itself through 

language altbough 

language: 

I 

upon: V l".Y.. llmlJle IllvefSlLy 
and ends 

nec(~ssari ly tbe object of 

I have oft.en 

standing 

insisted 

begins 

GadcJmer' s notion of tbe tb ing does riot mean Kant.' s 

Ding-an-sich which lies at t.be core of the Western 

metaphysics of presence or subjectivity. Gadamer's 

notion of the thing, Sache, has implications for 

language and dialogue. It is not the world that is 

183 

represented or mirrored in language. Rather the world 

is mediated through la.nguage. By the same token, what 

fills the dialogue with spirit is hot the will of 

speaking participants but the thing said in the 

37. Interview with Gadamer University of Zululand, 10 
January, 1980 . 

38. H-G. Gadamer: "The Problem of Historical Consciousness" 
in Interpretive Social Science: A Reader, ed P. 
Rabinow & W. M. Sullivan, p. 159. 



 

 

dialogue. 39 The hidden but objective reason that 

unfolds in the dialogue goes so far beyond the 

subjective opinions of the partners, to the extent that 

the participants in the . dialogue do not know what is 

coming next.40 

For the empiricis 

for Gadamer the 

accord", tr 

language. 

rationalists the dialogue 

reflective thought. But 

reality, the "common 

ffciregue .is conveyed by 

~ ··- - the dialogue is not a 

cognitive relation of objectivity which represents 

ideas. To have a dialogue is not to relate to an 

object but to re"iate to. a different kind of 

intentionality. What merits emphasis in Gadamer's 

thought is that the structure that supports dialogue, 

commlJnication and understanding is history, tradition 

and culture. 

Gadamer's hermeneutics sees in tradition a feature of 

historical consciousness. The thesis of effective 

historical con.sc:.ousness is of course not orig·inal with 

39. H-G. Gadamer 
40. H-G. Gadamer: 

PH, P•. 66. · 
TM, p. 331. 



 

 

him but is Heideggerian. Heidegger· realised that it is 

impossible to understand a novel or poem or to 

appreciate a work of art without the ori.enting role of 

the prejudices provided by a person's background or 

t~~dition. The consequences of this for the human 

sciences is that the researcher does not base objective 

knowledge by 

research . Inste 

-is based on what • 

lf from his object of 

·ectivity of understanding 

the understanding, namely 

history a nd articipates in history and 

tradition . University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

However participation in tradition 1-ies at the root of 

the difficulties 

hermeneutics. 

underlying Gadamer's historicist 

To understand is not to make tbe 

author's meaning clear, but to impose one's history on 

to the text. He prefers the authority · of effective 

historical consciousness to the logic that measures the 

efficacy of the text in terms of rules. 

Since man's ability to grasp a text's meaning is 

conditioned by history, there is no textual identity. 

In the absence of the text's real meaning the 

interpreter mu~t be open to the meaning that is 
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delivered by the text of tradition. To under~;ta.nd 

meins to await meaning, provided the subject is totally 

available and open to the world unfolding 

linguistically in front of the text. 

On the positives 

account wi th a br 

is no longer limit 

oncludes his hermeneutic 

e of hermeneutics, which 

steswisse nschaften. The 

I t holds for the 

natural a s tfrli\rersl~ B n Ott . 1ate . Gadamer writes 

consisten t ly th t ether in Excellence 

the burden of my argument is that this 

quality of being • determined by effective-

history still dominates the modern historical 

and scientific consciousness ... 41 

Tradition is universal and reflects itself in all 

thought, from thei everyday dialogue among people, to 

the complex operations of scientists in natural 

science. 

41. H-G. Gadamer TM, p .. • xxii. 
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5. 7 CONCLUSION· 

From the foregoing contents, it ·remains to draw a 

conclusion about Gadamer's conception of subjectivity 

and objec t ivity. Knowledge and understanding are both 

oriented t o the h 

research and kno 

horizon o f the mea 

.ied to the sciences, all 

shot through with the 

ion. 

University of-Fort Hare 
Gadamer s upport • h ~~~-~~~•~~•'l'TY. ~judice by his notion 

of the l ogic of qtiestion and answer c Every question is 

an answer to an implicit and unexplicitated 

presupposition. The meaningfulness of the question does 

not follow from the objectivity of dista.nce, but frCim 

the complex of questions surrounding the 

presuppositions. 

Since the meaningful question can only be asked within 

the framework of tradition or historical context, 

Gadamer evolves a philosophical ~hermeneutics that hangs 

on the subjectiv~ty of contextuality. This subjectivity 

is unavoidable because man can only see and speak frorn 

his gi~en context. Thus what makes dialogue possible, 
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is the subjectivity which or i g i ri at Eis ft·om the 

meaningful question. At the same time Gadamer's 

philosophy contains elements of objectivity because the 

pre--under~:tanding is not something that i.~; const1:uct.ed 

by the subject. 

The methodologica 

question with reg 

natural .sciences 

of the meaningful 

edge in t he human and the 

all sciences, ask the 

meaningful lJ~1tWSity ~ft'ol!t'Haf1eecific 
Leben swel t or tdJet}fef~. . en the people 

type 

who 

of 

do 

science. Although the sciences claim to be objective, 

they weave together a world-view which reflects man's 

experience. 
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CHAPTER 6 

6. CRITIQUE 

The present. on those elements 

of Gadamer 's hermen d to be necessary to 

the. • ancLlysis of y and objectivity 

as a problem of sciences ueberhaupt. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

In its introductory chapter the dissertation dealt 

189 

with a historical per~pective · of the leading theories 

in philosophy. It - showed that the world-views of -

the various epochs are indeed as influential on the 

development of 

and critical 

philosophy 

synthesis 

as the co-ordinating 

of ·the philosophers 

themselves. The historical perspective of philosophy was 

followed ~y an account of the history of hermeneutic 

theories. It 

hermeneutics 

theories in 

sciences. The 

distinction 

sciences. 

be.~came apparent. that theories in 

r~flect the development of ideas and 

philosophy, the arts, and the 

dissertation then focused on the 

between the natural and the human 



 

 

As it was seen, the tbinkers in the 19th Century 

demarcated and defined the boundaries considered 

to distinguish the Naturwissenschaften 

Geisteswissenschaften. The natural sciences 

and the 

were 

regarded as dealing with ·knowledge o f fact because 

are basec 

objective laws .. 

were rega rded 

with knowledge 

the human 

because they 

Gadamer 

and 

sciences 

of f·ffiteah istorical 

therefore unaccr11._,...,....,..,_l1ze ,: in Excellence 
this di s t· 

deal 

regards 

and 

Thus Gadamer rejects Dilthey's approach 

which assigns . understanding to the rationality and 

praxis of the human sciences~He criticises Dilthey's 

formulation of hermeneutic understanding as a method 

for the Gej_steswissenschaften, 

contrast to explanation iri 

Gadamer's singular contribution 

Erklaren debate, is that 

and, st.anding in 

tbe natural sciences. 

to the 

his 

Verstehen-

philosophical 

hermeneutics does not draw this distinction. He 

argues that 

grounded 

the 

in 

natural 

·man's 

meaningful experience.! 

sciences too are 

life-world as a 

The person's life-and 

1. G.A~ Rauche: Knowledge and Experience A Typology of 
Kn(lwledge in Hermenemtical Perspe~ctiv~, pp .. 78-·9. 
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world-view make up the subject's starting point or 

sitvation in 

Thus the me~ningful 

life-world. Being 

Gadamer's 

question 

subjective 

contextual approach. 

emerges 

tbe 

fl:om the 

meaningful 

question 

values. 

reflects the subject's interests and 

Hence science, 

the world- views 

too, i s 

sc.:entists, 

subject to 

the 

questions , 

problems t hat 

con the . unresolved 

in and again within 

their scie ntific Gadamer' s statement that 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

there is an element of tradition active 

in the sciences.2 

endorses the universality of the supportive role of 

man's history. The statement underscores the view that 

tbe ncLtnral scientist is part of the tbe work of 

spectrum of human history and c~lture as well. 

By insisting thcLt t.be human sciences as well as the 

natural sciences encompass an hermeneutical, 

that is, a subjective element, Gadamer defends 

• the priority of Verstehen over Erkla_ren. For 

2. H-·G .. Gadc!mer: TM, p 251. 
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him, the presupposition which demands 

human be.~ conducted by that 

the taking of distance, fails to acknowledge -

man's participation in his history. Thus for 

Gadamer, truth is not achieved in a neutral process 

of cogni t ion 

"historica l 

by the deliberate adoption of a 

dist 

In cont rast, inser_ted in a. 

context o f lf rii~er11tY oif;lf tt Hare ThE! upshot of t.his 

historica l vie orfe'her i f-icJ~~~renceis that in all the 

sciences, knowledge is not exclus ively objective 

but remains rooted in the life-world of 

the practitioners. Hence 

nature of · understanding is the 

subject matter · that is 

the human or t.he natural 

The initial problem that 

investigation was Gadamer's 

the 

same, whether the 

understood belongs 

sciences. 

to 

sparked off this 

concept of the 

meaningful question. He demonstrates his historical 

tl1eory by the example f1:·om stat ist.ics. The data of 

statistics, perceived as value-free, are thus 

3 . 1.b :-. d . , p .. 2 6 5 .. 
4. G.A_ RauchE~ : Knowledge c:::nd F.xpe~rience : A •rypology of 

Knc.~w.ledge in Hernieneutica1 Perspe~ctive, p. 79. 
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never guestione<l. But it is forgot~en that oft.en, 

the unresolved questions of the researcher, influence 

the selection of the data. Th~ data are regarded as 

meaningful if they answer the questions that initially 

pricked the researcher's interest. 5 

For the sake of 

problem o r quest 

explaining is m 

researche r's ques 

1--.... ~--

needs amplifying that the 

demands _ unravelling or 

• f it fa lls within the 

Thus the questions he 

poses mi_r1.Jhiv~t!;itymo r ~r~or~ and reflect 

by _ his 

the 

the problema • ethe • JW~H~nce presented 

environment. Because surrounding 

researcher's situation is a precondition for 

initiation of the research process, it follows 

that the starting · point of enquiry in the 

sciences embraces an unavoidable 

moment of subjectivity. In other words, truth, including 

scientific knowledge, embraces both objectivity and 

subjectivity. It is on the basis of subjectivity, or 

significance for a human subject, that 

theories are meaningful. The researcher 

claim that 

because he 

he is exclusively given to the 

occupies a standpoint. He 

being or DaSE'.in. 

scientific 

cannot 

·object 

is a 

Thus he historically existing 

cannot avoid occupying a situation, perspective or 

5. H-G. Gadamer: TM4 p~268 

l a-, ..,..) 



 

 

horizon which reflects his n:orctl, religious, 

experience. political or historical commitments and 

Thus the theories the researcher formulates in the 

sciences encomp,ass 

he constitutes his 

experience,. Without 

researcher cannot 

him. His life-wor 

for t:he inte 

Hence s cience too 

a hermeneutical aspect s,ince 

per~:pecti.ves or horizons from 

the theories, the 

tbe world around 

the 

bis 

values 

background 

experienc(~. 

and involves 

mP.,)ning., Univ~rsft~; of Fo?ti conf inE!d to 

neutral observ er in B Jilp ion 

of phenomena in 

situationless laws of 

accordance 

cause and 

or explanation 

with 

effect. 

cold and 

Gadamer's emphasis on the pre-eminence of historical 

consciousness, as a precondition for understanding, is 

double pronged. Firstly, it underpins the importance 

of thEi me,:mingful question. Secondly, it challenges the 

positivistic notion of a value free science and the 

tendency to blow the subject-object distinction into a 

division. 
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The dissertation ·demonstrated the 

by 

overarching 

operation of 

example of the 

that a problem 

presuppositions means of the 

longer h a rmonise 

presuppositions o 

life-world , it 

the "superior 

bursting pipes. It was noted there 

arises when concrete conditions no 

with man's c ommon everyday 

son why Gadamer rejects 

advocated in 

the l!objec t trniverYit}'~o ._'For ffit~ed . 

hermeneutics. Together in Excellence 

in Dilt.hey's 

Gadamer traces the origin of the objectivist view of 

hermeneutics to Dilthey and Schleiermacher's efforts to 

copy the objectivity of the Naturwissenschaften. In 

. efforts to achieve objective knowledge, 

195 

their 

these 

distance 

thinkers maintained 

separating the 
-

that the 

historia.n and 

events he 

hermeneu.tic 

studied, could be closed 

temporal 

the 

by the · 

method. According to Gadamer, 

method distorts man's link with the past. 

Hence, he writes that meaning does not emerge 

but by by the "distance of understanding" 

man's situation in history. It is the 

express view of Gadamer that man's situation in 

history and participation in_ a cultu~e are · not 
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obstacles to be surmounted. Rather, as Gadamer puts it, 

the communality that binds people to tradition 

constitutes the 

understanding. 6 

What emerges from 

the subjectivity 

history. Human 

capricious because 

Gadamer r ej h1ve:f 
the Enlighten 

supportive conditions of_ 

that Gadamer supports 

man' s position in 

is no t arbitrary or 

by tradition. Hence 

that of Sch~eiermacher and Dilthey , 

approach of 

especially 

subordinates 

the text by a technique in which the 

manipulates and controls the object of 

interpreter 

hermeneutics. 

The theoretical stronghold for Gadamer's historical 

thesis is his concept of the meanin·gful question. As it 

was pointed out, tbe Jink between ~uestioning 

and life-e>rperience, finds E\Xpression in his oft 

statE!ment 

ask, they understand 

tbat ~he questions people 

already. Thus for Gadamer, all 

knowledge is historical. As pointed out the 

the demand 

pipes 

for an 

burst in the 

explanation 

basement 

meaningful because the enquirer 

6. H-Gh Gadamer: TM~ p.264. 

"why did 

la.st n.ight II is 

already 



 

 

participates in a life-world. In terms of the life-

world, the bursting of the pipes is an event that 

disturbs man's everyday order of understanding. In 

science too, no 

conclusions of a 

matter 

research 

how objective 

are claimed to 

the 

be, 

objectivity is not the 

researcher's 

thoughts and 

the researcher's 

the meaningful 

starting point. 

arks itself into 

e the subjectivity 

The 

his 

of 

a structural element of 

the sub jectivity of the 

life-worl d fitvg>t~f~1 y df • f e1 quest.ion, and is 

science unavoidable, e et @r i h_§_ • ve enquiry of 

too. 

Gadarner challenges Dilthey's controversial approach 

for that hermeneutics is a special method 

the human sciences. To corr€:Ct Dilthey' E n:ethodic al 

conceptualisation of hermeneutics, Gadamer assigns 

an enquiry hermeneutics a broad role of being 

into the 

understanding 

ontological 

Heidegger's 

universal 

have in 

orientation 

ontological 

ft.irtl!er than 

condi ti.ens '' all ways of 

common". In this 

he links up with 

turn. But he 

Heidegger'e conclusions. 

l a-, 
.., I 



 

 

He argues tbat t .he l9t.h century attempt 

of the humanities 

science or a 

to 

method 

constitute themselves as a 

is an extension of 

the obJectivistic ambition of the natural sciences. 

He shmrn tbat 

hermeneut ics _as a 

human s ciences, 

of · knowl edge. F 

which eme rges 

meth6dic a l judgemen 

method 

the h istor 6 th 

t.he 

special 

predic,1tj on 

rr.e thod for 

of 

the 

es the 

storical 

historicity 

consciousness 

world, is prior to the 

e judgement of reason or 

~re experience 

~aJ-a.~).lP.;mes~ which belongs 

the tiadition . With this conce:~pt of 

of 

to 

the 

life-world, 

is not 

Gadamer concludes 

free to appropr.i atEi the 

if tradition were an object. For 

that the subject 

tradition as 

instance, in 

historical research, the object is matched by a 

metbod whi.ch cl.aims to be intellectva] ly satisfactory, 

because it 

transparency. 

can mirror the object in its 

Gadamer's contribution to hermeneutic theory brings 

together various dis~iplines. His publications 

provide philosophy of science, theology, law, art 

and literary criticism, with the insights whi.ch 
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enable these disdiplines to engage in critical 

reflection about the nature of their projects. 

As fa.r as philosophy of science is concerned, 

the title of his major work, Truth and Method, does 

not oppos e the role of metbod i n knowledge, 

or cal l into he val idity of the 

er.1piric,1l scie. rites that 

has to 

learn i\:Jif~~'rm_1ro 9Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

This shows that he understands the methodological 

grounding of the sciences. But he warns against the 

common misconception that truth is found only in the 

objective method of the sciences. He argues that. 

truth cannot be found 

alone. Thus he asks the 

and explained through method 

sciences to apply their 

a manner that takes account of the findings in 

historical conditionedness 

tbejr 

of man's 

existence, dtherwise princi.ple of non-

prejudice will lead to man's 

and destruction~ 8 His view on 

of contemporary scientific culture, 

critique of tl!e sE~lf-unclerstanding of 

7. H-G. Gc.~dar.ier PH. p.. 11 
8. G;. A~ Rauche.~ :opus. c::t .. p. 80. 

alienation 

thE! practice 

is a 

modern 
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science. He is convinced that the expansion 

of modern science is rooted in Western man's 

incJinaticn to dominctte 

argues that development 

the 

things .. 

of 

efficiency 

He 

of civilisation 

scientific and 

emphasises 

technological control. He warns 

that this 

a threat to 

scienti fic 

less it is 

power poses 

tempered by 

self disciplin dence.9 For him, the 

true the sciences remains the 

response 

race: 

Un.1 e ~i_ty11(jf O cfilct ~es facing tbe human 

Together in Excellence 

The history of mathematics or of the natural sciences 

is also part of the history of the human 

spirit and reflects its destinies.lo 

Gadarner has provided philosophy with the ide~s of an 

original thinker. Nevertheless no thinker thinks in 

isolation. A number of his formulations have invited 

9. H-G. G,~damer: "Hermeneutics and the Social Sciences", 
lecture delivered at the University of Zululand, 15 
SeptE.!rnbE.~r, 198Ci. c/f G.A. Rauche; Knowledge arid 
E}~perience;; A 'I'ypology of Knowledge in HermeneutI'cal 
Perspective, p. 80. Here Gadamer is referred to as 
follows: Wh:l.le he [Gadarner] does r;ot believe in 
telling the natural sciences to limit tbemselves, he 
does express concE:-!rn tha.t thE~ application of tl!ej .r 
findings could lead to destruction, if thEdr 
possibilities of knowledge remain in tlJe twilight:. 

10. H-·G,. Gadarner : op~ cit. 
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criticism. One of these 

prejudice. 

formulations is his idea of 

The dissertation argues that man's contingent experience 

of reality _generates the meaningful questicn. In terms 

of the meaningful questicn which emerges from man's 

changing 

sciences too 

changing condition 

constitutes 

point of 

historical 

connection between the 

, knowledge in the various 

dified i n line with man's 

As was witnessed, Gadamer 

truth f r om 

t Hguest ion _ or are 

the vantage 

In 

however, 

meaningful quest.ion 

the 

the 

and 

man's contingent and chang!ng experience of life, is not 

clearly 

meaningful 

from the 

spelt out. Hence his concept of the 

question 

dynamics 

remains an abstraction 

of prc,ctice .. In other words, 

the postulation of the meaningful question is seen 

by Gadamer only partially as proceeding from the 

subjectivity of 

by failing to 

tradition and 

acknowledge 

prejudice. 

that 

meaningful question also emerges 

specific type of human experience, he 

that the meaningful question is also an 

from 

Thus 

the 

a 

ignores 

expression 

of man's natural inclination to transcend his 

conflict experience. 11 Although Gadamer acknowledges 

11. G~A. Rauche: op. cit. p~ 82 .. 

2 0 J. 



 

 

the import of the idea of the life-world as the basis 

of various types of 

justice to the 

knowledge, 

connection 

he does not do 

between theory 

and practice, thought and reality. He stops short of 

realising that the natural sciences too, like all 

sciences, are methodologically constituted as 

theories from 

done so, he woul realised that all human 

theories 

possess a 

or t1:utb 

theoretic 

ctives .of whatever type, 

a practical dimension. 12 

In other ~- rl.1ve'i-s<\iYb'f For~ areogic,tl metaphysics, 

his postulati ···•~ r ,,r llence or reality underlying 

the meanintjful question, remains a n assumption .. 

As a result, Gadamer's resuscitation of prejudice 

t1.-adi.tion opens a tbrough the 

sustained debate 

,rntbori.ty of 

between the hermeneutic tradition 

stemming from Dilthey onwards and critical 

theory represented by Jurgen Habermas.13 

social 

Habermas 

il:: quick to point. out the~ wec:1kneiss in 

Gadamer's historical perspective. He points out that 

Gadamer's juxtaposition of distancjation and 

participation merely renews the Enlightenment 

12. ibid., p .. 101. 
13. Jurgen Habermas e~xpouncled his views in his essay "Zur 

Logic der Sozialwissenschaften''. see Guttorm Floistand 
Contemporary Philosophy (A New Survey) vol 2, Philosopby 
of Science, p~ 480. 
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opposition 

rationalist 

between Romanticjsm and the 

of prejudice, without 

resolving their opposition~ 14 

Dilthey t hat 

as he c a lls them, 

for mean ing. 

s with t he followers of 

ical-hermeneutic sciences, 

haracterised by the search 

he ctiticises 

Gadamer' s lfllr$~}kJ.ijo()rfJQi\ Ha}~eory as lacking 

a critica l mom ig t u ':B-.f&l eif-bermas, Gadamer' s mere 

resuscita tion of 

to tbe 

tradition, cannot dig beneath 

real 

causes of a.lienation and exploitation achieved tbrottgh 

deliberate and systematic ldeological distortions. 

From the Marxist perspective, critical theory 

is emancipatory knowledge. 

understanding uncritically 

By contrast, hermeneutic 

appropriates tradition, 

but does riot take into account man's social conditions. 

In summa, critical theory claims to free man from 

the objective conditions of manipulation by the 

place.15 state and exploitation in the- work 

14. P .. R icoenr : "Etb ics and Cul tnre-IIahermas and. Gi.,damer in 
Dialogue.,n in Philosophy Tcday, vol xvii, 1973, pp. 153-
165 .. 

15.. ibid. 
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The differences of perspective which surface in the 

Habermas-Gadamer debate provide an example of how 

the positions in which people stand influence how they 

think and perceive life and reality. In a philosophical 

discourse different from that of Gadamer, Habermas 

theory brings to 

of understanding 

framework for 

elements in econo 

deliberately 

underst.an dffili~1 

re 

Hermeneutics 

claims 

those 

to 

a 

prCivide 

factors 

a 

and 

praxis which are ical 

to distort man's 

LIL~,~~J. WJJ~ -econcedes 

tl!Jlftectivity, 

tbat 

he argues history 

that beneath this layer of historically contextual 

meanings, human existence in society •is constrained by 

objective conditions. He identifies these conditioris as 

domination, repression and 

earlier, Habermas perceives 

orientation as failing to 

ideology. As indicated 

Gadamer's historical 

cope with the modern 

alienation which Habermas ascribes to man's domination 

and exploitation. 
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From the above Habermas-Gadamer debate, it should . 

become apparent. that a critical relationship comes 

into being when 

call each otber 

truth-perspectives of whatever type, 

in quest.ion. 



 

 

Tte reason for Gadar.i.er' s failure to dig t:brough to 

the root causes of social alienation can be ascribed to 

his ontological crientc:,ticn. Be has followed 

Heidegger too closely in demonstrating the working of 

an underlying Being. With Heidegger, the working of an 

underlying Being results in ~he hermeneutical circle of 

preunders tanding. i n his 

beyond Dasein as tbe philosophy, 

ultimate source ing of Being, to Being 

itself. remains faithful to 

Heide:~gger , Iifve .J • or\ I1a1~J opment, but he goe:~s 

further. HisToaeP~ ~m x lencteradition is a 

reconcept ualisation of Heidegger's herrnE.meutical 

circle of pre-understanding as the ground or 

foreground of meaning. 

Gc.~damer' s concf:~pt of t.1:adi tic-n summarises and endor~E~s 

tbe historical assumptions of his philosophical 

hermeneutics. As showed, Gadamer 

couches the relationship between the interpreter and 

the text in intersubjective terms. The text is a 

or as he succinctly puts it, a revered speaker, 

.. Thou'. However this idealisation of the text in 

personal terms is achieved at the price which renders 

the text independent and unpredictable. 

16. M. HE:1.degger Being and Time, p. 182. 
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Further, in Gadamer's terms, the 

transmitted thought is determined 

perspective of a 

by _a time element. 

The effect of the working of this temporal element is 

that the mutual -0nderstanding,. between the text and 

the inter preter, 

meaning which 

interpret er and 

clarifies the 

textual 

every moment. Thus the 

encounter between the 

nges continually. Gadamer 

and unpredictable nature of 

in_g H out OfL are that even 

l • own work continually the author's 

changes. The author too cannot repeat his original 

meaning in identical words. Hence for Gadamer, 

no particular h.i.storical understanding or 

perspective of a text 

validity because it is 

can claim absolute unshakeable 

... still embraced by the changing horizons and 

moved by them. 17 

His stand-point that meaning can be experienced even 

where it is not intended and his assertion that 

Not occasionally only, but always, the meaning 

of a text goes beyond its author ... 18 

17. B-G Gadlimer : TM, p. 484. 
18. H-G Gadamer TM .. p .. 264. 
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both show the extent of Heidegger's ontological 

influence on him .. 

However, Gadamer's ontological metaphys ics leads him to 

ontologise languag 

linguistic ontolo 

meaning and lang 

claims that 

listic t endency in his 

the di s tinction between 

and r eality. Gadamer 

can be 1.mderst.ood 

is language 

language to 
&iv1€rsff)9Po F61fi.5H~Wphysical view of 
u • lle aim that hermeneutics 

applies i n all forms of human praxis . 

By ontologising language, Gadamer betrays an 

idealistic bias that the world is structured 

linguistically. By abs6lutising reality in terms of 

language, he commits his philosophy to a water tight 

compartmentalisation which does not do justice to 

the variety of human experience. There is no single 

formula to which philosophy can appeal to describe 

man's experjence 6f the universe. Reality is not only 

linguistic but also multidimensional experience. But 

by absolutising language, Gadamer places himself in a 

transcendental position which neutralises other 

19 c/f H-G Gadamer: WMt Sein, das verstanden werden kann, 
ist Sprache, p. 450-
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approaches based on different types of human world 

experi€:nce:~. This leads to man's alienation from rE!ality 

a.s a contingent experience. 

The thrust of his 

criticism against 

in historical pers ,~. 

approach 

situation Un 
to 

crystallises into 

de:~pend 

the 

on 

ich e vokes debate and 

hermeneutical approach 

his historical 

the social-historical 

eHareub ject is central 

thesis 

approach 

that objectivity 

elimir1ati on or the sr.:ould not 

transcending . 

constitution 

of the 

and 

objectivity incorporates 

subject's contingencies of 

historical particularity. Hence 

all the subject's given 

circumsta.nces including · his life-view 

or Weltanschauurig, life-world or Lebenswelt. 

Gadamer's formulation of contextu~lity is rigid. Thus 

it lays him open to attack~ He confines interpretation 

to the interpreter's sense of tradition. He does not 

realise that it is man's contingent and changing 

experience of t.he conditions of life that influences 

him contextually. He starts with the underlying 

20£; 



 

 

Being or Truth. His ontological starting-point 

howeverf gives the impression that the 

presuppositions and prejudgements supplied by his 

history or tradition short circuit the interpreter's 

power or freedom of choice .: n adopt: ing that 

interpretation which, in his judgement, meets his 

changed historic 

Gadamer's ontolog· 

the text seE~ms 

tradition . Such 

true dialog fiiversitY°1J •• CJ 
on the b asis 6Jbg 'rsin Exce 
experience that the texts of 

-But a.ccording to 

mption, the meaning of 

termined and fixed by 

determinism discourages 

i<fe argues that it is 

gent and variable 

life , history or 

cultures remain open. Gadamer is correct in 

pointing o.ut that understanding is not fulfilled by 

recourse to the meaning of words in i.soJ..ation from 

the conte:J(t of thE~ interpreter .. His concep"t: of 

understanding in context opposes isolating 

texts and attributing to them a prima 

facie meaning which has to be displaced or modified 

as man'~ experience of life changes. That is granted. 

But there are two poles t6 understanding. There is 

the context of the subject and that of the text. When 

the two poles are not balanced, emphasising the context 

of the subject may, in particular cases, tend to 

strain the meaning of the text. It remains doubtful if 
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the objectivity of an underlying Being in Gadamer's 

hermeneutics does not somehow compromise the 

context of the text. 

The· contextuality of understandi~g, which reflects man's 

changing e xperience, 

of methodological 

As method i 

experiences man 

for the 

hi s 

plurality 

experience .. to 

it reflects the 

throughout the course 

of human 1tf i\ife•rlil:y oi oftrRareious types 
e:<perience Tog'ether i Ex ' <le religi_ous 

of 

or 

aesthetic 

constitutes 

nature. - His needs are met as he 

and these experiences rationally 

methodologically. Thus man uses 

method to constitute his e~<periences scientifically a.s 

knowledge. But Gadamer -does not point out that man's 

a.ttempt to constitute.i his experj ence ra.tiona} ly and 

theoretically generates the various disciplines or 

Naturol science truth-perspectives. 

the only type of science. Theology 

is t:bus not 

is anc.,ther type 

because it 

rationally and 

constitutes man's religious experience 

methodologically. 
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Philosophers often engage in interminable debates 

because they absolutise one particular type of 

experjence, hence one 

Because the experiences 

particular type of method. 

which methods reflect are 

of a c ontingent nature, 

absolute. 

exhibits a 

inductive , analyti 

Not. one of 

·not one of 

thods of a 

hermeneutic al 

. including 

them is 

philosophy 

deductive, 

nature . 

Gadamer's 

hermeneut i ~sify Halif perfect. 

Together in Excellence 

Hence Gadamer's method, too, . is controversial. By 

skirting the problem of the critique of knowledg·e, 

especially the issue of textual identity or the 

objectivity of meaning, Gadamer has invited 

cri ti.cism. As a tbeory of interpretation, GadamE~r' s 

method fails to specify the conditions necessary to 

secure consensus about meaning. A text does not have 

meaning independent of the interpreter's position. This 

ontological bias 

epistemological 

makes him to - underestimate the 

function of hermeneutics. His 

hermeneutics is not able to judge between two competing 

expressions or evaluations of beauty, morality or truth. 
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What is beautiful, good, moral or meaningful is what 

matches or suits a person's position, situation or 

historical context. 

Hence Gadamer is unable to satisfy the expectations of 

his c ritics 

who expect hi 

like Betti20 a nd 

vide norms 

Hirsch21 

for the 

correct .___-~~,----- of 

historical expres ~~·\1~~~-

University of Fort Hare 
. Betti c halle et • c lle ' bility to produce a 

theory for determining the accuracy of a given text. He 

te!xt as tbe embodiment of the author's 

int.ent:ion. Betti's quest for an objective 

a text rests upon a theory of · 

mec:1ning of 

objectification 

which goes back to the and objectivity 

methodologic,·tl 

and Dilthey. 

formulations of 

Betti, 

Schleiermacher 

Hence for the essence of 

hermeneutics is to guide the reader of the text to the 

correct meaning -by the adoption of correct canons of 

interpretation.22 

20h Emilio Betti is an Italian legal expert whose Die 
Hermeneutic als algemt.:·im.~ Methodik der 
Gei stEiSWi.SSE'.nschaften chctlle·nges Gad.ar.:.er ! s failure to 
produce~ theory of textual accuracy. 

21. Hirsch ent.er~. the.~ hermeneutic debate from thE~ 
perspective of lit~~ary crjticism. see E~D- Hirsch 
Validity in Interpretation. 

22. R~E- Pnlmer: Hermeneutics, p. ·sa. 
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Hirsch develops Betti's arguments further and reaches 

conclusions opposed to Gadamer's conception of 

hermeneutics. For Hirsch, hermeneutics is concerned 

with the practical determination 

intention as the standard for the 

interpretation. 

oriented to 

of methodical 

epresents 

me 

aims 

of t.he nuthor~s 

correctness of an 

the tradition 

The tradition 

at a self-

identical, fixed verbal meaning. 23 Thus 

of historical he 

understanding 1a determining meaning. 

Gadamer rejects Betti arid Hirsch's objectivism 

and advocates the subjectivity of contextuality 

and partic ipc1tion in tradition. Hence for hirr 

there cannot be a once and for 

of any text. According t6 him Betti 

positions fail to account for the 

meanings sedimented throughout. the 

human experience. 

all fi~ed meaning 

and Hirsch's 

plurality of 

centuries of 

It ought to be clear that the concept which makes 

Gadamer's hermeneutic al theory run into 

difficulties is tradition. The result of Gadamer's 

notion of tradition or effective history is 

23. E. H1.rsch, Jr VaJidity in Inte=pretation, pu 46. 



 

 

that the text can only be underE:,tood out of 

cl bistorical context which is 

constantly changing. Hence for 

distance makes it irr.possible for 

never fixed but 

Gadamer historical 

the interpreter or 

historian to understand the text from its 

perspective. In other words, for Gadamer, it is 

what the 

the? inte.•rpretE.!r 

Gadamer' s notion 

philosophic 1 mere 
IllV 

Vf:.'ry least ' th 01..1-cJ..ri~iz:n··"'l.·1rL 

but what it means for 

ion in wh ich he stands. 

does not cease to be 

cff~troversial. At the 

e argumE.mt on knowledge 

' and truth, as a process of human t hinking, and on 

the ground of man's 

of reality, reflects both 

elements. The systems of 

contingent expE~rience 

objective and subjective 

philosophy, and theories 

based on themt are ·subjective in the sense that 

are constituted from a certain type of 

human experience. At the same time, they are 

objective, in that they form a link in the chain of the 

continuing philosophical argument on the basic questions 

of knowledge and truth, on the gr6unds · of man's 

contingent experience of reality. 
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Since man's experience of zea}ity is a contingent and 

variable experience, all knowledge methodologically 

constituted from it yields only partial, not 

absolute knowledge. · As a result of the perspectival 

nature of human knowledge, all the ori.es 

into a c ritical r 

In tern-i s 

between t heories, 

understanding 

methodologi 1 i~r'Mfy •• 

with one 

·itica1 

for 

other 

Jb1l,~Df«e'"Sl
0

n Ex e llencehatever 

another. 

relationship 

knowledge and 

words, as 

field of 

investigation , the natured sciences o r t.he humaniti_e~ .. , 

are inconclusive truth-perspectives which remain 

controversial. 

The crjtical relationship into which they enter with one 

another generates man's ongoing search for 

knowledge and truth in all fields of human effort, 

including the hermeneutics of Gadamer. As a result, 

some of Gadamer's formulations are controversial. For an 

example, . his notion of a • 11 fusion of horizons II is a 

case in point. Not only does this notion lie at the 
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core of h:Ls philosophy,. but also, it is borne out by 

reality. 

The significance of the "fusion of horizons" points 

to the fact that every theory is characterised by an 

epistemological 

means that two o 

with. orie another. 

example of 

construct i 

undemonst rableTo 

Being and Truth 

'fusion ' in this context 

des enter into dialogue 

ke of clarity, a further 

more controversial 

s example is his 

@~:°'1~~m:!(!00. conception of 

underlying the meaningful question~ 

Gadamer's 

underlying but 

prevents him 

ground or the 

meaningful 

questionable assumption of an 

unprovable Being or Truth 

f!·om estc.1.blishing the experiential 

basic experience from which all 

questions are asked. Thus his 

ontological presupposition of an underlying 

being predisposes him to disregard man's 

contingent experience of life qr reality. In this way, 

Gadamer defeats his own purpose, namely, the 

achievement of dialog~e issuing from the fusion 

of horizons and the meaningful question. 

216 



 

 

Two conclusions may be drawn from the 

and 

perspectival 

nature of human 

critical argument 

truth stemming 

knowledge the ongoing 

about the nature of knowledge and 

from it: Firstly, 

argument about· knowledge and truth 

tf-Je ongoing 

points to the 

limits of human 

argument about 

perspectives, whic 

perspectives are 

contingent 

is never 

truth-perspecti ve 

knowledge. In other words, the ongoing 

of 

ruth yields only truth-

relative truths. Truth-

mirror man's 

the Truth in-itself 

in the process of 

tnality . 

whatever kind, 

Secondly, a 

should be 

seen·as an attempt to achieve the Truth, without 

• ever achieving it. In this way, man may be said to be 

constantly on the way to truth. 

Gadamer sees in tradition; that is history and 

culture, a dimension of hermeneutical consciousness. 

He concf:d ves a notion of tbe human person which 

is not just individualistic but which is influenced by 

unconscious history of his community. In the 

this manner, he evolves hermeneutic philosciphy 

in a manner of philosophising that 

not specifically Western, 

the epistemological problem in 

or limited 

the human 

is 

to 

sciences 



 

 

but intercultural. It is in this connection that the 

point of comparison or contrast between Gadamer's 

philosophy and African philosophy should be sought. 

Gadamer' s formulations like t1·adi ticn, history anc1 

sense of the co est - an association with 

African The 

that 

cosmology which a 

next chapter shows 

f unctions like a 

meaning of man's 

relationshi niv~\!1sitY~t Bff ~re that differs 

from western p rr:1c~S0J0.Jfr~zf;;i Excellence 
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CHAP'l'ER 7 

GADAMER' S HEFMENEU'l1 ICAL PHILOSOPHY .l\ND 

'l.1HOUGH'l.1 
: 

l.INTRODUCTION 

African 

often fi n ds 

specifically 

OBJECTIVITY AND SUBJECTIVITY IN AFRICAN 

PHILOSOPHY 

sometimes assume that 

impossible. 

expression in interminable debates about 

Western themes like objectivity and 

Secondly, African philosophy does not 

cover the same themes, use the same method or employ 

the same terminology.l This assumption is opposed by 

the 

human 

a priori ' fact that philosophy is a -universal 

expression.2 Gadamer · too affirms that 

philos·ophy is common to all human beings.3 However, 

1. H.Maurier, "Do We have an African Philosophy?" paper in 
R~ A. Wright, African Philosophy, PP~ 11. 

2. T. Okere: African Philosophy, p~ i. 
3. H-G.Gadamer: "The Universality of Philosophy", paper 

delivered at the University of Zululand, 10 September, 
1980. 
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this insight is often lost sight of in debates which 

deny the existence of African philosophy.4 

The objective of tbe present cha.pter is not 

to renew or continue the debates about the existence 

or possib ility o 'losophy. Its aim is 

neitber t.o ME=::th.odens treit int.a the 

African philosoph1 . objective is to show 

however, that global philosophy - or 

with corresponding themes in African thought. The 

are tradition, themes that are examined 

cultDre and histori. 

A brief discussion of subjectivity and objectivity in 

Western and African philosophy is gi~en first. In view 

of the reluctance of Western philosophers to accept 

Africari thinking as an integral part of philosophy, 

the chapter gives a brief motivation why certain 

strands of thought in Gadamer's hermeneutics are, 

to some extent, related to African philosophy. The 

4 H. Maurier, in "Do We have an African Philosophy?", essay 
in R. A. Wright: African Philosophy, pp. 1-13. 
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chapter also focuses on the Greek concept of 

phronesis, . by drawing parallels between this concept 

and the 

approach 

African collective wisdom. The present 

of demonstrating that has tbe advanta.ge 

African philosophy is not oriented to 

scjentif ic concE:~pt of objectiv~ty, wh iclt, 

the 

in the 

West, according 

and subordination 

African philosoph 

distinction 

is geared to the control 

it is shown, altbough 

itself 

and 

with the 

subjectivity, it 

does not fl \fer~rfyfil otr ~Wi o n that polarises 

the · subj ect a ge • • Excellence 

The concept of dialogue features prominently in 

Gc.~damer ! s philosophy. Still continuing the discussion 

0£ African p~ilosophy, the chapter finalli indicates 

how the process of the give and take of dialogue, can 

mediate· betweem diametri ca] ly opposed parties holding 

totally differing viewpoints. In reality the strategy 

of dialogue carries the practical advanta.ge 

of breaking down the feelings of mistrust and 

hate that often characterise deeply divided societies. 



 

 

2. THE QUESTION OF OBJECTIVITY AND SUBJECTIVITY IN 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY 

In Western philosophy the concept of objectivity was 

inaugurated by Greek philosophy. The concept was born 

within t he problematique of knowledge . That is to say, 

in 

object a.s 

stand a l oof · 

something.5 

so 

ossibility of seeing an 

~erson had to deliberately 

~ect in order to see it as 

University of Fort Hare 
Together.in Excellence 

Since its beginning with the Greeks , objectivity has 

meant that whatever is delivered by the lumen 

naturale, tbe natural light of reason, to use a 

medieval 

feelings, 

phrase, does not in any way reflect the 

impressions or prejudices of the subject.6 
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As Conradie aptly expresses it, the freedom from 

the influence of subjective elements 

is the distinctive gift of Western man. He 

is able to fix his gaze on the object, 

regardless of . the exigencies of the subject.? 

5,; A-L. Conradie, "Afrjca", essay in J.R .. Burr: Handbook of 
World Philosophy, pp. 401-2. 

6. ibid. 
7~ ibid. 



 

 

Continuing, she explains that 

... the properly intellectual vocation (of 

objectivity) requires him to strip himself of 

h is 

body, b 

i nclinati 

particularity brought about by his 

and by the unruly 

That is to say, is free of subjective 

to the extent 

place or person. The 

ability 

enabled 

"to strip himself of his particularity" has 

Western 

concrete concepts 

man's thinking to move beyond 

to universal concepts. Hence the 

ability to abstract has proved to be the cornerstone 

of scientific thinking in the West. Yet Gadamer 

which criticises the methodological approaches 

constitute truth by absolutising the objectivist 

approach of scientific thinking 

Along with Gadamer's rejection of the objectivist 

framework which emphasises the object at the expense 

of the subject, African philosophy is sceptical of 

8. ibid. 
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the Western style of objectivity which 

overemphasises the 

and the object to the 

distinction between the subject 

extent of separating and 

dichotomising the rel~tionship between the knower 

and the known.9 African philosophy considers that 

Western philosophy presupposes a watertight subject-

object _dichotomy 

relationship to a 

to take account of man's 

the world. 

In contras}T -t;o thS= su~~ct-ot>:j_ect s eparation which 
_ _ un1vers1ty ot ~ort ttare 

characterises '6geflfi!r i,f~~m Afr ican philosophy 

argues t hat for the African the cosmo s and things in 

the world are mingled in 

cannot adequately 

the objectivist framework, 

such a way that reality 

be 

which 

covered 

leads 

by 

into a 

situation in which man is alienated from the world. 

10. The 

is unsuitable for African 

African cultural 

objectivist framework 

philosophy because the 

of world is one 

integration. Hence its principles of understanding and 

of aesthetic continuum stress the unity and 

togetherness of everything-. Thus African knowledge 

differs from the Western concept of knowledge 

9 ibid. 
10.H.Maurier op.cit. p 10. 
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which depends on a separation between 

and the object.11 

the subject 

Gadamer 

describe 

introduces the concept of participation to 

how human 

collectively, re 

subject belo 

in tradition. P 

relationship 

beings, i ndividually or 

0 

traditions. 

and 

denotes a 

The human 

participates 

basic 

his environment. Man's 

of the world is independent of 

men and his 

that his knowledge 

the influence of 

subjective factors like his psyche, experience, and 

world view. But for Gadamer, such a 

objectivity remains questionable because 

basic relationship to 

of participation. 

things~in-the-world 

claim to 

man's 

is one 

Gadamer's use of the concept of participation shows an 

affinity with its use in African philosophy. In sharp 

contrast to the Western idea of a free, self-sufficient 

and independent subject, African philosophy posits a 

11.K.C. Anyanwu, "The African World-View and Theory of 
Knowledge", essay in E.A. Ruch and K.C.Anyanwu: African 
Philosophy, p. 78 



 

 

relational and a participative subjectivity.12 To say 

that the African subjectivity is relational 

and participative means that the subject is immersed 

and participates in a web of relationships with other 

human beings and nature 

Hence African philosophy sees the human 

outside him. 

subject as 

determined by hi 

collective 

is that in the 

mythical order 

tradition • . to _p~ re n1vers1Ly o 
remains are 

experience and people's 

ation for this conception 

, tradition is linked to a 

participate in 

ancestors whose 

thought to watch over the living . Violations of 

tradition are considered capable of 

unknown but certainly unfavourable 

releasing 

consequences in a 

world where natural and supernatural forces, man's 

behaviour and nature are all linked. As a result, for 

the African, all experiencing has reference to this 

overarching mythical totality . 

... experience does not address itself to reason 

alone, imagination alone, feeling and intuition 

alone, but to the totality of a person's 

faculty. The truth of this experience 

12.ibid. p. 10. 
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is lived and felt and not merely 

thought of.13 

It remains to highlight the notion of subjectivity as a 

sub-conc ept of the problem of knowledge, in both 

Western phi d · African philosophy. 

As a universal ubjectivity is a point of 

debate in philosophy and Western 

philosophy. In ilosophy, just as in 

Western u~~~t~itv ofFortHare of knowing involves 
a _person , EgoTo~t l!P 'n'Jtx fence knows , and the obj _ect 

that is known. The subject who knows and the object 

that is known together constitute 

of subjectivity and objectivity. The 

the dual poles 

duality of 

subject and object that results from the 

of subject and object is natural and 

interaction 

accept.able as 

long as this duality does not degenerate 

dualism. 

into a 

Within experience itself the dual~ty of 

experience harbours the problem that the subject or 

knower is himself a part of the world which he must 

transcend in order to know. Hence the split of human 

13.K.C. Anyanwu: op. cit. p. 87. 
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experience results in a contradiction between the self 

and the world.14 The unresolved contradiction between 

the subject and the object is seen clearly by Dilthey. 

He asks how a subject who studies historical events 

understands history objectively without imposing his 

perception of reality on the object he studies. The 

historian is h 

convictions, valu 

make it difficul 

history he studies 

rt of h istory. He has 

ral exper iences which 

be explicit about the 

of it. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

To resolve this contradiction , 19th century Western 

philosophy conceived the distinction between the 

sciences of nature and the sciences of human affairs. 

However·, Gadamer 

orientation which 

methodology of the 

between the nomothetic 

considers that the Western 

differentiates· between the 

sciences has led _to a tension 

sciences, that is, those 

228 

-which are governed by unalterable laws of nature, and 

the idiographic sciences, that is, those 

study individual human events.15 

14.K.C. Anyanwu: op. cit. p. 85 
15.H-G. Gadamer: "The Sciences of Man and Nature", 

unpublished paper, delivered at the University of 
Zululand, September 12, 1980. 

that 
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3. MOTIVATION 

A comparison of concepts from African philosophy with 

corresponding 

philosopher 

Western 

concepts 

the appropriatene 

it is 

derived f rom a 

methodological 

tend to 

Western 

problem: 

doubt 

frican philosophy, because 

isation f rom collective and 

subjec t i"{.e;. world . views. Whereas 
un1vers1ty of Fort Hare 

Western phi ?ft!t- er in1ilxcellefl8f POSed 

by comparison, 

of rational and 

consciously 

individual thinkers. 

reflected judgements of 

However the first motive for comparing Gadamer's 

conception of subjectivity and objectivity with 

corresponding notions 

African philosophy is 

in African philosophy is that 

itself an amalgam of world 

views which are not readily transparent to a 

Western reader. By taking the notions of 

subjectivity and objectivity as a common concern of 

both Western and African philosophy, it is shown 

that hermeneutics has universal application beyond the 



 

 

themes and concepts which exclusively occupy the 

hermeneutics of Western thinkers. 

The second motivation why Gadamer's thought is in a 

sense related to African philosophy deiives. from the 

nature of the Afr' 

views r eflect a 

individual ration 

tended t o 

as suc 1tJ:nas 

objective. 

·ews. Sinc e African world-

experience rather than 

Western philosophers have 

as non-philo~ophy, and 

ar arameters of the 

the objectivity 

of African world views. She points out that the 

world view of the 

has an inner logic. 

expression through the 

African is not prerational but 

Although this logic finds 

myth, its meaning can be 

assessed. 16 For this reason Conradie concludes that 

the African myth is objective. She writes as follows 

about the objectivity of the African mythical 

consciousness: 

16.A-L. Conradie: op. cit. p. 402. 
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We may ~hus legitimately speak here of 

objectivity, but of an objectivity which 

is totally incarnated in the praxis of 

daily life.17 

The African life 

abstract scientif 

West. Rather 

prescienti ~c -ob n 
thinks and 

charac terised by the 

which prevails in the 

life-world reflects a 

• ~feomparison, Gadamer 

.EJre~~~e~'.cgrom t he perspective of 

the Western existential hermeneutics which stresses 

the subjectivity of the human life-world. Thus he is 

opposed to what he sees as the present century's over-

reliance on scientific objectivity. To control the 

unchecked growth 

dominating 

thinking, Gadamer 

of scientism · which 

everyday life 

aligns 

in 

the 

he sees 

Western 

ideas 

of ancient philosophers like Plato and Aristotle on 

his side. He gives an account 
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of Aristotle' conception of practical philosophy in a 

manner that shows that he is convinced that the current 

technological society has removed itself from 

the phronesis or wisdom of the Greek type. 

17.ibid. 



 

 

Further, 

hermeneutics 

Gadamer's 

renews 

account of 

tradition, culture, history, 

concepts 

and 

. 232 

philosophical 

such as 

authority. 

Because these concepts are universal and therefore 

obtain in all 

rehabilitation o 

rubric 

cultural 

under 

th0ught . ttriWersify 6 
parallels c 

all t imes, 

provides a 

conduct a 

Gadamer's 

fruitful 

cross-

Western thinker and African 

shows that many 

lessons learnt by 

contrast ing and comparing these not ions for common 

grounds between Gadamer and African philosophy. 

Lastly, in the West, the practice of hermeneutics has 

traditionally been confined to the explication of 

written texts. But it is argued that not only the West 

has texts, but all ·cultures have texts because the 

first 

life. On 

text in history is the text provided by human 

the basis of the text of the life-world, 

the Africans bear witness to a broader object of 

hermeneutics than the written texts. 
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Among the Zulus a courtesy is observed that serves 

as a text of life. A custom still prevails among Zulu 

maidens of making bead necklaces and decorated glass 

beaded articles etched with secret love messages which 

they give to.their lovers as tokens of affection. 

The message woven into each artic le is secret and 

can only be" 

context in which 

But a t times t 

y those who understand the 

of affection is sent.18 

licts of interpretation 

when the 

debated 

to be contested and 

because it 1r5,...rot c.J,ear. U n1vers1ty or ort ttare 
Together in Excellence 

This example shows that, in the African context, 

meaning is not merely something that is handed down but 

is dynamic, changeable and dialogical, because it 

emerges from life. Hence if the need arises, meaning 

is constructed and represented. 

A further African example, closer to the hermeneutical 

tradition of the West, is provided by the symbols of 

the language of myth, found in the West, but is also 

bharacteristic of the African mode of thinking Because 

18 Extracted from a caption at the Kwa-Zulu Cultural 
Museum, Ulundi, South Africa. 



 

 

symbols constitute a language of double meaning, 

African mythical thought 

per excellence a field for 

writes · approvingly of myth, 

can be regarded as 

interpretation. Gada~er 

especially in his 

critique of aesthetic consciousness: 

which we 

distinction between 

tidings (Kunde) 

us. 19 

sub j ecti v ity and 

prescientific 

observes the 

objectivity, 

although this distinction does not make a sharp 

separation between the knower and the known, subject 

234 

and object.20 Instead, subjectivity and objectivity 

are lived and experienced in a variety of ceremonies 

which 

and male 

mark the attainment 

maturity. 

of passage like puberty 

19. H-G. Gadamer: "The Continuity of History and the 
Exi~tential Moment", trans. Thomas Wren, in Philosophy 
Today, vol 16, 1972., p 239. 

20. A-L. Conradie; "Africa", essay in J.R.Burr: 
Handbook of World Philosophy, p. 402. 
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However in the 19th century, thinker~ misunderstood 

this 

social 

expression of the African culture. European 

scientists like Taylor in his Primitive 

Culture and 

Mentality understood 

expressions of p 

of civil isation. 

Having j ud 

Western ci • d! 

African culture in 

understanding. They 

Levy-Bruhl 

African 

in his 

world 

Primitive 

views as 

in a n immature stage 

Wte t he yardstick of 

passe d judgement on 

the light of Western scientific 

ignored the fact that science 

and technology do not form the totality of human 

they would have experience. Had they done so, 

realised 

cultures 

that the understanding of 

cannot be undertaken on 

scientific terms without falling into 

and subjective evaluation. 

foreign 

purely 

dogmatism 

In the light of the above, Africanists could well argue 

that Gadamer's notions of phronesis, Bildung 

and participation provide a point of mutual contact 

with African thought. 
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In the classical West, Gadamer has shown that the ~nity 

of subject and object finds expression in the social 

awareness described in the concepts of phronesis, 

Bildung and sensus cornrnunis. All these enumerated 

notions , have 

African ethic o 

section it is 

wisdom provides 

diffused 

encapsulated g 

counterpart in the 

ective wi sdom. In the next 

t the African collective 

example of how truth is 

a ~ rnrnunity rather than 

IDaffl~ffl"lt s . 

4. A COMPARISON BETWEEN THE CONCEPT OF PHRONESIS IN 

ARISTOTLE'S PHILOSOPHY AND AFRICAN COLLECTIVE 

WISDOM. 

As shown above, philosophy asks questions about the 

validity, reliability and origin of knowledge. In the 

course . of such thinking, people arrive at the self-

evident truth that knowledge involves a relation 

between subject and object. But in Western 

philosophy the distinction between subject and 

object is driven to the point of a separation. In the 



 

 

Western tradition, this separation is pervasive. 

that the artificial separation of Gadamer argues 

subject and object leads to the overemphasis of 

the object which is 

the subject which 

objectivism or overemphasis of 

is subjectivism. For him the 

sharp s eparation between the subject and object results 

in the disappear 

or practical wi 

Aristotle calls phronesis 

ty. 

of practical 

the idea 

that sc ience and the use of scientific research alone 

can solve all problems. He is convinced that modern 

man has allbwed the one-sidedness of science to create 

a cleavage between scientific practice and the 

practical wisdom of ordinary life. Hence, modern 

scientific research does not aim to assist the 

scientific practitioner to integrate his knowledge 

in politics and society, but to subordinate human 

beings in society to the scientist's political and 

social plans. 
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Phronesis is neither theoretical nor technical 

knowledge but practical knowledge. It is knowledge 

which the wise man acquires through experience. On the 

basis of experience, the wise man makes wise decisions, 

although he, too, may occasionally be mistaken. But 

his mistakes are 

merely errors 

of phronesis is 

concrete object 

quality ory Jprasqp:[;? • • •
0 uillVeI 

A wise man a 

of the ignorant man but 

nt.21 The possession 

literal holding of a 

but is 

'sions 

a requisite 

wise decisions. 

because he 

possesses a natural gift to discern. what is good 

for man and society in general. 

Gadamer's concern and preoccupation with the conditions 

of transcendence in day to day life underlie his 

reconstruction of understanding as practical wisdom. 

But wisdom cannot be taught, nor is it knowledge 

that can be demonstrated by reason. 

21.B.R.Wachterhauser: Historicity and Objectivity in 
Interpretation: A Critique of Gadamer's Hermeneutics, 
(Ph.D.Thesis),p 58-60. 
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Gadamer decries the fact that modern society has lost 

the foresight of the wise man of the village. This loss 

reflects the irony of scientistic thinking. To correct 

the objectivism of scientism and its encroachment onto 

the social and · political life, Gadamer conceives 

hermeneutic understanding as akin to phrones£s. For him 

phrones is is sui derstanding of 

life n family relations, in the 

people . 22 

Gadamer 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

develop s the practical element of 

Aristotle's thought in opposition to the overconfidence 

Western thinking places on the power of the scientific 

expert.23 Gadamer substitutes the objectifying reason 

of the scientific expert with the phronesis or 

prudence of the wise man. The man who possesses 

phronesis is not omniscient. Thus he acts within the 

limits imposed by the finitude of the human condition. 

Phronesis dictates that he exhibit a 

22.H-G.Gadamer: "Hermeneutics and Social Science", 
unpublished lecture, delivered at the University of 
Zululand, 15 September, 1980. 

23.H-G. Gadamer: "The Power of Reason", trans. by H. 
W.Johnstone, Man and World; vol. 3, Fe~ruary 1970, 
pp. 5-55. 

sense 
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of moral obligation when discharging his duty to his 

fellow men. 

In consequence Gadamer distances himself from those 

philosophical approaches which disregard tradition in 

their e ffort to study man and socie ty in terms of 

explanatory meth 

For him , all sc 

are part of the 

phrones is 

philosophy r ni 

science, in 

knowledge that 

from the natural sciences. 

ding the natural sciences, 

he human life-wor-ld, and 

of practical wisdom or 

rethat the task of 

the unity of 

an effort to heal the split in human 

influences modern medicine to treat 

the human subj~ct as an object or a bundle of flesh, 

that is, as a case of a scientific law, rather 

as a member of the cornrnunity.24 

than 

In African philosophy something similar can be 

observed with regard to phronesis because African 

philosophy distinguishes subject and object but does 

not separate them. In the traditional Afriqan society 

24.cf. the holistic approach in African traditional healing 
procedures. The doctor or diviner who treats the patient 
first enquires into the quality of his relationships with 
his neighbours, relatives and obligations to his 
ancestors. 



 

 

there is no reduction of 

application of science·. 

practical wisdom to the 

241 

The African culture, like other cultures, provides 

classical 

which t he 

examples of practical wisdom or phronesis, 

life. 

African 

projects 

For ins 

commun 

cope with the demands of 

thos of s olidarity in the 

translates into corporate 

burial clubs as a response 

to new ffiV~rsif9dof • ._..,.---r_-=,,· a~ei gations in the 

people-changed the]f) 1Q~$~ i1· ~e life. These 

centred projects ensure that those at the bottom rung 

of the employment ladder, farm labourers and cleaners, 

who exist on the threshold of destitution, who have 

only "what is essential and no more" can feed, clothe 

and educate their children. Hence it can be concluded 

that phronesis is comparatively more developed in 

the black community because of its situated struggle 

for existence. 

To renew the principles which helped the forming of 

social truths, Gadamer goes back to the half-forgotten 

idea of the sense of the community or sensus communis, 
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the corporate wisdom of the community, as the basis of 

truth. He advances this ancient idea as a basis for 

questioning the scientific claim that objectivity is 

the exclusive yardstick 

and truth.25 

The notion of 

African community , 

relationships 

The clan i~ o 
community inf , 

of determining knowledge 

the well developed kinship 

community together. 

in the African 

ce understanding of the 

world. The African's understanding of meanings and 

rela~ionships between entities and processes is 

mediated by his group's collective wisdom. 

As an example., the African's conception ·of personhood 

does not refer to the biological state only but 

includes social relations. To be a man is achieved 

in association rather than in 

individualistic 

with 

isolation 

others 

that characterises 

western society~ Closer social relations 

African community lead to the idea that the 

members of the community are the centres of 

25.H.G Gadamer: TM, pp 5-39. 

in the 

senior 

tribal 



 

 

243 

wisdom. Aristotle~s concept of phronesis t6o was not 

possessed by young men, but was the distinct 

achievement of senior. elders. 

The relevance of the Greek concept of community and the 

role which the 

in sharp contra 

West. I t should 

mind, 

elders p lay in it, stands 

dividuali sm of the modern 

mind that, for the Greek 

modern mind, man was a 

member o the . cit~ ~ta_t-
IlIVefSity 01 r ore or polis first. His are 

affiliat ion t og~ ePPa-~celle k precedence over his 

individuality. By resuscitating the Greek notion of 

sensus communis, Gadamer provides a counterpoint to 

individualistic the solipsistic and 

subjectivity of Western philosophy. By the s~me token, 

the overarching group-consciousness in the · African 

community provides a necessary antidote to the 

alienating 

isolated 

subjective consciousness presupposed in 

individualism. 

The collective consciousness evident in the African 

culture does not mean that the African subject wallows 

in a crushi~g collectivism. The African collective 

consciousness simply means that the African 

subjectivity develops and thrives in a relational 
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setting provided by ongoing contact and interaction 

with others. 26 According to van der Walt 

Man in Africa seeks an individual identity 

always 

tribe, 

within the ... extended family and the 

Hence, t he 

bearing on 

nse of c ommunity has a 

or c onception of man. 

llows are from the above 

Descarte s's isolated Ego but is also 

a social being, integrated into a cultural 

community, and emotionally attached to a human 

group. His existential reality is therefore 

largely shaped not only by his individual 

being-in-the-world, but 

_cultural identity.28 

also by his socio-

This collective African understanding of the human 

essence shades into the African theory of knowledge. 

26.H.Maurier: op. cit. p 11. 
27.B.J. van der Walt: On Being Human and a Christian in 

Africa, p. 2. 
28.E.A.Ruch: "The· Role of the Philosopher in Cross-Cultural 

Cultural Communication", unpublished paper, p 2. 



 

 

5. THE AFRICAN THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE 

The African theory of knowledge is not a rejection 

of Weste rn rationalism. 

questions the 

methodology ·to 

have bee n 

science. Thus 

methodologyt_J niversity 
views Western~~~~~~~ 

But Afric an 

Western 

philosophy 

scientific 

wledge only the data that 

objectifying methods of 

of objectifying 

philosophy 

ce an abstraction in 

comparison· to the concreteness of lived experience. 

Here the subject does not seek to understand his 

concrete experience through discursive reason but by 

a direct 

phenomena. 

personal contact with individual 

The theory of African knowledge ·is summarised in - the 

formula that it is collective, socialising and 

participatory thought.29 To know is not to possess the 

truth for its own sake as was taught ·by the classical 

Greek scholars. To know is to use knowledge and to 

29.B.J.van der Walt: "A Comparison between Bantu and 
Western Thought", unpublished paper, p. 108. 
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transmit it as handed down by the tradition. Knowledge 

is not something discovered or invented. Knowledge 

is deposited in the ·tradition of the tribe, 

community or village. 

understanding. In thought and in much the 

same way in hinking, knowledge and 

understanding are an underlying being 

or tradit' i~m tff For · 1-1a e se terms, Gadamer 

compares with ~ h t...,·,,.,· ,.....,._,..e~r41Cefl But there is a 

difference. For Gadamer , the context of understanding 

is provided by the person's presuppositions. But 

for the Africans, the individual's presuppositions 

are supplied by the customs of the community, made up 

of the · 

by the 

knowledge, 

skills, moral values and taboos passed down 

elders. All the above-mentioned types of 

influence the world-view of the community. 

A second class of formative element Gadamer sees 

as declining in, influence is the notion of Bildung. 

246 

He uses Bildung or cultural educatioh as a counter~ 

weight against the notion of knowledge defined as the 

acquisition of verifible or certifiable data. In 
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contrast, cultural education contributes to the 

cultivation of virtue and phronesis or practical 

Phronesis enables an educated individual wisdom. 

to know· how to act appropriately in a given 

situation.3O 

In Zulu society, • 

possession of 

phronesis or 

formal 

intercourse i rffoget 

mmon assumption that the 

cultural education and 

admission to a 

a~· A person's daily 

's l ife-world is an 

educative process by itself . 

The finding of parallels between Gadamer's 

understanding of the 

not mean that all 

an example it should 

Greek notion of Bildung does 

is well with African society. For 

b~ mentioned that African 

society is tradition bound in a manner that tends to 

resist change and the reception of fresh and creative 

ideas from other cultures. A culture needs to develop 

a critical tradition by which to retain what is good 

and modify what needs ·to be changed. This critical 

30.H-G. Gadamer TM pp. 5-39. 



 

 

mind set 

culture. 

is however not always active in African 

A third idea Gadamer posits is rhetoric, the art of 

persuas ion in speaking. He proposes rhetoric as a model 

not, per 

dialogue . Rathe 

rhetoric uses per 

se, for h im, rhetoric does 

hange one 's partner in the 

he dialogue, effective 

hniques to sway the partner 

to one' s trtlNer~if)tof1tltrt ateg room for the best 
in t he pa r • a:uras,~p It c an be argued that 
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the African, too, is in~lined to expect ~o find 

truth in the 

exercise, based 

mediating role of the rhetorical 

on the recognition of the mutual 

relationship of the partners in the dialogue. To take 

part in the dialogue means to engage in the to 

and fro of free discussion. Such a discussion ends 

in agreement about a truth which is not exclusively 

personal or one-sided but collective and 

intersubjective. Thus, understanding is dialogical, in 

the sense that it mediates between speaking subjects. 

At the same time understanding is dialectical in view 

of the to and fro structure of question and answer 

which brings together subject and object. 



 

 

Lastly Gadamer revives the original and unspoilt 

meaning of "theoretical". Unlike the Western 

association of theory with method or practice, 

Gadamer examines "theoretical" in its· ancient Greek 

meaning. The source of the modern word "theory" is 

setting, the s Greek 

theoros i s someon ke part in the city 

state celebrations representative of his 

city state, a neutral observer. 

He partici ers a part of _ the 

celebrations. 31Together in Excellence 

Gadamer uses the example of the Greek participator in 

the Greek festivals to correct the objectivist 

model which demands a disinterested attitude of the 

knower in order to secure objectivity. He maintains 

that alienation occurs when the subject surveys 

objects at a distance. In this w~y he rejects the 

~ttitude of self-detachment or distancing which the 

social sciences copy from the natural sciences.32 

31.H-G. Gadamer 
32.ibid. 

RS p. 17 
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6. PARTICIPATION AS THE TRANSCENDING OF METHOD 

In contrast to the sharp division which objective 

methodologies create between the subject 

and the object, Gadamer 

participation. 

distinction 

opposes t heir 

is opposed to 

bet 

introduces the idea of 

accommodates the 

and objectivity but 

Similarly participation 

of sub jectivism which 

stresses th niveir~itycff Fott ~~~ect ·at the expense 

of the object.J'o h q E @ ence token participation 

resists objectivism because objectivism stresses the 

priority of the object to the exclusion of the 

subject. For Gadamer both these extremes of 

objectivisrn and subjectivism lead to relativism. 

In addition, participation corrects the attitude of 

self-detachment which obscures man's bond with 

the world as described in Heidegger's analysis of 

Dasein as being-in- the-world. Thus Gadamer links the 

notion of participation to tradition and history. 

From his idea of participation it can be conclude~ 

that man is not a self-sufficient - or an isolated 
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entity. He coexists with others and is not immersed 

in his own individualism. As Gadamer says, man 

participates in the "continuity of history"33 

To understand the meaning of partic ipation in the 

African 

African 

contex 

ontolo 

ontology all 

force or medium 

s 

ssary fi r st to ~nderstand 

of being. In African 

a ticipate in a life-giving 

all s ubstanries into an 

34 Thi s ontology finds are 
t matter possesses a 

power to bring about good or to 

presence of unity or continuum in 

s uppres~ evil. The 

African ontology 

conditions the African's understanding of reality 

and his relationship to the world. Since man sees 

himse,lf as an integral part of reality, the African 

mind does not separate or distinguish between the self 

and the world, man and nature, subject and object. 

·33.H-G. Gadamer: "The Continuity of History and the 
Existential Moment", trans. by Thomas Wren, Philosophy 
Today, vol.16, 1972, pp. 230-240. 

34.J. S. Mbiti: African Religions and Phiiosophy, p. 21. 
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There is however a difference between Gadamer's notion 

of participation and the African conception of 

participation. For Gadamer, participation functions 

with respect to knowledge. The individual's 

knowledge and understanding reflect the tradition in 

e Africans, the notion of which he lives. 

participation is 

the totality_ of 

engagement. 

construct underlying 

existent ial and social 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

The meaning of participation in the Afr ican context can 

be demonstrated with reference to the totality of 

meaning the African ascribes to the universe, his 
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social ethics, his conception of personality and 

attitude to death, 

Participation provides 

description 

determines 

of the 

his whole 

in short, his ontology. 

an overarching ontological 

African psyche because it 

being, ingress in the 

community, relationship with the past and future, as 

well as his ancestral relatives and contemporaries. 



 

 

6.1. Participation and the Social Ethic 

Firstly, with regard to the African's social attitude, 

the African society places a high value on the security 

and solidarity o 

person's link w 

community. Indiv 

Greed .and the 

expense_ ofun.9'. • 

weakness . But Ti 
the welfare of others 

the community activities 

living afforded by a 

ended f amily, clan and 

cies are frowned upon. 

material gains at the 

are c onsidered a moral 

e person engages in for 

are praised . Participation in 

comes naturally to the 

African because he generally assumes that no person 

is sufficient unto himself. A Zulu proverb such as 

Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye 

translated as 

A person is a person through others, or 

A man is a man through others, 
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extols the virtues of 

responsibilities. 

philosopher, writes: 

Hence 

group consciousness and 

Wiredu, the African 

What is morally good is what benefits a human 

being; it is what is decent for man what 

brings contentment, 

man and· his 

c ommunity. 

University of Fort Hare 
e e~er mean that every 

aspect of the African culture is perfect. Although 

"the virtue of sharing and compassion" is gC?od in 

itself, it is still open to exploitation by 

unscrupulous people. Because the African culture 

places .considerable weight on social responsibility, 
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group solidarity easily circumscribes the development· 

of individual self-sufficiency. Thus group 

consciousness may in given conditions strain 

scarce community resources and demotivate individual 

initiatives.36 

35.K. Wiredu: African Philosophy, p. 6. 
36.B. J. van der Walt: Being Human (A Gift and a Duty) p. 

36-7. 



 

 

As the African notion of participation shades into 

his understanding of human nature, it is appropriate to 

enquire into the African idea of personhood. 

6.2. The African Conception of Personhood 

The Afric an conce does not refer to 

s but i ncludes social the biological 

relations . To s achieved in association 

with othersu~~l~~rsiftct51 O 
Together in Excellence 

l i stic isolation. 

Tempels acknowledges the social character of the 

African person by pointing out that the African man 

never appears in fact as an ... independent 

entity. Every man, every individual, forms a 

link in the chain of vital forces ... 37 

6.3. The African ,Attitude to Death 

From the perspective of the theory of participation, 

it is easy for the African to regard death as part of 

37.P. Tempels: Bantu Philosophy, pp. 71-2. 
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the wider plan for the survivors. People who have 

passed on 

having merely 

are not seen as having perished but as 

"translated" into another form of 

life. Hence death to 

change in which the 

spirit to pass on 

have gone before . 

living t owards th 

opposition betwee 

the dead person i 

different Uni.~~sity 
believed to reJt~r..el.~tnn 

understanding of 

the African is no more than a 

physical is eliminated for the 

to commune with those who 

the be haviour of the 

strates 

and the 

the absence of 

dead. Because 

merely hav ing assumed a 

he is 

Because the African's 

personhood is diffuse and 

preabstractive, African philosophy may be able to help 

the West to understand the logic and rationality of 

ascribing -personal qualities to a dead person. 

7. GADAMER'S UNDERSTANDING OF TIME VS THE AFRICAN 

CONCEPTION 

Gadamer's understanding of time is based on happenings 

which invest time with significance and which have an 

impact on the lives of people. He speaks of epochs, for 

38.J. S. Mbithi: op.cit. p. 157. 
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instance of the industrial revolution, atomic energy 

and science. These events are significant in 

people's lives because they "happened and can never 

be undone". By their finality such events are 

irreversible and invest time with a concrete 

meaning. Time then can be experienced because it 

is filled with a 

Gadamer' s understan finds e xpression in his 

phrase, "t a description 

which sug with the African 

conception of time . 

To the African time is experienced, as opposed to 

mathematical or calculated time. It is made up of 

remembered events. Without events, time has no moment, 

and, 

year, a 

thus remains silent. The day, the month, the 

person's life time or a group's history is 

divided into segments for the purpose of realising 

39.H-G. Gadamer :"The Continuity of History and the 
Existential Moment", trans. Thomas Wren, in Philosophy 
Today, vol 16, 1972. pp 230-240. (cf. H-G. Gadamer: 
"Concerning Empty and Fulfilled Time", trans.R.P.O'Hara, 
in Martin Heidegger in Europe and America, ed. by 
E.G.Ballard and C.E. Scott. pp 77-89). 

40. ibid . • 
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human projects or 

events. 

marking human achievements or 

The day is partitioned according to happenings such as 

the crowing of the cock, the break of day, drawing 

water, milking f cattle. All the listed 

258 

.activit i es impin 

concrete conten . 

's lives and give time a 

activities like milking, 

J. 

grazing or 

people t h 

are a mode 

contrast to the unconcretised 

of t he kraal afford 

projects, they are 

t heir own right in 

intentionality that 

accompanies merely thinking, remembering or imagining 

sornething.41 

A general misconception exists among Westerners that 

Africans have no sense of time. This misconception 

sterns from the fact that the African follows a 

different. time rhythm than the one which rules man 

in the mechanised industrialised West. Like other 

people, the African feels that time without 

projects to complete is empty and meaningless. In 

this way, the African's consciousness of time 

s. Mbiti . op.cit. PP.• 19-20. . 



 

 

compares favourably with the time 

shaping Western culture. Western students 

consciousness 

of African 

from a limited 

sits down in 

culture however tend to extrapolate 

moment of empty time,.when the African 

between projects, to the misleading conclusion that the 

African exhibits a prodigal attitude to time. Nothing 

could be further 

However it 

universe a 

ruth. 

the Af rican's cultural 

a&-me economy. When 

there 

time pas s 

between work 

s i t down and watch 

by . The African draws a thin dividing line 

and leisure. Biesheuvel describes the 

two contrasting attitudes to time as follows: 

Perhaps the "laziness" · and "indolence" of the 

African is his finest attribute; his negritude 

as it has been called- just the ingredient 

that Western executive man needs to temper his 

rush and bustle with, in order not to progress, 

materially, but to remain alive to enjoy the 

fruits of the material progress. 42 

42. S. Biesheuval: "Race, Culture and Personality", Hoernle 
Memorial Lecture. (1959) · (Quoted in Phillip V. Tobias: 
"The Meaning of Race", (1961), p. 19. • 
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From the above quotation of Biesheuvel it becomes clear 

that, viewed from the perspective of African culture 

and history, the African conception of time is 

closer to authentic humanity than the time economy 

that reduces man to a mere cog in the machine. In 

the West time controls 

ethic i n the We 

time as a comma 

source of misery 

man. Consequently, the work 

ialised world, which sees 

e exploi ted, turns into a 

gradation . 

University of Fort Hare 
Like Gadamer ,To t 7C ~j!'l~ ~ile e poet of the African 

Diaspora, rejects the 20th century culture of 

mass production and exploitation of nature through 

technology. 

responsible for 

He sees this scientistic culture as 

reducing man to the level of a mere 

tool among other production tools. He writes: 

Hurrah for those who have invented nothing 

for those who have explored nothing 

for those who have tamed nothing. 43 

43.A. Cesaire: "Cahier d'un retour au pays natal" poem 
trans. ·in English as "Return to my Native Land", quoted 
in E. A. Ruch: African Philosophy, p. 207. 
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From the above accounts, it may be concluded 

that the Western and African time · conceptions merely 

reflect different histories, ideologies and visions of 

human truth, all of which are valid.relative to the 

national, cultural and historical situations of the 

groups or nations involved. The African time conception 

is a reflection 

still unfolding 

time economy 

industrialised 

finished b ni 

r 

s of 

history that is 

. Similarly the European 

'mpact of a mechanised and 

whose evolution is not 

Together in Excellence 

In line with the future-oriented view of time in the 

West, 

exhibit 

most philosophies of history in the West 

a pattern of history that is expected to 

occur in the future.45 

has strong ties with 

looks forward to an end. 

the 

Gadamer's idea of history 

Christian tradition which 

Gadamer wrote: 

Our hope for the future lies in the promise 

of salvation.46 

44.P. Hountondji: African Philosophy: Myth and Reality, pp. 
160-161. • 

45.K. Lowith: Meaning in History, pp. 3-6. 
46.H-G Gadamer TM, p. 476. 
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The above sentiment is in line with the general drift 

of Gadamer's philosophy which recognises the 

limit and finitude of human subjectivity. But the 

philosopher who puts himself up in qpposition to 

Gadamer is Hegel. As soon as Hegel enthrones his 

absolute subject 

questions Hegel' 

which i s master 

from Hegel's 

subject , Gadamer 

he makes 

con~radic • ffiver~itjf~ 
flow of hist 4f' 

limiting feature of human 

it a deity . Hence, Gadamer 
1 

f the absolute subject 

tory. To distance himself 

sing o f the human 

that there is a 

who is above the 

temporality is the 

possibility. 

Unlike Gadamer's future-oriented history, African 

thought 

form of a 

does not exhibit a sense of history in the 

transcendental or immanent principle that 

moves forward toward an eschatological "Golden 

Age".48 The African eschaton lies in what Mbiti, 

the African philosopher and theologian, calls the 

Zamani.49 In this time analysis, the Zamani refers 

to the distant past. The Zamani together with the 

47.ibid. 
48.E. A. Ruch: "Philosophy of African History" in African 

Studies Journal, vol 32, no 2, p. 119. 
49. J. S. Mbi ti: op. cit. p. 18. 



 

 

Sasa, the present, influences the African's time 

orientation. While the Western historical orientation, 

including Christianity and Marxism, moves forward to an 

unrealised future, the African historical orientation 

focuses back to the Zamani, as the burial ground of 

time and the home of the ancestral spirits.SO 

To round off th few critical remarks may 

be the Afr ican people have 

been theutfiver§itf\J~, .... .-r1;.,..

0 

eory. The explanation 

is t hat inhibiting effects of 

colonialism , African culture contains certain elements 

which tend to circumscribe the African's progress in 

the 20th century. The concept of a home-grown 

"African time" reflects an anachronistic attitude 

to time which is no longer relevant for the present 

modern conditions. At worst the concept of so called 

"African time" justifies a prodigal attitude to time 

which displays a deeper lying tendency to do nothing, a 

comfortable but misleading quietism 

evasion and escape. 

SO.ibid. p. 17. 

which leads to 

263 



 

 

In Africa, the tradition of dependent time 

orientation tends to circumscribe to a considerable 

extent the black man's reception of the Western time 

economy. This 

Zamani time 

situation still obtains because the 

scale, which Mbiti describes, explains 

why the African reacts to unforseen contingencies 

comparison the when these 

Occidental is 

for future 

role in the 

determine <bnl ers~1<ff 
technologies, To 

By 

and plans systematically 

To play a more fruitful 

which will largely be 

Ofta are ot her 

ell me consc iousness 

modern 

needs 

to telescope or focus more vigorously into the future. 

Tradition 
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The concept of tradition in Gadamer's philosophy and 

in African philosophy merits elaborating on. 

The concept of tradition in Gadarner's philosophy refers 

to the entire background of assumptions and 

presuppositions which derive from the subject's 

experience. Tradition should thus be taken as a part 

of the Lebenswelt. According to Gadarner, tradition is 



 

 

an active element in 

the mediation of 

tradition as opening 

the constitution of knowledge or 

understanding. He acknowl~dges 

the path to further knowledge 

and understanding. Knowledge and understanding are 

thus historical and limited in the sense that they are 

mediated by a trad~tion which is contingent and not 

fixed. What is 

hermeneut ical cir 

involved here. 

is t o recognise the 

standing within tradition 

University of Fort Hare 
Whereas with 

to knowledge , 

refers to the 

the entire manner 

in African phiiosophy, tradition 

overarching background which colours 

in which the subject relates to 

and understands the meaning of the world, and the 

place and function of man within the universe. 

As it has been noted, the African mind is oriented to 

the ancestral tradition, which is linked to a mythical 

order of the universe. The Arrican orientation is such, 

because its mind set is based upon an entirely 

different ontology than that which dictates the modern 

Western thinking. 
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For instance, because of the different nature of the 

African consciousness, the African individual or 

microcosm, mirrors or reflects the whole or macrocosm. 

It can well be that the individual or the life force, 

cannot be understood without reference to the whole 

life force. 

place for 

differences 

that, t he 

hermeneuti 

the world leaves little 

ciousness. Therefore, the 

hilosophy and Gadamer is 

t hought and its 

ft~torical perspective 

e e tical circle. 

8. HERMENEUTICS AS OPEN DIALOGUE 

SOUTH AFRICA 

IMPLICATIONS FOR 

Gadamer's account of hermeneutics begins from the 

intersubjective encounter of I and Thou. This 

intersubjective relationship is important because it 

demonstrates that the process of· 
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Understanding is not to be reduced to the 

epistemological relation between a subject and 

an object.51 

Gadamer highlights the notion of dialogue as a leading 

agent in the med 

world including 

Understanding alw 

For Gadamer the 

grasping 

rules out theTog 

Dialogue 

that 

about. 

's unde~standing of the 

standing of other men. 

s the form of a dialogue. 

of understanding as the 

• ~plicit and exact, 

presupposes 

is, what the 

Heidegger's 

communication 

that there is a 

communication or 

analysis of 

or dialogue. 

question 

dialogue is 

Dasein as 

understand 

dialogue, the 

a communal 

already in _the world, 

Gadamer. In Gadamer's 

participants exist in 

is helpful to 

conceptiqn of 

the world in 

because they and participatory way 

share a language. 

51.D. C. Hoy: The Critical Circle, p. 130. 
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As a shared horizon, the lingu-isticality of the 

participants to the dialogue faci 1 it~te~ agreement 

about the answer that is not absolute or fixed but 

derived dialectically. The finitude, limitedness 

and temporality of the human sub j ec_tivity demands 

that the dialogu , so t hat question and 

answwer c an goo. 

conception of he 

expression in 

question a n ~ -fi,A >q~ 

openness 

and self-renewing . 

enness of dialogue, the 

a conversation, finds 

of hermeneutics as 

criticism. This 

creative 

Where there is no dialogue there 

is no criticism. Conversely, where there is no 

criticism, there is no dialogue. 

Gadamer extends an old phenomenological insight into 

the nature of self-consciousness. Self-consciousness 

is always mediated by consciousness of the other. 

This phenomenological insight has implications for 

the South African situation because it is a 

situation that is fraught with conflict. 
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The situation in South Africa is conflict-ridden, not 

only __ in terms of black-white relations but also in 

respect of blacks among themselves and whites among 

themselves. In terms of whites themselves, there are 

opposed political 

and right of the 

oppositions- exist 

too. 

alignments, to the left, centre 

political spectrum. Similar 

among themselves 

As South Af 'fuversftY o1f way of seeking 

political problems, for solutions '1'fJg • r:f~ 1tt 

participants in the dialogue need to know that mutual 

distrust and feelings of insecurity and hatred (from 

the 

Socratic 

tradition) will not be eliminated 

dialogue. 

without 

Socratic dialogue means that the truth that is hammered 

out between the parties is not exclusive to any one 

particular side but 

The spirit of dialogue 

is arrived at dialogically. 

demands a critical resolution 

of differences in order to bring birth to the 

desired social order and justice. 

Gadamer aptly conceives dialogue as the mediator of a 

"common accord". This notion means that even though 
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the dialogue may be polarised participants in 

ideologicaly, yet their ideas complement one another 

in a common ground. 

Humility, self-restraint and goodwill a re the necessary 

conditions of 

not hubr is, 

spirit o f give and take, 

a in the dialogue can 

understand the 

and appreciate · other person makes his 

assertions ort 
aspirations. T flf;ll~_leC'which 

in the dialogue can agree, will emerge. 

Gadamer writes: 

that fear and 

both partners 

... a task of mutual understanding presupposes 

a certain optimistic attitude that such a task 

is reachable ... The serious question is to 

recognise how far we are able to listen to the 

other in his own right ... That is 

hermeneutics to develop . this 

I call dialogue.52 

theory of what 

52.H-G.Gadamer: "Hermeneutics and Social Science" 
unpublished lecture, delivered at the . University of 
Zululand on 15 September 1980. 



 

 

9. CONCLUSION 

To conclude: this chapter presented the African in 

his world as guided by his own conception of reality, 

and place of man in the scheme of things. 

The framework 

subjectivity 

phenomenologists 

others". In 

ystallise is that African 

hat the existential 

egger c all "being-with-

s ubjectivity is 

rte • e,vh ich the African 

• ti ~'#lilt. 'e.ii 11 • 

The African does not yet observe the objectivity which 

prescribes a criti~a1· distance between man and world, 

subject and object. Yet the African exhibits an 

objectivity which reflects itself in the African life-

world comprised of his lived experience and all beings 

which belong to and 

linking man to his 

ancestors. 

participate in the life forces 

past through history and_ his 
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By comparing African philosophy and Gadamer's concepts, 

the dissertation hopes it has brought Western 

philosophy in contact with a more concrete and 

situational understanding of life and reality than the 

one that obtains in Western philosophy. Subsequent to 

this contact, philosophy should 

engage i n ~~~~.Y-- based on their differing 

traditions~ Then philosophy should stand 

firmly within --~- as African philosophy. 

Similarly ~ ,mf.~r1::i.-w c11Drn 1-1r Ci'J'b-.om-111'v\ 03tand firmly within 

its own hilosophy, willing to 

teach as well as to be taught. Thus cross cultural 

philosophising will not be locked up in an unresolvable 

opposition. Philosophy in the West could l~arn from 

African philosophy and pay attention to the demands of 

participatory subjectivity. Afr~can philosophy in turn, 

could learn from Western philosophy without falling 

into the trap of a one sided objectivism. 

It is the merit of Gadamer to have brought about 

reflections ·around the notions of life-world, 

tradition and history in a way that evolves into a 

mode of reflection which is not specifically tied to 



 

 

the Western problematic of knowledge 

global. 

but that is 

Gadamer's conceptualisations and themes have provided 

a point of contact between Afric a n and Western 

philosophy. The 

African life-w 

Black-in~the-Woild 

that Western 

with Afric a ni~. S 

explor ation of the 

to Manganyi's Being-

y just be gun. It is here 

could l ook for contact 

·Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

53.N.C. Manganyi Being-Black-in-the-World. 
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SUMMARY 

The object of the dissertation was to examine the 

relationship between subjectivity and objectivity with 

regard t o knowledge in the human sciences with special 

of Gadamer. The 

thesis of Gadamer's 

human sciences as 

reference to 

dissertation sho 

hermeneutics is 

well as in the is influen~ed by and 

refl_ects t ni~1cffF and interests of 

the researcherT,og r idslfEXJ B"lilB ce are rooted in man's 

historica l e xperience . 

To provide a logical basis for Gadamer's thesis on the 

contextuality of knowledge, the - dissertation showed 

right from the beginning in chapter one, that all 

theories of knowledge - in science and philosophy, 

reflect man's historical experience and life world or 

Lebenswelt. Bearing in mind this thesis in historical 

perspective, the dissertation demonstrated that the 

development of theories in hermeneutical perspective 

also reflects the development of ideas in science, art, 

politics and philosophy. 



 

 

From the vantage-point of the above mentioned 

historical perspective, it was possible to demonstrate 

that, for Gadamer, research in all the sciences is 

conducted from a perspective influenced by man's life-

world. Because of this unavoidable ~istoricity, the 

disserta tion 

objectiv ity of 

assimila tion of 

procedures of 

showed 

social sciences. 

how 

'1-nlv~rii tyi~f 

Gadamer questions the 

rejects the uncritical 

e methods and calculative 

ciences i nto the human and 

pointed out what 

the differences Gadamer 

between the Ile human sciences. He 

maintains that although the human and the natural 

sciences differ in their application of method, 

according to him they are all to a lesser or greater 

degree historical and - therefore subjective, because 

their theories reflect man's experience. 

In addition, it became clear that Gadamer rejects 

historical objectivity based on methodical distance and 

neutrality. Instead, he supports the subjectivity of 

• contextuality. He does not rule out objectivity, but he 

warns against the impossibility of suspending one's 

insertedness in tradition. 
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For Gadamer, objectivity consists in the underlying 

Being or Truth, in terms of which meaningful questions 

are asked in a contextual situation. He emphasises that 

prejudices are the conditions or preconditions for 

reaching understanding. He shows that · prejudices 

provide the background for the judgement to become 

visible, or 

He insists 

question lfflftrersi' 
investigation ~~-~-he 
meaningful question 

e prejudgement. 

horizon of the meaningful 

direction the 

can only be asked within - a 

historical context. But since the meaningful question 

derives from the Lebenswelt, the historicity of 

understanding determines the context of knowledge. 

Thus for Gadamer, the subject secures understanding and 

knowledge by participating in his tradition. Hence the 

meaningful question is subjective because it derives 

from and reflects man's Lebenswelt. Without the 

subjectivity of contextuality supplied by tradition, 

there can be no horizon of understanding, and hence, no 

understanding at all. The meaningful question is also 

objective in the sense that it derives from a 

preunderstanding which reflects a pregiven truth or 
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being which the subject cannot accept or discard at 

will. 

The merit of Gadamer's contribution to the 

understanding of the structure of knowledge was seen in 

. his shift ing of 

from the exclusi 

the paradigm 

scientist 's context 

ion with objectivity, to 

s the sub jectivity of the 

or life-world. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 

The stand taken by Gadamer was regarded as reflecting a 

Heideggerian orientatio~. For Heidegger understanding 

is a necessary and universal structure of the life-

world. Hence for Heidegger understanding was pre-

reflective. That is to say, long before the subject 

grasps things conceptually, thematically or 

objectively, he already has a preunderstanding of the 

things before him~ For Heidegger, the meaningful 

question emerges from the preunderstanding. Although 

Gadamer has inherited this ontological tendency, his 

weakness was seen to lie in his philosophising in a 

radically more ontological way. 
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It was pointed out in the critique that Gadamer goes 

further than Heidegger's orientation by overextending 

the ontological dimension of understanding. Gadamer 

bases the meaningful question on his concept of 

tradition, which he thematises too deterministically. 

He should have realised, it was noted, that if man's 

understanding in ,,~1,w--1-r-.Y, and politics is based on 

man's historical 

constitutes, are 

they reflect 

y controversial because 

and variable experience. 

The controvei~~t.;tp. "'Bl'Sws~<rIC F t a_r a n -made theories, 

e xclude Gadamer's 

particular theory, his 

including the Ti 
hermeneutical phi l osophy. As a 

philosophy is controversial too. 

Finally Gadamer's hermeneutical approach to knowledge 

lended itself to a comparison with African philosophy. 

His related concepts of tradition, history and 

.experience provided a convenient point of · comparison 

between the Western and African notions of subjectivity 

and 9bjectivity. 

On the basis of 

the theoretical 

established. On 

the concept of the Lebenswelt alone, 

possibility of African philosophy was 

the strength of the a priori validity 
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of African philosophy, the task of philosophy in the 

future was argued to lie in a global philosophising 

based on the search · for shared values between the 

tradition of African thinkin~ and Western philosophy. 

The method used · rtation was a historical 

and critical ana problem of subjectivity 

and objectivty in 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 
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