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ON THE IMPORTANCE OF GETTING THINGS STRAIGHT*
It is surely rather curious that phenomenological (or philosophical) hermeneutics, which is a systematic theory of human understanding in all its various forms, has been, and continues to be, so widely misunderstood. Perhaps, though, this is not such a surprising phenomenon after all, since, as phenomenology has shown, human understanding is of such a nature that it invariably tends to misunderstand itself. It is nevertheless somewhat odd – but perhaps also revealing – that the two chief ways in which hermeneutics is commonly misunderstood are themselves diametrically opposed to one another. 

The main charge that philosophers of a traditionalist (“modernist”) sort generally level against hermeneutics is that, by rejecting modern epistemologism and its notion of truth as the correspondence of subjective states of mind to an “objective”, in-itself reality (the mind as a “mirror of nature” – what elsewhere I have referred to as referentialist-representationalism), hermeneutics leads directly (or by means of a “slippery slope”) to an all-out, truth-denying relativism. In calling into question the traditional notion of truth (and thus also the traditional notion of reality as something “univocal” in itself), hermeneutics, it is claimed, embraces a form of irrationalism that undermines any and all claims to universally valid knowledge. It is in this regard yet another instance of the post-Nietzschean nihilism so prevalent in postmodern thought
.
On the other side of the ledger, critics of a “postmodern” sort, who are often themselves avowed relativists fully prepared to sacrifice philosophy’s traditional claim to knowledge (the “end of philosophy”), tend to be equally dismissive of hermeneutics – but for an altogether different reason. For them, hermeneutics, far from having broken with traditional metaphysics, is nothing more than the old “essentialism” (the “metaphysics of presence”) dressed up in new (and perhaps more seductive) garb. Jacques Derrida once sought to portray Gadamer as (as Gadamer summed it up) “a lost sheep in the dried up pastures of metaphysics”. And one of Derrida’s leading spokespersons, John D. Caputo, flatly accused Gadamer of being “a closet essentialist”
.

Simple logic dictates that these two mutually exclusive charges leveled against hermeneutics cannot both be right. Either one is true and the other is false – or perhaps neither is true. Logic alone cannot of course decide the issue; before one can properly assess any particular ideational position, it is first necessary to determine (as Plato would say) the “kind” of position it is, i.e., the conceptual category into which it falls. Now, as hermeneuticists themselves view the matter, hermeneutics is fully a form of postmodern thought – but one that differs in highly significant ways from other forms of postmodernism. Although many people still fail to appreciate the fact, phenomenological hermeneutics incorporates a genuinely deconstructive strategy inasmuch as it conscientiously rejects the modernistic objectivism of pre-phenomenological, Romantic hermeneutics. According to Richard E. Palmer, it is important to see “the unfolding of the hermeneutical problematic in terms of the philosophical critique of the metaphysics of modernity”, and he has pointed out how such a critique generates the need for a deconstructive strategy very much akin in a number of ways to Derridian deconstruction
. Hermeneutics is decidedly postmodern in that, like classical phenomenology of which it is a logical extension, it seeks deliberately to set aside the guiding prejudices of modern philosophy
.

To be sure, hermeneutics is not “postmodern” in the negative sense in which most critics of postmodernism understand the term. Unlike other forms of postmodern thought (which could perhaps be grouped together under the heading “post-structuralist”, for want of a better term), hermeneutics does not seek to undermine the traditional notions of “truth”, “reality”, and “knowledge” in such a way as to leave nothing in their place (this is indeed nihilism). Hermeneutical deconstruction is in fact eminently reconstructive in that it seeks to work out a genuinely nonfoundationalist and nonessentialist understanding of these traditional, core concepts of philosophy. This is, as one might say, “the difference that makes a difference”. Unlike other forms of postmodernism, hermeneutics is not merely anti-metaphysical; it is genuinely post-metaphysical
.

All of this is something that Saulius Geniusas fully appreciates. In his paper, “On the Oneness of the Hermeneutical Horizons(s)”, S. G. (as I shall henceforth refer to him) seeks to set the record straight by showing how hermeneutics escapes the age-old metaphysical opposition between essentialism and relativism, which is to say, between universalism and particularism. Hermeneutics is, quite simply, neither essentialist nor relativist; unlike other forms of postmodernism which tend merely to substitute the latter term of the opposition (relativism, particularism) for the former (essentialism, universalism), hermeneutics is a thoroughgoing attempt to move beyond, as Richard Bernstein would say, both objectivism and relativism
. As S. G. points out, the relation between the universal and the particular is in fact “the heart of the hermeneutical problem”, and the pivotal issue in this connection is Gadamer’s notion of “application”, since for Gadamer all understanding comes down to a matter of “applying something universal to a particular situation”. There could be no philosophical understanding of anything without an appeal to universals (individuum ineffabile est), but universals, as Gadamer has shown, do not exist fully defined in their own right or in any metaphysical sense of the term; they exist only in their application to particular situations. The relation between the “universal” (e. g., the meaning of a text or an ethical norm) and the “particular” (e. g., various interpretations of the text’s meaning or applications of the norm to particular situations) is not a vertical or hierarchical relation of logical subsumption but a lateral or circular one of co-determination. Understanding (grasping the universal) is always of a particularizing or “applicational” and context-sensitive nature; it is not a matter of logical deduction but, as in jurisprudence, a matter of practical reasoning or phronesis. In other words, understanding is inseparable from interpretation. As S. G. says speaking of the notion of “appropriation” (i. e., “application”): “The task of interpretation is, while being guided by the text, to reveal its continuing significance, to bring it out of the past into the living present”.

While Gadamer’s notion of “application” and his understanding of the relation between the universal and the particular is anything but simplistic, it is really not all that difficult to comprehend by anyone who takes the time to do so. However, as S. G. rightly observes, Gadamer’s views on this matter have been subject to a number of misunderstandings and misplaced criticisms. In addressing some of these misguided criticisms S. G. wants to show how Gadamer’s hermeneutics not only makes perfectly good sense but how it is also supremely positioned for dealing with the challenge confronting humanity in today’s rapidly globalizing world. This is an issue to which I shall return in my final remarks; S. G. himself approaches it via the detour of a critique of Richard Kearney’s misportrayal of Gadamer’s hermeneutics.

As illustrative of the way Gadamer’s work can be grossly misread, this is a particularly well chosen example, although I must confess that I was shocked to see that Kearney, who in his various presentations of contemporary Continental philosophy has shown himself to be an excellent hermeneut, should nevertheless have so profoundly misconstrued Gadamer’s position. Kearney maintains that the relation between self and other is the central hermeneutical problem – and he is absolutely right to do so. In opposition to, as S. G. points out, both “the mainstream metaphysical tradition which largely ignores the question of the Other” as well as “some postmodern thinkers who externalize alterity to the point that there can be no communication between self and other”, Kearney advocates a “diacritical hermeneutics” which “discovers the other in the self and the self in the other”. For Kearney (a former student of Paul Ricoeur), Ricoeur’s hermeneutics is a prime instance of such a “diacritical” approach. This is all well and good, but where Kearney goes seriously wrong is in claiming that this does not describe Gadamer’s own treatment of the relation between self and other. I, for my part as a former student of both Ricoeur and Gadamer, have no hesitation whatsoever in asserting that on this score there is no significant difference between the two, however much Kearney may go out of his way to find one. Indeed, S. G. shows very nicely how, in attempting to elaborate a “nonhegemonic” notion of appropriation, Ricoeur actually appeals to Gadamer’s writings on the subject in the course of working out his own position.

Ricoeur does, of course, have his differences with Gadamer, but these are of a secondary nature. While Ricoeur was always sympathetic to Gadamer’s attempt to work out a fundamental ontology of human understanding, he also felt that, because of Gadamer’s focus on the ontological question, he did not pay sufficient attention to properly methodological issues and to the relationship between hermeneutics and the other human sciences. Ricoeur thus viewed the specificity of his own endeavors as consisting in the elaboration of a “methodological” hermeneutics that would serve as a complement to Gadamer’s “ontological” hermeneutics. This was not, however, a difference over fundamentals (Ricoeur always viewed ontology as the “promised land” of hermeneutics). As students of classical phenomenology, both Gadamer and Ricoeur were in fact, as hermeneuticists, engaged in a common endeavor, and the basic strategies they pursued in this regard were strikingly similar. For both of them, it was always necessary to do battle simultaneously on two fronts: against, on the one hand, the objectivism of Romantic hermeneutics (and traditional metaphysics more generally) and, on the other hand, the relativism extolled by a number of postmodernists (who assert that since no single interpretation of a text or anything else can – as hermeneutics itself maintains – legitimately claim to be the one and only correct or valid interpretation, a state of glorious, free-wheeling interpretational anarchy must necessarily prevail).

It is thus rather astounding that Kearney should categorize Gadamer’s hermeneutics as a form of Romantic hermeneutics and, accordingly, of being a “hermeneutics of appropriation” in the “bad” sense of the term, i.e., one which abolishes otherness by absorbing it into the horizon of the self
. However strange such a reading of Gadamer may be to, as S. G. says, “anyone who has listened to what Gadamer actually had to say”, there is nevertheless, he allows, an ambiguity in Gadamer’s notion of a “fusion of horizons” that can give rise to such a charge on the part of the unwary. Thus the question S. G. seeks to confront in his paper is: “Why does Gadamer simultaneously speak of the oneness and the multiplicity of horizons? Why is he reluctant to tell us whether there are many horizons or just one?” In the last analysis there is, of course, only one horizon, just as there is only one all-encompassing lifeworld which is the common home of us all (this world being, as Husserl said, the “horizon of all horizons”). But, as S. G. rightly argues, this oneness of the hermeneutical horizon is no way diminishes the genuinely dialogical character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, and in no way does it subsume, à la Hegel, multiplicity into a homogeneous oneness.

To be more specific, there is one horizon not in any absolutist sense (in the sense in which objectivists assert that there is one single, self-identical, “real” world) but only in the sense that, while everyone has his or her own individual horizon (of a personal or socio-cultural sort), there is nothing that in principle prevents any individual from entering into genuine contact with any other individual and penetrating to some degree or another into his or her own world. This is what the notion of a “fusion of horizons” is meant to express: the presence of the other in the self and the self in the other. As Gadamer says in a text quoted by S. G.: “Understanding is always the fusion of horizons supposedly existing by themselves”. Perhaps it would be better in this connection to speak not of a “fusion of horizons” but rather of a “merging of horizons”, since the term “fusion” can be easily be misunderstood to imply a kind of oneness of an “essentialist” sort that for Gadamer does not, and could never, exist. However that may be, the phenomenological fact of the matter is that it is meaningless to speak of a fixed or “closed” horizon. Horizons are, per definitionem, “open”: Horizons move with us when we move, and it is precisely by broadening our own horizons that we are able to enter into contact with what is distant and alien.

One of the great merits of S. G.’s paper is the way in which he manages to show how Gadamer’s notion of a fusion of horizons provides for a genuinely non-oppositional way of conceiving the relation between oneness and multiplicity, between universality and particularity. One thing that Kearney rightly insists upon is that what he refers to as “today’s challenge” is, as S. G. puts it, “that of respecting the specificity of the other while not schismatically dividing the other from the self”. This is precisely where a great deal of present-day thought falls lamentably short, dominated as it is by the currently very fashionable paradigm of cultural incommensurability. As S. G. pertinently observes in this regard, “Our age…is obsessed with schismatically separating the other from the self”. Any would-be ethics which sets “alterity” in opposition to “ipseity” and which asserts that the relation between self and other is of a non-reciprocal, “asymmetrical” nature (the other, according to this “ethics of the Other”, being a non-negotiable demand imposed upon the self and having absolute priority over the self’s own concerns) is one which, ignoring as it does the role that self-interest necessarily plays in all human relationships and the need for mutuality in all just dealings with the other, is thoroughly utopian in its impracticality and its irrelevance to the everyday world of social reality
.

The obsession with “alterity” on the part of the “politically correct” testifies to what are undoubtedly praiseworthy motives (a concern to respect the “otherness” of the other), but it is nevertheless both wrong in theory and pernicious in practice. From a theoretical point of view, cultural incommensurabilism rests on an altogether erroneous concept of “culture”. The basic assumption of that form of relativism that could be labeled “culturalism” is that cultures are somehow self-contained, internally consistent, self-subsistent “wholes”. But this is not really the case at all. Every culture is in actuality a mélange of a multitude of beliefs and practices that are often only haphazardly related and are sometimes even inconsistent, and many of which, moreover, are borrowings from other cultures (borrowings which in the normal course of events are rapidly “indigenized”). Cultures are like languages in that they are immensely porous, and the inter-cultural exchange of ideas (as to what is true or what is of value) is as primordial a human phenomenon as is the exchange of material goods. In the real world, there is, as there always has been, an on-going and never-ending “merging of horizons”. This is a basic fact of human life. The norm in human affairs is not cultural “self-identity” but cultural “hybridity”.

The incommensurabilist paradigm is also pernicious in practice in that, as S. G. points out, “by not acknowledging any bond between different cultures, languages, or subjectivities”, this stance actually legitimates a sublime indifference to otherness. This is a classic instance of what economic theory refers to as the phenomenon of “unintended consequences”. Not only that. Since in the real world we often cannot avoid having dealings with others, then – if it is indeed the case as cultural relativists maintain that dialogue in the hermeneutical sense of the term (the presence of the other in the self and the self in the other; the “fusion of horizons supposedly existing by themselves”) is not a real possibility that we should strive to put into practice wherever possible – it follows that the only kind of relation that can obtain between the self and the other must be one of domination, or attempted domination, of one over the other
. This is something that no .tolerant relativist would intentionally endorse, but it is nevertheless the logical consequence of the incommensurabilist stance. It is therefore for both theoretical and practical – which is to say, moral – reasons that hermeneutics rejects those forms of postmodern thought which elevate particularity over universality in such a way as to make it impossible to conceive of a kind of “oneness” of horizons that is in no way hegemonic.

The key insight in this regard that dominates all of Gadamer’s work is that there is, or need be, no contradiction between “openness” to the other and “belongingness” to one’s own cultural horizon. This is something that S. G. recognizes when he asserts that the oneness of the horizon in Gadamer’s thought “reveals the correlative nature of ipseity and alterity” (emphasis added). And thus, as S. G. very nicely says, “the open-ended oneness of the horizon liberates both the other and the self from their anonymity by returning them to the infinity of dialogue”. It is precisely by means of this infinite dialogue between the self and the other, this “boundless communication” as Karl Jaspers referred to it, that self and other are enabled to achieve self-identity by becoming, each thanks to the other, the unique individuals that they themselves are.

As S. G. importantly recognizes, Gadamer’s nonessentialist and nonhegemonic (i. e., postmetaphysical) way of reconceptualizing universality is of “a normative kind”. Gadamer’s defense of the oneness of horizons against all forms of cultural relativism has far-ranging ethical implications. The distinctive feature of hermeneutical theory in general is that it is never theory for theory’s sake but is essentially and always theory geared to practice and is, in the last analysis, theory that exists only for the sake of practice
. As Gadamer ever insisted, hermeneutics is scientia practica. It is therefore .altogether appropriate that S. G. should raise the issue of hermeneutics’ relevance to “today’s social and political challenges”. This is where the importance of getting things straight becomes most clearly manifest. As I asserted in a tribute to Gadamer shortly after his death: In these globalizing times when a “clash of civilizations” – between, above all, Islam and the Western world – looms on the horizon, Gadamer’s “philosophy of dialogue” is of the utmost relevance. It, or something very much like it, is really the only basis on which could ever be conducted what President Khatami of Iran has called a “dialogue of civilizations”
. And in a text that S. G. cites in his paper, I went on to .maintain that the crucial issue of our times is that of working out, by means of dialogue or communicative rationality, a universal ethic (based on the notion of universal human rights) that would be capable of reconciling universally binding ethical/political norms with the undeniable fact of cultural diversity
. It is my belief that the hermeneutical .notion of “application” is such as to provide us with the theoretical framework necessary for a constructing a “new world order” of such a sort.

As the twentieth-century was drawing to a close, Gadamer said of the phenomenon of globalization (“the worldwide interwovenness of economies”): “Isolation from the rest of the world is no longer possible. Humanity today is sitting in a rowboat, as it were, and we must steer this boat in such a way that we do not all crash into the rocks”
. The supreme effect of globalization is to abolish the distances that have largely prevailed hitherto between the various cultures of the world, between the self and the other. If this seemingly irreversible process is not to result in a world-wide confrontation between different cultures, it is imperative that economic integration and the technological unification of the world be accompanied by the working out of a genuinely global ethics, and this is a task that Gadamer’s hermeneutics is eminently well-placed to address. 

With someone like Richard Kearney in mind, it may be noted that Ricoeur has also devoted a good deal of his attention to this issue – which should be enough to dispel the notion that there is any great divide separating these two outstanding thinkers of our times as regards the relation between self and other
. For both Ricoeur and Gadamer, the supreme task of philosophy in today’s world must be that of discovering in each great cultural tradition the prospects for a dialogue in which the cultural identity of each is respected while at the same time each is called upon to reach out to the others in an attempt to discover universal values common to all. The fact that both Gadamer and Ricoeur should view the challenge confronting philosophy in a global age in much the same way is in itself a clear indication that there is a distinctive logic or, as Ricoeur would say, “inner dynamic” to the hermeneutical position that both he and Gadamer have sought to lay out in ways that are not only fully compatible but that together go to make up a well-defined alternative to, on the one hand, an unacceptable, hegemonic sort of “oneness” and, on the other, a ruinous, cultural relativism. S. G. is to be commended for setting the record straight on this crucial issue.
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* This article is a response on Saulius Geniusas article “On the Oneness of the hermeneutical Horizon(s)”.
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