Donarp Jenner

Hermeneutic Philosophy:
History As The Singular
Ground of Thought

NE QF THE REAL PROBLEMS WITH WHICH PEOPLE WHO MAKE
of philosophy a profession are faced is its seeming dispersal
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its. end” in the special sciences. Martin Heidegger, in On Time and
Being, has summed up this position:

The development of philosophy into the indepen-
dent sciences, which however, interdependently
communicate among themselves, ever mor::!
markedly, is the legitimate completion of philoso-
phy. Philosophy is ending in the present age. . . .
The sciences will interpret everything in their struc-
ture that is still reminiscent of the origin from phi-
losophy in accordance with the rules of science

that is, technologically. ’

In short, if this and other similar, rather despairing remarks be cor-
rect, the usual pursuit of philosophical matters in the
would seem to be merely redundant.

But is there a proper role for those who claim as their pro-

schools
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fession philosophising? There would appear to be an affirmative
answer which is not merely self-serving on the part of those whose
jobs are at stake. Heidegger makes his response in the following

way:

Perhaps there is a thinking which is more sober
than the irresistible race of rationalization and the
sweeping character of cybernelics. Presumably it is
precisely this sweeping quality which is extremely
irrational. Perhaps there s a thinking outside the
distinction of rational and irrational still more sober
than scientific technology, more sober and thus re-
moved, without effect and yet having its own

2

necessity.

This is not Heidegger's call to the quest for Being qua Being; that
would be the content of this way of thinking perhaps. Rather, this
is that form of thinking which has been called “hermeneutical phe-
nomenology and the analysis of the historicainess of Dasein. . . S
it is understood as the opposite of that philosophy which “turns
into the empirical science of man, of all of what can become the
experiential object of his technology. .. .""!

This hermeneutical philosophy addresses that basic prob-
lem of all modern philosophy, the knowing subject, which has
been, it seems, the specifically philosophical problem (in a way
quite different from previous strains of philosophising) since the
time of Descartes. The manner of carrying out this inquiry reached
an impasse, it can plausibly be argued, during the mid-19th cen-
tury; the way in which the inquiry was being carried forward be-
came counter-productive. Numerous thinkers of various traditions
responded to the demand for a new foundation, one which found
expression in Husserl’s demand that thought return at last to the
things themselves. )

But it is perhaps Heidegper who Pest understood the need
for this return to be an interpretive project. Jn order for philosophy
lo reform itsell in response to its own dispersal in the positive
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sciences, no new method could simply be posited, but rather, it
was necessary to get at the most basic human phenomenon which
as a content determined its own method of appearing as an object

of reflection. This basic phenomenon — something increasingly
estranged from philosophical speculation from the end of the 18th
cenfury on — was human interaction with the world, an inlerac-

tion most fundamentally temporal in character.

At the same time, the project of understanding the know-
ing subject in his own subjectivity was hardly abandoned. On the
contrary, this subjectivily is better understood in the inferpretation
of the interaction with the world than could possibly be the case
where, implicitly or explicitly, such an interaction is precluded.®

What seems to me the most interesting implication of this
emergent hermeneutical philosophy is the suggestion of a new pre-
philosophical point from which to begin the strictly philosophical
inquiry. Previously, this has been in the positive sciences; that ave-
nue now appears to be effectively closed. However, if human tem-
porality and historicality are the route into philosophical specula-
tion, then human history, properly speaking, must furnish the
basic data for that speculation.‘ In what follows, some of the
reasons for such a {foundation to the reform of philosophy are dis-
cussed, and some of the most obvious evidences of its productivity
are laid out,

!

History is a peculiar thing. It is, quile strictly, a thing: It is
a gathering-together, specifically of events and assessments: it is
temporal (“thing” is cognate with “thieh,” another Germanic
word, meaning “time”). History is, most especially, complex — as
is to be expected of something presenting itself as it is naturally,
before speculative analysis. As Ricoeur notes, hisforia is principally
a kind of research;” this requires amplification, though, noting the
decisive character of history, involving assessments as to what it is
that needs to be remembered (at a personal level) and what needs
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to be transmitted {(at the community level). _
Gadamer shows the Janus-like character of history as reflec-

tive inquiry and decision-making:

At the beginning of all historical hermencutics then,
the abstract antithesis between tradition and histor-
ical rescarch, between history and knowledge, must
be discarded. The effect of a living tradition and the
effect of history must constitute a unity, the analy-
sis of which would reveal only a texture of reciproc-
al relationships. .. . Modern historical research i-
seifl is not onfy rescarch but the transmission of

tradition.’

This is the first face of history, a universal aspect comprésing_ .thc
whole of what is available, taking history to be a ground. That
historv and tradition should be closely finked can be taken as a
St‘]f—t‘\)’id{‘n! historical truth; it is preciselv when primitive peoples
can organise their thinking about what has gone before (and ex-
pand it in various ways) that they can be said to emerge from pre-
history. What makes such emergent cultures historical, and indeed,
comprises a good part of what is significant about 1110:.11 culturally,
i« the sclection of certain aspects of common experience of the
whole people as requiring, transmission lnﬁ srtlcces;szive gcnemtiun;,
along with an interpretation of the {ransmission. Examples are ob-
vious: the Homeric epics enshrine the heroic deeds of Mycenacan
Greeks, transmitting them to the East-Greek-speaking suc.cessors of
the Mveenacan culture. Along wilh the claimed facticity of U?e
nccmm—l goes an interpretation of the way in \\'hich‘m_fu is to act 1i1
the world; the epics have a moral. More obvious still is the charac-
ter of the oldest historical compilations of Chinese culture, the
didactic character of which is only equal, nol superior, Lithink, to
the need to transmit certain fundamental Chinese experiences anad
their meaning. The Homeric transmission is poelic, 1o be sure; the
came character of transmitted experience and assessment operates

i ] Thucvdides, While > basic historical com-
equally in the prose of Ihucvdides, While the ba
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pilations of ancient China are largely in prose, the Shili' Ching is a
poetic collection, also of historical importance. The identity of his-
torical reflection and tradition is clear.

Not all such transmissions are equally important; there is
strong evidence of selection and ordering of historical accounts.
This selection represents a ratification of the insight and style of
the historian. Thus the Homeric epics, and the histories of Thucy-
dides and Heredotus survive; where others have disappeared
aliogether or onlv survive as fragments. One is entitled to infer, |
think, that the survival of some texts and the disappearance of
others reflect the consensus ever time from within a given society
as to which accounts-crin-assessments best enshrine and explain
the common experience of that people, and can be taken as a sure
guide to proper action within that people’s cultural milieu.

This leads to the second face of historicality:

Effective-historical consciousness is primarily con-
sciousness of the hermeneutical situation. To ac-
quire awareness of a situation, though, is always a
task of particular difficulty. The very idea of the
situation means that we are not standing outsicde of
it ... The task of historical understanding also in-
volves acquiring the particular historical horizon so
that what we are secking to understand can be seen
in its true dimensions, H we fail to place ourselves
in this way within the historical horizon out of
which tradition speaks, we shall misunderstand the
significance of what it has to say to us."

The manner in which history and tradition come together has
already been sketched; effective-historical consciousness is the per-
sonal embodiment, and thus the most basic aspect of that ratifica-
tion mentioned above, of what is transmitted in history. It is also,
of course, a contribution to that transmission in an assessment of
that history. It is difficult simply because of the degree to which
identity with the historian’s transmission is needed, il it is ta be
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given credence, the degree to which a clear insight into the com-
mon cultural experience of the people among which one lives is
necessary o that identity, and of one’s own roele in that cultural
enctave. This second face of history allosws the dialogical encounter
with culture in the tale passed on by the past’s assessor, seeing its
significance and grasping its hidden meaning.

Immediately the issuc of language comes up: one can see
why Janguage has become a central issue among quite diverse
schools of thought, | use Gadamer to illustrate the matter (1 could
just as well use Wittgensteing:

The consciousness that is effected by history has its
fulfilment in what is linguistic. We can lcamn from
the sensitive student of language that fanguage in
its life and eccurrence must not only be thought of
as merely changing but rather as something that
has a teleology operating in it. This means that the
words that ‘are formed, the means of expression
that appear in a language in order to say cerlain
things, are nuot accidentally fixed, since they do nol
once again fall altogether into disuse. Instead, a de-
finite articulation of the world is built up — a pro-
cess that works as if guided and one that we can
always observe in children who are learning to
speak,”

s short, languape frames dialogical expression. One’s thinking in
such a situation is limited by the degree to which the subtleties of
explanation, the hidden connotative material which itself is not ex-
p]aim'd but always understood in explanation, and which is always
intended as part of the meaning in the historian’s tale, is gt‘as‘p{"d
by his interlocutor, '

The 10 feve of history from within the ;\vrupuc%;\-u of her-
meneutical philosophy can be summarised sor There s a pramd vi-
sion of a culture, operative in that colture, for thot cufture. It has

an objective character, insolar as the historiographer {broadly con-
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strued) has recorded a set of facts iljustrative of some facet of the
culture, and given an interpretation of those facts, from which the
culture as a whole is to be grasped. At the same time, another
person from within that culture embodics automatically (by virtue
of up-bringing, if naught else) an understanding of what the histor-
jographer has made objective. Entering into dialogue with}hv
historian’s tale, he is able to make objective to himself that which is
part of his own subjectivity, and which en-frames his own aclivily
in his world.

If this is so, the position that historicality is not merely a
facet of human existence, but its central fact, makes of that fact the
only possible beginning for any deeply penetrating inquiry into
other aspects of the human domain. In scrulinising historicality
and its object, all other aspects of human being also surface.
Gadamer, commenting on Heidegger's analysis of Dascin, makes

the matter clear:

In reviving the question of being and thus moving
beyond all previous metaphysics . .. Heidegger
attained a fundamentally new position in regard to
the impasses of historicism. . .. Understanding is
the original character of the being of human Jife it-
self. . . . Heidegger revealed the projective charac-
ter of all understanding and conceived the act of
understanding itself as the movement of transcend-
ence, of moving bevond being. ... The coordina-
tion of all knowing activity with what is known is
not based on the fact that they are essentially the
same, but draws its significance from the parlicular
nature of the mode of being that is common to both
of them. It consists in the fact that neither the
knower nor the known are present at hand in an
“ontic” way but in an historical one, i.c., they are

. L - l“
of the mode of being of historicalness.

Traditionally, human being is defined in terms of its seizing-hold-
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of-something-in-an-expressible-concept (that is, “logon echon”).
This activity is a response to the call of that which is seen as fu-
ture, But such a response is couched in terms of a past, which in
the first instance is not ubjective, but rather part of the understand-
ing subject’'s own being. It is in becoming aware of this past-
determined character of human being's response to the call of the
future that the historicality of being, and the possibitity of history
fas something objective) is realised. Al precisely the same instant,
the possibility of human action as something understandable also
surfaces; indeed, the means of explaining all other kinds of human
activity is couched, finally, in historical terms. For example scien-
tific explanation in the guise of, sav, causal explanation, is fun-
damentally a history of some event, with an implicit prognostica-
tion both as to that event and of similar chains; such an explana-
tion would make no sense whatsoever, were it not the case that
human beings saw themselves and explained themselves historical-
ly, and perceived semething analogous in quite other entities’
coming-to-be - however inaccurate that analogy might in fact be.
This is another aspect of the lranscendent character of history-cum-
historicality. One might put it thus: That historicality provides the
damdton (in Pepper’s adroit expression) which integrates the data of
the present.

The intensely human character of subjective historicality,
and its objective manifestation in history is demonstrated in the
discussion of freedom. Whether frecdom is the more common,
naive sorl in which a wide range of choice is deemed essential, or
the more reflined sort of which Leibniz speaks, where one frecly
asserds fo that which is determined by the creative act of God, in
each case it ts understanding which stands as the condition of the
possibitity of freedom. And understanding, as has been suggested
above, is conditioned in turn by the embodiment of the nominally
ohjective history of a culture through the historicality ‘of the indi-
vidual; this embodiment fakes the form of the aceession of the indi-

vidual te tradition. Gadamer puts il neally:
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The fact is that tradition is constantly an element of
freedem and of history itself, Even the most
genuine and solid tradition does not persist by na-
ture because of the inertia of what once existed. It
needs to be embraced and cultivated. it is, essen-
tially, preservation, such as is active in all historical
change. But preservation is an act of reason, . . ."

By a reasonable act, what is passed on -— in effect, made available
to one in tradition — is adopted as a framewaork within which fo
integrate the present facts which limit the possibilities for respond-
ing to the future, while at the same time constituting that future,
insofar as it is conceived. As merely tradition, it is nothing, a we on
ti; in appropriating it, I lend history — embodied as tradition by

virtue of my own historicality — temporal reality.'”

It

Thus far, there are no serious problems. But why must this
become a philosophical matter? Why must there be a hermeneutical
philosophy, rather than simply a more penetrating history, in the
sense of the academic discipline? For surely most philosophers
know rather less about history’s basic data than do historians.

The answer appears to lie in the matter of integration of
the historical fact with the present and future as a means of under-
standing, of course. That is, the question is really a matler of
seeing how the data of the past become the framework of under-
standing, a matter which requires penetrating the objective charac-
ter of history to the inner historicality which makes hislory possi-
bie. History is in this sense a "ext” to be encountered and
appropriated. Such an appropriation, in turn, is an interpretation.

How such an interpretation actually operates is not so sim-
ple, to be sure, Clearly, it must be linguistic in some sense, already
it has been suggested that this historically based philosophising is
intimately associated with the ancient concept of human being as
logon-cchon. Specifically, understanding is discursive. And “dis-
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course is the event of language,” as Ricoeur remarks.'? In his per-
suasive: demonstration of the dialogue of cevent and meaniﬁg; he
shows how understanding is not a fixed moment, but one which is
in flux between an objective and subjective appearance.™ Ricoeur is
principally concerned with understanding an atthor’s meaning in a
transmitted text; for him, then, these appearances are intentions,
the former the intention of an awthor and the latter that of the
interpreter. There is a real hiatus separating these two intentions.
But it is pessible to exiend this narrowed view. After all, an author
creates a small world which mirrors the arger cultural milicu in
which he lives. E.g., Dickens and Engels both portray the English
class structure of early 19th century England from the relatively
novel bourgeois perspective. Dickens is the more scrupulous cun*;«
mentator for a number of reasons; his intentions are not se difficult
to accommaodate to those of a late-20th century reader interested in
understanding the world Dickens portrays. Engels, on the other
hand, has not only the intention of portraying a world through the
medium of his reportage, but has in addition a good deal of
metaphysical baggage which complicate his basic intention; over-
coming the hiatus is thus made more difficult, the more so because
of the general change in fashion on the subject of matiers metaph-
ysical. However, in cach case it is the complex of event-and-
meaning as it was at the time they wrote thal such atthors trans-
mil in their text. That complex is history Lo o later interpreter, and
so fong as that interpreter is part of the same culture (broadly
speaking), that history is implicit in the interpreter. part of what 1;0
needs to understand in himsel{ in order to understand more gener-
ally the world with which he exisls.

Of course, the matter is more complen, by virtue of the
way in which a text reaches an interpreler. in the process of trans-
mission, the text develops an intention “of s own,” as it were.
The more hands through which it passes, the mare Limes it is inter-
preted or commented upon, the greater its own “lite.” with which
the interpreter must deal.’”™ This simply continms the objective-

historical character of what presents itsell for interpretation. In
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understanding, seen now as a dialogical moment, a series of
events, and of meanings which start with events provoking the au-
thor and his intended meaning, and continues through successive
encounters with the text, and the intended meanings of records of
such encounters, down to the complex of intended meanings in the
interpreter’s own encounter with what has gone before. In this last
phase, of course, the historicality of the subject himself Lan bccnmc
obvious and supersede the merely archaeological exercise.'

Thus it would seem that the usual model of hermencutics,
the interpretation of texts, is a particularly happy one. First, it
emphasises the linguistic aspect of understanding. Second, the
hiatus to be cvercome in interpreting texts is in the first inslance
the temporal distance between the interpreter’s “now” and the
complex of past “thens” which make up the evenis-and-meanings
to be understood.

At the same time, there would seem to be an overcoming
of temporality — or historicality, or history — in a cerlain sense.
That-which-has-been becomes coincident with the immediate event

in the interpretive moment.

. To understand means primarily for two people
‘o understand one another. Understanding is pri-
marily agreement or harmony with another per-
then is always under-

son. . .. Understanding,

- . '|"
standing about something. "

Gadamer thus affirms the role of divergent opinion in interpreta-
tion. This understanding at which two people arrive is a resolution
of an initial divergence arising from differing perspectives. Similar-
ly, in the encounter with the past, with its various meanings
(whether enshrined in a text or otherwise), understanding occurs
simultaneously with the rem%uticm of divergent meanings between
interpreter and interpreted. This resolution tokes place at a “pre-
sent’” moment in lime. Muremez‘, it would seem impossible that
this temporal fusion should escape including, perhaps in a causal

way, implications about the resolution of divergent meanings fo

99

the perceived future. Gadamer’s
temporal transcendence:

discussion of play illustrates this

The movement to-and-fro obvicusly belongs' so
essentially to the game that there is an ultimate
sense in which you cannot have a game by your-
self. In order for there to be a game, there always
has to be, not necessarily literally another player,
but something with which the player plays and
which automatically responds to his move with a
game itself is a risk for the

One can uniy play with serious possibilities.

countermove. . .. The
player.
This means one can become so engrossed in them
that they, as it were, oulplay and prevail over one.
The attraction of the game, whicly il exercises on
the player, lics in lhls risk. One enjoys a freedom
of decision, which al the same time is endangered

. . . u
and irrevocably limited.

For the purpose al hand, this should be seen as an altegory of

interpretation. The p[ayvr(s) come(s) to the game, bringing with
them a past; this much has alréady been discussed. But the pre-
sent moment in which thev plav is determined by the future, the
pussible countermoves which might respond to their moves, and Lo
which, in fact, the plaver's initial move s conditioned by anticipa-
tion. That is, in inlerpreting al a present moment wl it move oughl
te be made, understanding of the past (defimiting the oplions at
one's disposal) and understanding of the fature (seen as demands)
fuse,

It is clear iw_\' now that this hermeneutic p])élusuphy,
prounded in the discovery of the peculiarities of huaman temporal-
ity goes well bevond mere history, and weli

bevond other, non-

philosophical hermencutics. One has, vis-a-vis the latter, neither
the theological project proper to what Tillich has called orthodox
and kervgmatic theologivs, nor the juvidical project of applying the

peneral propositions of law To specific matters in a lepal contesl. As
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Gadamer notes in reference to his own intellectual heritage, “even
in Being and Time the real question is not in what way being can be
understoed but in what way understanding is being, fpr the under-
standing of being represents the existential distinction of Dasein.”""
Dasein is temporal; in its present it grasps its has-been and its can-
be; this seems the essence of the hermeneutic in Being and Tine, to
get at this basic circle in human-being’s understanding,.

But this is to say, simply put, that hermeneutical philoso-
phy, that particular kind of philosophising which begins in the cis-
covery of the historicality of human being, and takes as its basic
facts the history of human beings, is transcendental philosophy. It
asks, in the first place, how interpretation is possible. Moreover, it
asks after the very being of understanding beings; in so doing, it
shows itself as ontology, and thus properly as a phijosophical en-
terprise. Most importantly, it addresses the subject in his subjec-
tivity, that which is not fixed, but subject to the vicissitudes of the
time operative fundamentally in the interpretive activity, which is
revealed as the most human of things human beings do, their
essential activity.

In fact, it may be the case that for hermeneutical philoso-
phy (unlike other hermeneutic projects) the text is of strictly ancil-
lary importance, What is really at stake is the acting subject in the
moment of interpretation; the subject is the one who brings past
and future together in his play.

11

Now some sense of the way in which the hermeneutic phi-
tosophy at once stands in the philosophical tradition while taking it
a step further begins to emerge.

Interpretation, in the sense operative here, is the name for
a kind of fundamental human experience. That concept of experi-
ence — covered in German philosophy by the term, Lrlebnis -— is a
refatively new one in the philosophical constellation.”” This term
covers the shift from a relatively objective rationalism in the 17th
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century to a more powerful empiricism of a special sort in the 19th
century, an empiricism more powerful than the limited scepticism
of Hume, or the common-sense attitude of Locke. It shows up both
in the positivism of Comte and the neo-positivism of the Vienna
and New York circles and in the analytic schools of Anglo-
American thought persisting to the present. Interestingly enough
(considering the history of the origins of these latter schools), it is a
thoroughly romantic notion, however hard it seems to identify the
romantic element in the more modern formulations, Nevertheless,
it is an empiricism linked to the notions of Self and self-realisation,
so typical of the (especially late) 19th century philosophies. Glanc-
ing brieflly at the developmental history of the concept of experi-
ence, it is easy to see how the 19th century conception is an exten-
sion and refinement of the 17th century conception of the Carte-
sian, non-temporal Cogito. The Self, in this historical development,
remains distant from that which is experienced. The problems with
the concept are manifold; the most obvious problem posed is that
of verifiability. For in fact, the experience from which the Self is
ultimately distanced is one of involvement with its most immediate
object, itself as perceiving and interacting with a world — clearly a
contradiction. The increasing eccentricily of this more commonly
received opinion vis-a-vis the domain of ordinary facticity has been
the proximate cause of a reassessment of the subject as ex-
periencer.

Digressing, briefly, it is interesting to note that many of
these reassessments take the form of moral, as opposed ta natural
or metaphysical philosophies. It is most eviden! in those thinkers
for whom taste has served as a model of human judgment, and
represents a minority opinion in some cases, or a seeming shift in
direction hard to reconcile with the mainstream in the case of
majority-opinion thinkers, In the latter case, one thinks of the Pla-
tonic accession to a concept of “due measure” which as described
in Statesman seems uncomfortably free of standards. In the former
instance, one thinks of such thinkers as Castighone, Gracian, Vico
and Kant (of whom it is necessary to remember that it is with the



102 DIONALD JENNER

judgments of taste and end that the system reaches its acme). It °s
surely significant’ that inquiry into the thinking represented by
these writers takes life again in the context of a demand for a new
understanding of the subject and of experience, and is coincident
with the emergence of the Tusserlian battle-cry, “back to the
things themsetves!”

In any event, it seems clear that hermeneutical philosophy
addresses this two-fold distancidtion of the old subjectivist philo-
sophies, the distance of Self from its own experiences and from the
objects of those experiences. Gadamer sums up the matter in this
wise:

All correct interpretation must be on guard against
arbitrary fancies, and the limitations imposed by
imperceptible habits of thought, and direct its gaze
“to the things themsclves.” 1t is clear that to let the
object take over in this way is not the matter for the
interpreter of a single decision, but is the “first, last
and constant task.” For it is necessaty o keep one’s
gaze fixed on the thing throughout ali the distrac-
tions that the interpreter will constantly experience
in the process, and which ovriginate in himself. A
person who is trying to understand a text is always
performing an act of projecting. He projects before
himself a meaning for the text as a whole as seon
as some initial meaning emerges in the text. Again,
the latter emerges only because he is reading the
text with particular expectations in regard lo a cer-
“tain meaning. The working out of this fore-project,
which is constantly revised in terms of what
emerges as he penetrates inte the meaning, is
understanding what there is.”!

Gadamer is principally concerned in this remark with the dialogue
of whole and part, the famous “hermeneutic circle.” But it is the
elements of that dialogue, as well as the dialogue and its circle,
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which are interesting in the present context. First, there is the tem-
porality of the whole process; it is with things present before the
interpreter that interpretation is concerned, but it is also with what
is projected before himself. That projection it seems most likely, is
a temporal projection and not merely iflusory. That is, the under-
standing as it emerges is constantly compared with what is antici-
pated in the future. The use of the word “expectations” confirms
the peint; such are always future oriented. The past, of course, is
not subject to real change; the only change it can undergo is k-
mited to that tied to ils application in acting responsively to the
future. In the context of the present remark, then, the past-time
aspect is only implicit, though nrot altogether mute for that reason.

Second, though this remark emphasises the objectivity of
the object and ils preservation, it seems quite clear that it is with
the overwhelming power of the subject’s subjectivity that Gadamer
is really concerned. In the first place, Gadamer sees the need to
protect the recovered object from the sort of subjectivism which
has dominated Western thinking since the early 19th century. But
more importantly, he is anxious to focus on the modification of the
subiect’s subjectivity in the dialogue. In fact, what is at stake is not
simply the “message” of the text or of some other object. 1t is the
manner in which that messap,b is brought before the subject’s con-
sciousness and the way in which it is augmented.

This is clearly philesophical; this sert of project could not
be carried out excepl within the bounds of a philosophy, one
which is principally ontological in character. And in fact, this is

where hermeneutical philosophy does begin:

Under the name of a “hermencutics of facticity”
Heidegger confronted -Husserl's eidetic phe-
nomenology, together with the distinction between
fact and essence upon which it depended, with a
paradexical demand. The facticity of Dascin, exist-
ence, which cannot be based on or derived from
anvthing eclse, and not the pure Cogito as the
essential constitution of typical universality, should
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represent the ontological basis of the phenomenolo-
gical position — a bold idea but difficult to carry
through.*

To put that another way: The modern philosophical-hermeneutical
preject, which in all ways is tied to the interpreting subject, is to be
understood as a means for getting at that subject ontologically. His-
tory, as a reflection of the fundamental temporalily of the subject’s
being, is the route.

What is actually happening in the hermeneulic event that
the subject's subjectivity comes under its own scrutiny? After all,
“hermeneutics has its origins in breaches of subjectivity.””? But
Gadamer’s editor misses the point when he indicates the actual
overcoming is between subject and factical world of existence; that
has been obscured only in metaphysical dreams. Rather, as
Gadamer correctly puts it, it is the internal alienation of the subject
from himself which stands transcendentally to the other breaches
in intersubjectivity, so that “there is neither the I nor the thou as
isolated substantial realities.””** Hermeneutical philosophy, as a cor-
rective to the excesses of subjective idealism, takes aim at the mis-
taken understanding which produced the wholly unnatural and
groundless breach as it is “discovered” in the older philosophy be-
fore it is dispersed in the special sciences. In this one sense, it can
act as a corrective to the special sciences, insofar as the older
meetaphysics incorporated in them actually hinders their project.

Language enforces this loss of the Sell to the subject.
Gadamer speaks of the “I-lessness of language.”” It is a neutral
vehicle, at best. But since one also represents himself to himself in
linguistic categories, one is lost to himseif in language. The prob-
fem is not easily resolved; language remains rather inviolable, how-
beit alterable. Thus the hermeneut is fascinated by language as he
tries to find his way through it. Nevertheless, the purpose of the
study remains aimed at something transiingual. This can succeed
insofar as texts are linguistic, but interpreted so only at one level.
Through the fundamental historicily of human being, the interpre-
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ter has a direct access which only needs to be recovered througl the
inquiry into language.

Finally, the subject’s interpretation of his own subjectivity
is clearly linked in the hermeneutical project with the Umzwelt he
creates, the texts he approaches being part of that Umeeelt. The atti-
tude one adopts, selections one makes, are simply steps in the pro-
cess in untangling that Unieelt. Heldegger sums up the point of
the project in general remarks (rom Time and Beine:

Who are we? We remain cautious in our answer,
For it might be that that which distinguishes man
as man is delermined precisely by whal we must
think about here: man who is concerned with and
approached by presence, who through being thus
approached, is himself present in his own way for
all present and absent beings.

Man: standing within the appreach of presence, but
in such a way that he receives as a gift the presenc-
ing that it gives by perceiving what appears in
letting-presence. If man were not the constant re-
ceiver of the gift given by the "It gives presence,” if
that which is extended in the gift did not reach
man, then not only would Being remain concealed
in the absence of this gift, not only closed off, but
man would remain excluded from the scope of: 1

26

gives Being. Man would not be man.

It can be argued, of course, thal nothing in the her-
meneutical philosophy this paper has discussed is terribly new.
The excesses of subjective idealism have been well known since its
origin. Its special interference with access 10 the world, and that
aspect of human being, have been largely objected 1o at all times.

The understanding of history as a way into thé solution of
this excess is not altogether new. The growth of history as a scien-
tific endeavor precisely parallels the growth of the subjective
idealism to which in a sense it stands opposed, setting up as objec-
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tive human activity in the world and thus giving the lie fo the
sundering of realities with that world of action. And the under-
standing of the nature of history prepler se enjoys a reasonably old
and accepted status within different schools of thought. Equally, in
other applications, hermeneutics is nothing new,

But the combination is new, and the philosophical implica-
tions have not yet been sorted out completely, First, history takes
on a new importance as a ground for thinking. This is not the
history of philosophical ideas, linked to a set of traditionally estab-
lished philosophical thinkers, the study of whem is regarded as the
academic preliminary to somehow more serious philosephical
endeavors. Rather, history is now not so much redefined as
brought inte play on a new level of understanding of just what it
reflects. History is understood as an objective expression of what is
fundamentally human, historicality, and in turn, temporality. The
role of the thinker in the schools is transformed in some ways; he
can no longer set aside the history cither of his discipline or as a

larger discipline of its own, as something merely of the schools,

but must make it his own central reffection by which his other en-
deavors are grounded. History — or better, personal histories —
become the absolute minima of philosophical inquiry. To be sure,
one must be careful of some attempt to “scientise” this historical
inquiry; equally, one must avoid that sort of “psychologism” right-
ly condemned. What is sought is a ground which is prior to any
science, and the “faculty” for which is prior to any psychology. It
is, in the new parlance, an “archaeology” of the approach to the
Umweli, and to the subject.

Second, the approach which this paper has cutlined is
enormously productive, Three examples will help to show this.
First, Kurt Hibner, professor of philosophy at the university in
Kiel, has developed a notion of the “historisch-aprioristisch” in his
Kritik der wissenschaftlichen Vernunft. His careful investigation of
physical science, and the various phiiosophical attempts to explain
just what the scientist is doing led to the supersession of the usual
philosophical account as basically unfounded. Hiibner Jocated the
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necessary transcendental element in the collective human temporal -
experience expressed in a culture’s history, which is at once projec-
tive and retrospective. Doing this, he has resolved the hiatus be-
tween a pesteriori descriptions of what scientists do, as presented
by Popper and Lakatos, and the more “metaphysical” inquiries of
Kuhn and Feyerabend, wherein the Hmiting conditions of science
are described. Moreover, Hijbner's transcendental grounding of sci-
ence goes a long way toward showing the identity of natural and
social science, in that the ground he adumbrates must necessarily
serve for all objective accounts of the Umaeelf, both that which is
self-manifesting and that which is the product of human activity.
This in turn means that the best metaphvsical accounts of the limits
of socdial science, largely phenomenological in character, can be re-
conciled with the determinediy non-phenomenclogical accounts of
natural science.

At an even more practical level, Eugene Gendlin, of the
University of Chicago, has used his knowledge of the hermeneutic
phenomenology to better understand and explain psychoanalysis.
The structure of consciousness which is called “hermeneutic’ —
hence, histarical consciousness — can be assessed, and the occurr-
ence of certain sorts of hermeneutical understanding are an accu-
rate bellweather of the success of the psychoanalysis. Similarly,
though less obviously, Richard Sennelt’s sociology, resting in the
new interpretive understanding, has produced useful insights into
the way in which society is actually structured and how that struc-
ture has mutated and can mutale.

Thus it seems correct to say thal philosephy, as it evolves
from ils own previous state, in lhe face of a challenge to its
meaningfulness in an-age ruled by technology and in which the
future is believed to vield to technologistic analysis, seems to be-
nefit practically in the discovery through hermeneutic philosophy
of the way in which historicality and personal hislories serve as the
abselute foundation of thought, ’
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