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I first encountered Gadamer's hermeneutics during Werner
Marx's Hermeneutik Seminar in Freiburg. The first reading left me
with the belief that Gadamer's project was doomed. His arguments
against absolute truth and the scientific method and for a
linguistic-historic, perspectival truth seemed to imply that truth
could not be justified. I added my small voice to those of Betti,
Hirsch, Apel, and Habermas, among others, who argue that
Gadamer's epistemology leads finally to complete relativism where
truth and falsity are indistinguishable in any meaningful sense or
that truth is reduced to a dogmatic assertion.

Several years later when I returned to seriously question
Gadamer's theory, I could not rid myself of the feeling that I had
missed something. Gadamer's central concern was to provide a
philosophical account for truth claims in the humanities.
Furthermore, he concludes Truth and Method asserting:

What the tool of method does not achieve
must--and actually can--be achieved by a
discipline of questioning and investigating, a
discipline that attests to [verbiiergen] truth.]

'Verbiiergen' means to warrant something's truth, accuracy or
certainty; to guarantee it or attest to it.

If one is to be able to attest to or guarantee truth and this is not
accomplished by means of following a method, it would seem
likely that there would need to be a mark or sign to indicate the true
from the false, i.e. a truth criterion.

Sympathetic commentators, such as David Hoy and Jean
Grondin, contend that Gadamer can identify a historical,
non-absolute truth while avoiding the pitfall of complete relativism.
Hoy may be identifying a truth criterion, although this is not
asserted, when he writes:

The only judge of the appropriateness of the
context of one interpretation may be another
interpretation, and perhaps 'truth’ in these matters
is closely connected to (although it can never
entirely be reduced to) ’'success'--that is,
intersubjective agreement on the usefylness of the
interpretations and their assumptions.
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Grondin argues that G3adamcr relinquishes any claim to a
hermeneutic truth criterion.> As the epigraph of his work, Grondin
cites the following passage from Gadamer's "Replik zu
‘Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik:™

Hermeneutic reflective consciousness
[hermeneutische Reflexion] is limited to laying
open possibilities of cognition which, without
this reflection, would not be perceived. It does
not itself provide a truth criterion.4

With such evidence it would appear difficult to argue for a
hermeneutic truth criterion. However, I will try to demonstrate that
there is an implicit truth criterion. 1 will first discuss the
legitimization of Vorurteile (prejudgments) which is central to my
interpretation of Gadamer, Then I will discuss the relationship
between prejudgments and language. In the final part, the element
which permits the legitimization of prejudgments will be identified
as the hermeneutic truth criterion and a reading of the above
passage will be suggested.

The Legitimization of Prejudgments

Basic to Gadamer's and Heidegger's hermeneutics is the idea
that all cognitive acts begin in a pre-understanding. Whatever is to
be examined is initially grasped by one's pre-understanding. The
ever-present effect of the pre-understanding prohibits any possible
direct or immediate cognition. Gadamer termg. the elements of the
pre-understanding Vorurteile (prejudgments).

To begin his theoretic discussion of hermeneutic experience
(WM 251; TM 236}, Gadamer quotes Heidegger's statement that a
vicious circularity within understanding can only be avoided when
the prejudgments are founded upon the things themselves, di
Sachen selbst, and not upon fancies or popular conceptions.
Gadamer's task, therefore, is to explain the legitimization of the
prejudgments during the process of understanding by
demonstrating how they are grounded in the things themselves or
subject matter.” That which permits such a grounding, I will
argue, is the hermeneutic truth criterion.

Prejudgments are inherited during acculturation and especially in
learning a language. They form one's horizon of possible
meaning. To be able to criticize or legitimize prejudgments one
must be able to call them into guestion. This occurs when one
prejudgment is faced with an oppesing prejudgment.

Take an elementary example. Suppose one sees the marks, 'S’
1, ‘'e,’ n.' How is it that one almost immediately understands
them to constitute a word 'Sein?' Can one claim that one is
somehow directly reading what is there? Why should these marks
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constitute a word? This is surely what we expect. Is it not the
case, however, that we expect this just because we have used a
prejudgment to the effect that we are reading? Clearly something
else could have been the case. In Wittgenstein's terminology, there
could have been another language game. Perhaps these are
different orders to bring different building materials. What of the
further interpretation that these marks are supposed to be the
German word 'Sein,’ but that there is a misspelling here. This
surely depends on prejudgments that in fact the German language is
the proper one to consider and on many other prejudgments about
German syntax. This illustrates that all understanding begins with
some set of prejudgments.

For Gadamer, the primary way in which one is confronted by
opposing prejudgments is through the examination of past texts. In
interpreting a text, one must project (that is, infer) the meaning or
prejudgments of a text. Every projecting of a text's meaning is
relative to a particular question horizon and set of prejudgments
contained in the interpreter's linguistic and historic horizon,
Further, Gadamer argues that reflective consciousness cannot
transcend its own position in history. It is unable to escape from
the influence of its horizon of prejudgments to some absolute
horizon of meaning. Therefore one is unable to discover and
justify a historically independent truth.

What Gadamer does conclude from the experience of interpretive
understanding is that the projecting and comparing of prejudgments
is a dialectic of question and answer. Itis a dialogue between the
interpreter and the inherited text. He argues that all understanding
occurs in the medium of language. Prejudgments are linguistic.

In as much as every correct understanding of a text consists in
the process of bringing the meaning of the text into the interpreter's
language, and in as much as the language of different interpreters at
different times can be significantly different, and since there is no
absolute position, Gadamer concludes:

There cannot therefore be a correct interpretation
‘in itself' precisely because every interpretation
concerns the text itself. The historical life of
tradition consists in its dependency on ever new
appropriations and interpretations (WM 375; TM
358).

To illustrate, consider the following example. Heidegger writes
in "What is Metaphysics:"”

What rather happens is that Nothing shows itself
as essentially belonging to what-is while this is
slipping away in totality.
Suppose a reader who is having trouble understanding what to
85




Lawrence Schmidt

make of the passage: "Nothing shows itself as essentially
belonging to what-is." Suppose further that this reader has the
conscious prejudgments that 'Nothing' means the same thing as
"What-is-not' and that means the same thing as the negation of
‘What-is." Since this reader further understands 'essentially
belonging to' to mean 'is essentially' his initial interpretation of the
phrase is that Heidegger writes 'what-is-not is essentially what-is.'
To the well-trained analytic mind of our reader this is clearly a
contradiction of the simplest sort. Perhaps our admittedly naive
reader holds his head in a moment of thought and then decides that
there is nothing to be gained by a further pondering of the
enigmatic German. The book is set aside, Has Heidegger had a
fair hearing? In projecting the meaning of a text the interpreter
should try to make sense of the text. In this case, the prejudgment
could be made that mothing' does not mean the negation of what
is, but rather it means something which is prior to and the
foundation of all negation. This would, at least, avoid the
contradiction.

Language and Prejudgments

How can the interpreter claim one prejudgment to be correct or
true as opposed to the other? In order to answer this question the
relationship between language and the Sachen selbst (things
themselves) must be understood. It must be remembered that
Heidegger and Gadamer claimed that a vicious circularity in
understanding can be avoided only if the prejudgments can be
grounded upon the things themselves and not upon opinions.

Concerning the word and the object referred to, Gadamer claims
that the subject does not already know the truth (that is, the referent
of the word) and then search for the correct word to express this
truth either in the sense of agreeing upon a sign or in the sense of
discovering its natural image or copy in language. The subject
does not discover some existing thing and give it meaning.
Gadamer asserts:

Rather the ideality of meaning lies in the word
itself. Itis always already meaning (WM 394; TM
377).

The connection between the word and its object occurs in
experiencing the object. Gadamer continues:

Experience is not at first wordless and
then becomes an object of reflection by
being named, perhaps by being subsumed
under the universal of the word. Rather it
belongs to experience itself that it seeks
and finds the words that express it. One
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seeks the correct word, that is, the word
that truly belongs to the thing [Sache], so
that thereby the thing itself comes into
language (WM 394; TM 377).

Gadamer claims further that it is primarily an act of the thing
itself to present itself in language. It is the speculative act of
self-presentation by the thing itself--it's coming-to-be-in-language
(WM 450; T™M 432). This is what is experienced by the cognizer.

In order to understand the extent to which a thing can come into
language, it is necessary to briefly examine Gadamer's discussions
of Wilhelm von Humboldt and Edmund Husserl. Humboldt's
thesis which Gadamer incorporates is that differences among
different languages cause different world views or perspectives of
the world (Weltansichten) to be experienced by those speaking that
language (See WM 419; TM 401),

Each individual language, that is linguistic perspective
(Sprachansicht), presents a specific perspective of the world,
Weltansicht. In as much as there is a common language, the
speakers already have a common perspective. It is their linguistic
inheritance. If at any particular time language were to be frozen,
then one's language would limit what could be known, but since
language is potentially changeable, one's knowledge as expressed
in language is not bounded. Gadamer states:

One's own linguistic world [Sprachwelt], in
which one lives, is not a barrier which hinders
the cognition of the being-in-itself [Ansichsein],
rather it encompasses all to which our insight
[Einsicht) can be enlarged and deepened (WM
423; T™ 405).

The relationship between the cognizer and the thing itself is
accomplished in the medium of language. Any partricular
language is only a particular perspective of the world, and
although it may be expanded to include any other, it cannot
completely express the thing itself in totality. There is no perfect
human language. However, the possibility of comparing
linguistic perspectives and therby constituting a new perspective in
dialogue, permits language to express any development in
knowledge. But there is no world in itself able to be experienced
by humans which could function as a criterion for truth and
objectivity. The interpreter cannot cognize the thing itself in
totality but only that aspect of it which comes to be expressed in
that language (Sprachansicht).

In order to clarify the meaning of the perspective of the world in
relation to the world in itself, Gadamer turns from Humboldt to
draw an analogy to Husserl's discussion of the perception of
objects. In the passage referred to, Husserl describes the sense
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perceptions of a table as one walks around it.? Each sense
perception is different, if ever so slightly. One sees different
sides, color shadings, etc. These differing sense perceptions are
termed Abschattungen (shadings or perspectives). Analogous for
Gadamer is that just as one can speak of the perceptual
perspectives, one can speak of the linguistic perspectives which
are expressions of the world as it is differently experienced (WM
424; TM 406).

This means that each particular linguistic perspective, that is
Sprachansicht, presents a different and incomplete picture of the
world in itself. It presents a perspective of the world in itself, just
as the different sense perceptions present a different perspective of
the transphenomenal thing-in-itself, e.g. the table.

Gadamer notes two essential differences to Husser] in this
analogy. First, Husserl has a transcendental consciousness
constituting the intentional object (table), while for Gadamer there
is no such consciousness (analogous to an a-historical, absolute
point of view) able to connect the differing perspectives of the
thing to form the thing in itself. There is no absolute position,

Second, for Husser! the different perspectives in sense
perception are distinct; one particular perspective cannot change to
include others, The unification of the perspectives is an act of
intentional conciousness. However, for Gadamer each
perspective is linguistic, and it is a characteristic of language to be
able to develop and include other perspectives. So any one
perspective (Sprachansicht) may contain any other one potentially.

This discussion demonsirates that the ‘complete’ truth
concerning a thing itself is only partially experienced and
expressible. Ttis only a perspective of the thing itself, Ansicht der
Sache selbst, which is expressible in the words of that linguistic
perspective (Sprachansicht).

The ontological significance of language is that the thing itself
presents itself and its truth in so far as it is realizable, as a
perspective (Ansichr) of itself. What remains is to connect the
prejudgments with this expression in language.

A Hernemeutic Truth Criterion

How does the cognizer come to recognize the correct
expression of the thing itself which is the truth of that thing in his
or her language? How is this expression as truth to be
distinguished from other expressions which are false since they do
not express this perspective (Ansicht} of the thing itself? And
finally, how does the cognizer legitimize the prejudgments by
founding them on the thing itself?

The essence of Gadamer's answers to these question's is that
the Ansicht der Sache selbst (the perspective of the thing itself) is
einleuchtend (enlightening). In other words, the self-presentation
of the thing itself in the event of understanding is something
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expressed by this concept, Einleuchtende, literally 'that which
shines forth.,” Gadamer writes:

The eikos, the verisimile, the War-scheinlich,10
the enlightening belong to a series that defends its
own correctness against the truth and certainty of
the proven and known (WM 460; TM 441).

For Gadamer, 'enlightening’ refers to the metaphysical tradition
of light in classical Greek philosophy. It is the power of light to
illuminate. It allows the illuminated to be seen. Gadamer attributes
this power to language. Itis "the light of the word" (WM 458; TM
440). The word as light permits the thing to be seen in its
self-presentation in language. In this sense the self-presentation of
the thing is self-evident. It presents itself to the cognizer as it is.
Therefore, the enlightening throws a new light upon what was
thought to have been the case. "The enlightening is also clearly
always something surprising, like the dawning of a new light"
(WM 460; TM 441). Furthermore, the enlightening is more
authentically true than what had been proven and thought to be true
and certain.

Gadamer's conclusions that 1) the thing itself presents itself in
every particular language as an Ansicht der Sache selbst (a
perspective of the thing itself), 2) that this is the most complete
expression of the thing itself possible in that particular language,
and 3) that the Ansicht (perspective) of the thing itself is
enlightening, allowing him to philosophically legitimize his
conclusion that a discipline of questioning and investigating can
attest to truth,

Within the discipline of questioning and investigating, differing
and conflicting possibilities present themselves to the interpreter
who has opened up a space for them. The inherited text may
present prejudgments different from the interpreter's. Creative
development of new prejudgments exists in this clearing, The
different prejudgments are linguistic expressions concerning the
Sache selbst (subject matter or thing itself). They are possible
perspectives (Ansichten) of the Sache. Differing interpretations are
probed. Finally, if there is an event of truth, one interpretation
(one prejudgment, one perspective) will shine forth since it is the
enlightening perspecive. It is a partial truth, the hermeneutic truth,
the perspective of the thing itself (Ansicht der Sache selbst),
relative to that Sprachansicht. In this way the Vorurreil may be
founded upon the Sache and one may attest to this truth. This is
part of what I think Gadamer means when he writes:

As one who understands we are incorporated
within an event of truth [Wahrheitsgeschehen] and
come too late, if we wish to know what we should
believe (WM 465; TM 447).
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The enlightening is evident; it shines forth. If a prejudgment is
enlightening and this is experienced in the event of truth, there is no
possibility of wondering whether this is 10 be believed. If one
questioned it, it would not be enlightening. Later, in another event,
another perspective may appear in a different linguistic perspective,

Briefly, this allows a preliminary answer to Gadamer's
statement that hermeneutic reflective consciousness does not
provide itself with a truth criterion. The enlightening is not an
element produced by reflective consciousness, rather it belongs to
the very foundation of the experience of consciousness. It is
experienced by consciousness philosophically prior to any content
of consciousness just as the fallibility of consciousness is prior to
the dialectic movement of consciousness, The task of reflective
consciousness is limited, as Gadamer states, to laying open
possibilities of cognition. In this clearing the enlightening may be
experienced.

Therefore, the einleuchtend (enlightening) quality of the
perspective of the thing itself is the hermeneutic truth criterion,
since it alone enables the cognizer to ground the prejudgments in
the things themselves.

Further, the enlightening perspective of the thing itself permits
the differentiation of truth from falsity within the linguistic
perspective. This prevents such a total relativism where truth and
falsity are indistinguishable. And yet, since the enlightening
perspective is onfy a perspective of the thing itself, the truth
realized in the event of understanding is not an absolute truth but a
truth relative to the linguistic perspective, Sprachansicht, which
forms our present horizon of meaning and knowledge. This
preserves the possibility of new knowledge.

Hermeneutic truth is a human truth, but truth nevertheless.
There is a mark or criterion for this truth; it is the enlightening
quality of the perspective of the thing itself,
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