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Husserl, Hutchings, and Bilimoria's essay “On Not Having Regards for Fruits: Kant
and the Gita,” in Religions and Comparative Thought: Essays in Honour of the Late Dr
lan Kesarcodi-Watson, Purusottama Bilimoria and Peter Fenner, eds. (New Delhi: Sri
Satguru Publications, 1988), Robert Morrison’s Nietzsche and Buddhism: A Study in
Nihilism and Ironic Affinities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), Rama Prasad’s
Ramdnuja and Hegel: A Comparative Study (New York: Prometheus Books, 1984),
and Douglas Berger's The Veil of Maya: Schopenhauer’s System and Indian Thought
(Binghamton, N.Y.: Global Academic Publishing, 2000).

47. Harold Coward, Derrida and Indian Philosophy (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1990).

48. Raja Ram Dravid, The Problem of Universals in Indian Philosophy (Varanasi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1972).

49. 1. N. Mohanty, Essays on Indian Philosophy: Traditional and Modern (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002).

50. E.g, J. L. Shaw’s essay on “Singular Existential Sentences: Contemporary Phi-
losophy and the Nyaya,” in Religions and Comparative Thought, Purusottama Bilimo-
ria and Peter Fenner, ed. (New Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1988), John Taber's
“Is Indian Logic Nonmonotonic?” in Philosophy: East and West 54, no. 2: (2004),
Jonardon Ganeri's Semantic Powers : Meaning and the Means of Knowing, Frits Staals’s
Universals: Studies in Indian Logic and Linguisics (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1988), and other works mentioned in this book.

51. Bimal Matilal, Perception: An Essay on Classical Indian Theories of Knowledge
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).

52. Derrida in particular accused Gadamer of wilfully disregarding the more criti-
cal, anti-metaphysical, “Nietzschean” aspects of Heidegger's works, an accusation
that Gadamer succinctly undercut and assimilated with his own “philosophica &
position (see the transcript of their 1981 debate in Dialogue and Deconstruction).

53. See Derrida, John Caputo, and others in the collected works within Dialogue
and Deconstruction.

54. Whereas in the study of Gadamer I will draw on a wider range of his
prolific writings, Ripa’s Gosvami’s contribution to this thesis will be primarily
through some of his most accessible texts: the Bhaktirasamr tasindhu and the Ujjvala
Nilamani, his analyses of devotional theology, his two epic love poems, the
Hamsadata and the Uddhavasandesa, and his plays, Vidagdha Middhava and the Lalita
Mddhava. Other texts such as the Upadesamrta, the Padydvali, the Prayuktakhyata
manjari, the Srikrsna Janmatithividhi, and the Dana Keli Kaumudi expand upon the
ideas found in the Bhaktirasimytasindhu, and will be drawn upon to illuminate their
author’s ideas; nevertheless they are less comprehensive and significantly less avail-
able than the former works.

I

GADAMER'S REALISMS



Part I—Introduction

Gadamer’s Realisms

The nullity of what is merely there around us, of that which is said to exist
in the “real” world, brings forth the higher truth of “what is the subject
or the concept.”!

Hegel, determined as he was by modern circumstances, found his own

philosophical endeavour confronted with a problem precisely the oppo-

site of that which the Ancients faced. His concern was to “make fluid” the

fixed suppositions of the Understanding, “to infuse them with Spirit.”?
Alain Badiou writes that the twentieth century has been marked, in con-
tradistinction to the scientism of the preceding century, by a search for the
“passion” of the real.3 He identifies this desire to elevate us to a more im-
passioned engagement with reality—above and beyond the mundane pass-
ing of the everyday world—as a goal common to many of the thinkers and
events of the post-Heideggerian landscape, wherein it seems to have taken
the place of the obsolete foundationalist agenda of which philosophical
“realism” was a part. “Is it not,” asks Badiou, “a major characteristic of
all contemporary thought to challenge the theme of the ground [fond], of
grounding, of foundation?”4 Contemporary thought seems to agree with
him, and Gadamer's attempt to alleviate “the distinctly frantic search for
orientation that confronted the young people of [his own] time” is undi-
minished in its significance today.5 Others go further; Lyotard insists that
“[t]he project of modernity (the realisation of universality) has not been
forsaken or forgotten, but destroyed, ‘liquidated,”s referring to the defla-
tion of subject and object, and the dissolution of truths into Gadamer's
hermeneutic “web”7 or Badiou’s mathematical infinity.® Badiou shows how
the very framework of the foundational project is indeed not overturned
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but dissolved into a metaphysic that affirms both plurality and univocity as
identical, making all fixed determinations “fluid.” Yet contrary to Badiou,
who adopts the Heideggerian narrative of philosophy’s misdirection by
Plato, Hegel, Descartes, and Kant, adding Heidegger himself to the list of
culprits, Gadamer proposes an ontology that is similar to that of Badiou,
but mines the same thinkers for an alternative understanding of Being and
its “ground.” Through a philosophical discourse that is both descriptive and
prescriptive, direct and oblique, Gadamer supplants the analytically naive
ingredients of conventional “realism”—which itself appears in the wake of
Kant to be a position of faith—with a soteriological pursuit of an elusive
“reality,” redefined in post-Heideggerian terms. Gadamer’s hermeneutics
modifies Badiou’s narrative of the search for the real, challenging his pes-
simistic prognosis that it will lead to an inevitable deflection of thought
back toward mere appearance rather than unthinkable reality. He seeks a
genuine passion for a genuine “real” within the metaphysics of European
philosophy.

Yet after a career committed to transforming the extraordinary breadth of
his intellectual heritage into a synthesis designed to make philosophy and
its puzzles more “liveable,” Gadamer was disappointed that both Heidegger
and Derrida showed little sign of appreciating the importance of his proj-
ect. The object of a subdued but steadily increasing acclaim, it is perhaps
because his philosophical significance does not lie primarily in being pro-
vocative that he sometimes “flies below the radar.”® Reappropriative rather
than explicitly revolutionary, the significance of Gadamer's position is that
it is already the position in which we find ourselves in modernity; more
clearly described and more hopefully displayed from core to consequence
than we had previously enjoyed. By the sixteenth century CE, Indian culture
had enjoyed two millennia in which to accustom itself to the presence of
a major strand of epistemological nihilism propounding ultimate finitude
and anti-essentialism in commonsensically compelling terms. In the twen-
tieth-century West, philosophers were still struggling to assess the validity
of the transcendental ego and its inferences, and the public was still aghast
at the notion that there might be no arbiter of truths and no basis for cer-
tainties. Beyond even Heidegger, Gadamer makes a major step forward in
so optimistically asserting that truth can be rehabilitated as the foundation
for our lives.

Thus, while Gadamer is widely hailed as a philosopher whose thought is
illuminating for the various interpretative projects in which the human sci-
ences are engaged, it is the depth of his enquiry into fundamental ontology
that makes these practical applications possible. On this basis he restores
an epistemological and semantic optimism that Richard Rorty’s pragmatist
interpretation of Gadamer's work refracts into viable philosophical appli-
cations, but of which it fails fully to reflect the moral and ontological im-
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plications.®® Contrasting in important respects with Nietzsche, Heidegger,
and Derrida, Gadamer “does not understand his position to signal the
end of philosophy, but a new beginning of sorts.”! The question for those
struggling to move beyond philosophy's critical era of deconstruction and
suspicion is: “What kind of ‘new beginning’ does Gadamer have in mind?”
When William Hamilton writes of the problematic of religiosity after the
“death of God,” that “We move to our neighbour, to the city and to the
world out of a sense of the loss of God. . . . And, for the time of our waiting
we place ourselves with our neighbour and enemy in the world,”12 must
we then think of Gadamer’s “urbanisation of the Heideggerian province”
in this context? Or does he draw on an alternative well of resources for a
“postmodern” faith that is not attendant on God in the style of a Semitic
theology of the interim, but hermeneutically attentive to Him in the im-
manent realm of the real?

The first chapter will review Gadamer's position vis d vis traditional and
contemporary notions of realism. The second will seek to establish the
nature of the “fundamental” ontology that underlies his philosophical
Fw.dsmsmcmn project. The third chapter explores how Gadamer developed
this ontological realism into an ethical discourse in which the “passion of
the real” manifests as a vitalistic approach to the finite tasks and concerns
of human life. The section as a whole will not only ask what is the funda-
mental ontological nature of the real, but how it also entails an ethical, ap-

plied dimension that contributes to the possibility of a post-Heideggerian
religious realism.

. NOTES

1. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hegel's Dialectic: Five Hermeneutical Studies, P. Christo-
pher Smith, trans. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976), 16.

2. Hegel's Dialectic: Five Hermeneutical Studies, 31.

3. See Badiou’s article “One Divides into Two,” Alberto Toscana, trans. (Mal-
den, Mass.: Polity Press, 2007). Zizek had brought this term into common us-
age, deploying it to interpret the response to the events of September 11 in his
essay “Welcome to the Desert of the Real: Reflections on WTC” (2001). L'Etre et
L’Evinement, published in 1988, was declared to be “the first book, since Being and
Time that again dares to ask the question ‘what of being qua being?” (Dominique
Janicaud), while tackling “the whole of philosophy from Parmenides to Heidegger”
(Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe)—evidently Janicauld had not looked very closely at
Gadamer’s ontology. Badiou derives a great deal from the French Hegelian school
with which Gadamer was in dialogue through his Hegel studies, yet himself also
Tﬁmmq misinterprets Gadamer, identifying his goals with Heidegger's goals as an
interpretative “vocation devoted to the open” (Alain Badiou, Infinite Thought: Truth
and the Return of Philosophy (London: Continuum, 2003), 43)—the opening of
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meaning folded within received reality. He neglects the ontological dimension of
Gadamer, subsumes him to Heidegger's work, and claims that he is uninterested
in the metaphysics of truth. The exposition in chapter 2 shows that the opposite is
the case: Gadamer's ontology reaches fundamentally similar conclusions to those
of Badiou's ontology, both drawing on mathematics (Pythagorean Platonism for
Gadamer and set theory for Badiou), and both seeking to revive the place of truth
as a centre of modern philosophy.

4. Alain Badiou, Deleuze, The Clamor of Being, Louise Burchill, trans. (Minneapo-
lis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 42.

5. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Apprenticeships, R. Sullivan, trans. (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985), 7.

6. Jean-Francois Lyotard, Meralitis Postmodernes (Paris: Gallilee, 1993), 30.

7. See B. Wachterhauser's Beyond Being: Gadamer's Post-Platonic Hermeneutical
Ontology (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 67.

8. See A. Badiou, Etre et Evénement (Paris: Seuil, 1988) or forthcoming in trans-
lation as Being and Event, Oliver Feltham, trans. (London: Continuum, 2005).

9. Jean Grondin’s The Philosophy of Gadamer, Kathryn Plant, trans. (Montreal:
McGill-Queens University Press, 2003) examines the reasons why Truth and Method
received such a restrained reception in the French philosophical sphere, suggesting
that his hermeneutic topic had been largely usurped by Ricoeur, Derrida, and Fou-
cault by the time Gadamer's unfashionably peaceable and reappropriative herme-
neutics began to be widely read. The challenging text-oriented and issue-driven
approaches of the younger thinkers were more in vogue than Gadamer's rather
generalised and sometimes long-winded history of philosophy.

10. See Richard Rorty on Gadamer in “Being That Can Be Understood is Lan-
guage,” in Gadamer's Repercussions: Reconsidering Philosophical Hermeneutics, Bruce
Krajewski, ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), and in Philesophy and
the Mirror of Nature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981).

11. Brice Wachterhauser, “Getting it Right: Relativism, Realism and Truth,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Gadamer (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 56.

12. See W. Hamilton, “The Death of God Theologies Today,” in Radical Theology
and the Death of God, T. ]. Altizer and W. Hamilton, eds. (London: Penguin Books,
1968), 59-60.

Chapter 1

Gadamer in the Realist Debate

FROM NON-REALISM TO A NEW REALISM

Gadamer, who prior to his death in 2002 was surely the most senior living
member of the German phenomenological tradition, has been many things
to many people. The product of his allusive style and his elusive metaphysi-
cal stance, this Protean quality is one of the features that has made him
both “modern” and “classical,” useful to all—exemplifying the Socratic
virtue of remaining intellectually “on the move” in accordance with the
exigencies of context. It also reminds us that Gadamer is a close philosophi-
cal-cousin of Derrida, that his hermeneutic readings characteristically strive
to question and refigure the categorising rationality by which philosophy
understands itself.!

Within the confines of a single essay Gadamer's longstanding critic Hans
Albert has charged him with “radical historism,” “anti-naturalism,” both
“epistemological” and “analytic” relativism, and of espousing something
akin to transcendental idealism (a distant cousin of Putnam'’s “internal
realism”). Further, Albert criticises him severely for not being satisfied with
the conservative task of advancing traditional “metaphysical realism as well
as the notion of truth going along with it.”2 Jean Grondin controversially
designates Gadamer as a “critical rationalist” of a Popperian mould, while
Richard Rorty has most famously, and perhaps most misleadingly, por-
trayed him as a nascent pragmatist.? Performativity and pragmatism, not
correspondence with an existing state of affairs, is how philosophers such
as Christopher Norris and Richard Bernstein have characterised the mod-
ern anti-realist* notion of truth defined by thinkers like Rorty, and Norris
is particularly quick to lump Heideggerian thinkers like Gadamer in not

27




34 Chapter 1

only with Rorty, but also with supposed continental relativists like ﬁmm.b-
Francois Lyotard, Gaston Bachelard, and Jacques Derrida.> At an opposite
extreme Gadamer “has been accused of ‘linguistic idealism, of making
language an autonomous creation.” Here his metaphysical mEm_mnmmoum
are acknowledged, but mistaken for an outmoded idealistic position that
recent Gadamer scholars such as Christopher Lawn feel to be “bizarre and
counter-intuitive.”®

The range of Gadamer’s metaphysical appellations extends throughout
and beyond the range of positions that have been classified under the um-
brella term “non-realism.” Indeed, as we have seen, the post-Heideggerian
tradition is increasingly understood from the perspective of a metaphysics
that transcends the implicit subject-object framework onto which such
designations have previously been mapped. “Non-realism” is the term that
has been coined to embrace the new landscape that lies beyond the old
dualistic, assertorial metaphysics. .

Like Rapa Gosvami, his predecessor by some five hundred years, at a dis-
tance of four and a half thousand miles, Gadamer begins by inheriting a po-
lemical opposition to the alienating ideal of radical ﬁmnmnmnamnnw both in
metaphysics and in religion. Through a rich dialogue with the seminal texts
of their predecessors, both Gadamer and Rapa Gosvami develop, a.mm:m.
and eventually alter this opposition. As we will see, the range of positions
on the reality of phenomenal and transcendental “things” is as wide in the
Indian debate as in the modern West, although they are somewhat differ-
ently aligned in the way they figure the alternatives, and Riapa Ooméﬂwm
ideas thus challenge the traditional European framework of opposed im-
manent and transcendent Gods, idealist and realist metaphysics, objectivist
and subjectivist truths. Yet, at the risk of precluding some of EOm.m tantalis-
ing ambiguities that make his work so varied and versatile, it is important
to note that Gadamer himself considered the traditional opposition of
realism and idealism as “perverse,” “precritical,” and “pretranscendental,”
something already obsolete in metaphysical discourse by the time Husserl's
logical investigations became influential.” When we understand how m_om.m
Husserl comes to abolishing the reification of the contents of our experi-
ences, it becomes clear that any “realistic elements” in subsequent phe-
nomenology can only be understood from the perspective of an assertorial
epoche.? For philosophers in Husserl's wake, acting as if ideas n.o_._.mm_uosa
to independent objects that anchor them in an objective reality, is merely a
remnant of scholastic cosmology and a by-product of certain practical but
imprecise functions of our language. But Gadamer goes much mcdrm.ﬁ than
this. Biographically, Gadamer's rejection of realism came as a rejection of
Hartmann in favour of Heidegger. Realism and idealism do appear as a
polar pair in his commentaries on Hegel and on phenomenology, but in
those rare works in which, rather than hermeneutically borrowing the tools
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of others, he tries to coin his own more accurate language, that traditional
pair is replaced by the opposition of objectivist transcendental realism and
“facticity” (Sachlichkeit).® In this opposition a more human battle is fought
between varying ways of schematising our experience of phenomena.
Henceforth Gadamer raised the flag of a crusade against “the prose of alien-
ated reality against which the poetry of aesthetic reconciliation must seek its
own self-consciousness.”1 The alienation of reality is a schism from which
the “phenomenological criticism of the psychology and epistemology of
the nineteenth century” finally liberates us by healing the divide between
the speculative imagination, and the experience of the real, thus:

[Phenomenology| has shown the error in all attempts to conceive the mode
of aesthetic being in terms of the experience of reality and as a modification
of it. All such ideas as imitation, appearance, irreality, illusion, magic, dream,
assume a relationship to something from which the aesthetic is different. But
the phenomenological return to the aesthetic experience teaches us that the

latter does not think in terms of this relationship but sees, rather, actual truth
in what it experiences.t

We will see in chapter 6 how extraordinarily close this desire to reunify us
with reality through aesthetic experience is to Rapa Gosvami's synthesis of
the language of ontology and aesthetics.!2 For Gadamer this is in many re-
spects a radical thesis—not because a permeable boundary between art and
reality is a particularly revolutionary idea, but because, as we will see, the

suggestion is underlined by a comprehensive ontology that rejects this pro-

visional polarisation. The redirection of “truth” toward ideality was soon to
be refracted by a widening of the field of candidates for the “real,” restricted
‘only by the limits of the imagination. The hermeneutics of the formulation
and deconstruction of oppositions that characterises philosophical inquiry
into “reality” is a leitmotif of Gadamer’s covertly reconciliatory hermeneutic
works.

On one level, Gadamer's quest is to eliminate our attachment to any
reality from which we have the intuition that we can awaken, or any de-
pendent paradigm of the real that can “be disappointed by a more genuine
experience of reality.”3 A correct self-understanding (sich Verstehen) is the
key to salvaton: He hopes to make us at home in the reality in which we
habitually dwell, recognising it as the sole and thus ultimate reality, in
which truth also has its home. This apparent “non-realism,” that prefers
the authority of self-presentative being (Selbstdarstellung) over the semiotic
relation of dependence entrenched in traditional correspondence realism,
fits not only with the anti-metaphysical epoché of phenomenology; it also
looks forward to the growing optimism and quiet humanism represented
by other hermeneutic thinkers such as Paul Ricoeur.4 It is part of what
Charles Taylor identifies as “the affirmation of ordinary life,” a recovery
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from the Enlightenment’s fragmentation of reason and its concomitant pes-
simistic diagnosis for psychic health.!* The post-Heideggerian “non-realist”
rejection of ontological dualism puts away the ideal of transcendence as
a child puts away an inspiring but misleading fairytale. With this change
goes a parallel affirmation of phronesis, practical wisdom rather than eternal
knowledge, as a “transvaluation of values” meant to replace what was lost.
Phronesis escapes the dialectical equivocation of “ideologies” precisely be-
cause it is not a system; it does philosophy in a different way.

Gadamer is a key figure in explicating the rationale behind this newly
“realistic” and responsible adulthood, a late hero in the mythos of Heideg-
gerian philosophy. In broad accordance with Richard Wolin's judgement that
Gadamer is “Heidegger's most talented and original disciple,”6 it is the wide-
spread belief that Gadamer rarely really departs from the terms of Heidegger's
“metaphysic,” i.e., the purely descriptive analysis of what is the case.!” Even
Alain Badiou, who is perhaps the only other contemporary Western writer
sharing Gadamer’s metaphysical principles, places him at the same loca-
tion as Heidegger on the path of Western philosophy’s self-understanding.!8
Hence, while he may diverge from the Heideggerian provenance of his work
in terms of the rhetorical emphasis he gives to certain ideas or aspects of life,
and may vary from him in his extra-metaphysical concerns, such as the place
of aesthetics or religion, his philosophical picture is consonant with that of
Heidegger and draws its conclusions based on the same underlying model of
being.!® He is the Aaron to Heidegger's Moses.

The present study both supports and contends with this belief—the
same ontological truths stand before both writers, but different degrees of
fidelity to the implications of those truths characterise the worldviews that
they derive from them. Where Gadamer has sought to clarify and resolve
past puzzles, Heidegger often approached the same ambiguities with a
judicious allowance of wilful mystery and mythology. It must be recog-
nised that where Heidegger struggles with his own philosophy, Gadamer
strove throughout his career to realise the full metaphysical implications
of Heidegger's work by reconciling it with the history of philosophy.2? Jean
Grondin’s attempt to chart their divergence is a good example of the misun-
derstandings that can result.?! Differences such as “Understanding is mainly
‘To know one's way around, to be up to a task’ [Heidegger|/'To agree on the
thing itself’ [Gadamer|” are minimised when one sees that “the thing itself”
in Gadamer's perspective is a thematic designation that always includes the
contextual structure of understanding that incorporates the “task” in which
the “thing” is involved.?? Gunter Figal's essay in the same volume makes
this very point.23 Equally, the event (Ereignis) of agreement that Gadamer
takes as the central research question that motivated the philosophical
hermeneutic project is not a digression from the Heideggerian project; it
implies all of human understanding and action, not merely interpersonal
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communications—although this is indeed the paradigmatic model that
Gadamer uses to express this universal truth. Gadamer himself characterises
their differences in terms of their media of expression, and their respective
distances from Husserlian phenomenology and from Plato:

The hermeneutics | developed was also based upon finitude and the historical
character of Dasein, and it tried to carry forward Heidegger's turn away from
his transcendental account of himself, albeit not in Heidegger’s direction of an

inspiration from the poetic mythos of Holderlin but rather in a return to the
open dialectic of Plato.2

It is true that Heidegger orients Dasein toward the future and the primacy
of death for self-understanding, whilst Gadamer characteristically avoids
the topic of death and instead refers us to the determining and enabling
prejudice of “effective history” as the seal on our finitude.25 But again, as

his response in the debate with Habermas is meant to show, his notion of
“prejudice” (vorurteile) which is all too easily misjudged, is as much a mat-
ter of futural possibility as of past determination, and this too is a point
of correspondence between them for which Gianni Vattimo argues.6 In
referring us to conversation rather than to death for an indication of our
finitude, Gadamer is certainly choosing a different theme, but is not mak-
ing a philosophically different claim from Heidegger.2” Gadamer is highly
familiar with the tendency in philosophy for diverse philosophers to derive
their positions through different analytic approaches to or thematisations of
the same logical insights. The differences that Heidegger and the whole
philosophical establishment saw as paradigmatic—between Aristotle, Plato,
Hegel, Kant, and Heidegger himself—are minimised from this perspective.
"The opposed paradigms of philosophical “schools” can then be seen as
divergent, interwoven voices in a dialogue on common themes. This model
is crucial for clarifying broad topics of inquiry (such as realism) in any
tradition, and applies equally to the different narratives of Indian philo-
sophical discourse (such that a narrative of philosophers deriving different
views from the same reality is a commonplace fable in classical Indian
thought).?8 Gadamer writes of his conversion to the Heideggerian narrative

of philosophy as having been initiated through his apprenticeship in the
study of Aristotle, that it

brought a complete about-face for me. All at once I saw how misleading the
whole scholastic conceptual grid was. 1 saw how, by means of this, people

loved to represent Aristotle’s philosophy as “realistic,” even when they them-
selves were not Thomists.2?

Dissatisfied with every trace of conventional realism, Gadamer aban-
doned the terminology of Dasein and developed his own tropes for doing
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phenomenological justice to the relation of individual beings to Being per
se.3% Again and again Gadamer expressed his frustration with Heidegger's
“half-poetic attempts at discourse [which] are sometimes more expressive
of a linguistic need than of its overcoming.”® Thus talk about persons,
things, the world, “us” and “it” is liberally scattered throughout Gadamer’s
major texts, implicitly drawing on the metaphysics of subject and object,
and sowing the seeds of extensive misunderstanding. Yet his hermeneutical
position, so insistently termed “philosophical,”32 commits him unequivo-
cally to the primacy of Being, swatting away the anthropocentrism of tra-
ditional epistemology through his rejection of post-Kantian subjectivism
and what he calls “subjectism,” our philosophically naive, commonsensical
orientation toward the subject. Hence, at the threshold of the phenom-
enological project aimed at describing the structures of the world but not
its ontological status (a project taken up with such success by Ricoeur and
Merleau-Ponty, among others), Gadamer lingers in abandoned metaphysi-
cal territory in pursuit of foundations for the difficult ontology of the later
Heidegger.

His most famous and successful trope of Spiel, or “play,” is one of the
main tools for reopening this territory to exploration, providing an apt in-
terface for the phenomenological and the ontological. He writes:

As far as language is concerned, the actual subject of play is obviously not the

subjectivity of an individual who, among other activities, also plays, but is in-

stead the play itself. But we are so accustomed to relating phenomena such as

playing to the sphere of subjectivity and the ways it acts that we remain closed

to these indications from the spirit of language.33

Play is one of the many images that Gadamer employs to transcend the
objective and the subjective with a meta-entity that incorporates the two;
as an ontological term it takes the place of Dasein, and is, as we will see,
the framework for Gadamer's metaphysical realism. Gadamer’s urbanisa-
tion of the inhospitable Heideggerian province is at once ontological and
anthropological; “the spirit of language” is the communication from be-
ing, its “skin,” so to speak, and here it communicates to us the view from
within Being, as opposed to the view of it from a transcendental point
outside of it. It is the difficulty of discovering, expressing, and formulat-
ing a liveable ethos based on the view from within Being that is one of
Gadamer’s main challenges, and the task that will distinguish a successful
postmodern philosophy from a merely capricious, imaginative one. It is
the striking parallel between Spiel and lild, Gadamer and Ripa Gosvami's
respective metaphor models for Being as “play,” that is, the axial premise
for bringing both together to address the problem of a post-sceptical “re-
alist” brand of belief.
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GADAMER'’S “REALISM”

Having extensively criticised the old mythos of realism imposed on past
philosophers, Gadamer himself employs a language of the real that is often
equally vague, but resonant with the rhetoric of liberty. His own ideals are
made evident in the theme of the real:

[W]e are moved in the space of freedom. . . . This space is not the free space of an
abstract joy in construction but a space filled with reality by prior familiarity.34

In endowing our experience of freedom with a realistic ethos, Gadamer
references the doctrine of “historically determined consciousness” to which
he attributes our experiences, views, and truths—precisely the doctrine
that Habermas criticises as a deterministic denial of freedom, and which
others construe as a culturally constructivist account of meaning (Vollzug).
Yet in contrast to this, Wachterhauser portrays Gadamer as combating the
umbrella anti-realism of coherentism (e.g,, pragmatist truth-accounts based

on semantic or functional agreement of terms), with a view according to
which

“true” means something more like the way things actually are and not some-
thing merely “consistent,” “warranted” or “useful in the way of belief. "3

Gadamer writes that

when we speak of the “nature” of things or the “language” of things, these ex-

“pressions share in common a polemical rejection of violent arbitrariness in our
dealing with things, especially the mere stating of opinions, the capriciousness
of conjectures or assertions about things, and the arbitrariness of denials or the
insistence of private opinions.36

Gadamer’s account of language certainly does not warrant manipulation
or imposition of arbitrary truth-values; language is beyond the bounds of
the merely subjective powers of awareness. This autonomy of reality is fur-
ther reflected in the ontological trope of the game, a metaphor (and more
than metaphor) for Being according to which “even for human subjectiv-
ity the real experience of the game consists in the fact that something that
obeys its own set of laws gains ascendancy in the game."37 If realism were,
practically speaking, above all an opposition to subjectivism in the ques-
tion of the truth and reality of objects, Gadamer would unquestionably
be a realist, although Wachterhauser is then over-quick to claim that this
liberates Gadamer completely from deflationist or coherentist accounts of
truth—both of which have an important place in the proper hermeneutic
understanding of discourse.3® The character of Gadamer's realism borrows



40 Chapter 1

much from the basic self-definition of phenomenology, as an attendance to
“that which shows itself in itself” (das Sich-an-ihm-selbst-zeigende). Gadam-
er's work is laced, as is that of Heidegger, with an injunction to attend to
the implicit order of Being, from within the subjective space of our “letting
beings be” (sehenlassen). In some cases Gadamer expresses this order in the
language of our everyday experience, appearing to imply a linguistic relativ-
ism and a consonant prelinguistic realism. Thus, in seeking to explain the
intuitive origins of his thinking in his intellectual autobiography Philosophi-
cal Apprenticeships, he writes:

All too well known are those prelinguistic and metalinguistic dawnings, dumb-
nesses and silences in which the immediate meeting with the world expresses
itself. And who would deny that there are real conditions to human life? There
are such things as hunger and love, work and domination, which themselves
are not speech and language but which circumscribe the space within which
speaking-with-each-other and listening-to-each-other can take place.?

The real conditions that reveal themselves in our “dawnings, dumb-
nesses and silences” can appear in Heideggerian terms as the “clearing” of
our dialogue with the world, a clearing being not an absence of things, but
a visibility of that which exists, including oneself. Otherwise defined, it is
precisely our “immediate” encounter with the world that furnishes the con-
tents of the speaking and listening “that we are.” Although he may be, on
the basis of his theoretical position and its affirmation of polyvalent texts,
accused of semantic relativism, Gadamer’s work is always moderated in
these theoretical cases by a direct reference to “real” (in the sense of actual,
“biographical”) circumstances that affirm the intuitive possibility of right
and wrong meaning. In his direct discussion of such conflict of meaning
in the test case of modern poetry, he resolves a conflict over the interpreta-
tion of a Celan poem by reference to the response of the author, stating
that by chance he “happened to be in Paris with Celan when this mistaken
interpretation [was published]” and that it “made him very angry.”4? This
sort of commonsense reaction should act as balm to any fears that he
conceals a relativism pernicious to the activities and concerns of everyday
life. But with a characteristic hermeneutic sophistication of the debate over
the Celan poem, he points out that the resulting mistake does not consist
in obtaining an incorrect rather than a correct meaning, but rather that
it results in an inferior poem to the “right” one, just as, in theory, wrong
meaning in law results in social disarray, wrong meaning in science results
in failed experiments, and wrong meaning in religion results in unhappy
or unethical lives. One should not confuse simple polyvalence with the
radically unstable ecriture of Derrida’s grammatology, he says.4! Rather, the
notions of right and wrong must also defer to the transcendent (in the sense
of “universally necessary”) notion of the Good.
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Of course, these questions of semantic truth and realism ultimately
defer to an idea of the Good that has an ontological pedigree but not
an absolute content. Truth is a multiplicity that does indeed entail an
order of relativism. However, not only because of his model of defer-
ence to an edifying order innate to the “world,” but also because of its
working out on an ontological scale in the dynamics of Gadamer's “play-
ontology,” he has been variously and justly described as a metaphysical
realist of one kind or another. Wachterhauser gives an extensive exposi-
tion of Gadamer's “post-Platonic” realist ontology, and on Paul Gorner's
account Gadamer's work falls under the same category of transcendental
realist phenomenology as does that of Heidegger 22 Despite Gadamer's
ticklishness over providing explicit and complete accounts of belief and
individualism, Caputo complains of him that he is a “closet essentialist”
where meaning and being are concerned. He complains (in respect of
Gadamer’s model for interpreting modern art in The Relevance of the Beauti-
ful) that Gadamer's hermeneutics is a thematising domestication of what
is intended to be disruptive.*3 Karl-Otto Apel more cautiously labels him
a realist who is “critical of meaning.”44 Thus what is ontology is typically
misinterpreted as discourse analysis, owing to the continuance of an ideal-
ist way of thinking that makes interpretation appear as an order imposed
on the world. The mistake is a persistent and pernicious one against which
Gianni Vattimo warns, aware that it leads to a misplaced transcendentally
absolute ontological realism.*5

Gadamer writes that his turn from Nicholai Hartmann’s “critical realism”
to Heidegger's “facticity” was a relief, a movement from what was a purely
imitative philosophical method to what fitted his deepest intuitions. He

S writes:

When I found confirmation for my contrariness in Heidegger, especially in re-
spect to the interpretive deepening of the historical uniqueness of the expressions
of thought, my old schoolboy understanding with Hartmann broke down. 16

However Gadamer, so influenced by the “realist” inclinations of phenom-
enological thinkers like Hartmann, Scheler, and Pfander, is quick to point
out that their directive to return to the things themselves was less a securing
of objectivist method, than a modest directing of attention away from the
mere objects (Gegenstand) and toward the phenomena in all their numinous
significance and imperviousness to human will.4” Both limiting and enabling
our freedom, Gadamer’s “world” has an innate value, deflating the usual
problems of assertion and truth. “The appeal to the nature of things refers to
an order removed from human wishes,” he writes, and directs us to

remember what things really are, namely not a material that is used and con-
sumed, not a tool that is used and set aside, but something instead that has
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existence [Existenz| in itself and is “not forced to do anything,” as Heidegger
says. “[I]ts own being in itself is like a language it is vital for us to hear."?8

The old problems of realism are increasingly subsumed to the problem
of will—the phenomenological issue of what does and does not succumb
to our manipulation, and how this power structure frames our worldview.4?
Gadamer assures us that his “real concern was and is philosophic; not what
we do or what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our
wanting and doing.”*® Chapter 3 will argue that the discourse of “ought”
does indeed permeate his language of “is.” Yet this too is a reflection of the
profound realism of his philosophy. .

Ironically, it is the “unifying,” “regulative” function of Gadamer's real-
ism, so conducive to pragmatic and phronetic applications, that often leads
those interested in Gadamer’s hermeneutics back to the ontological ques-
tion of the regulations, the hermeneutic rules (hermeneutische Regel), the
forms and determinations of the “real.” In Wittgensteinian language these
are the threads that tie the “bundle” of meanings into a language game, in
Hegelian terms the finite spirit that leads the particular toward the absolute,
or, in Platonic and subsequently Deleuzian language, the problem of the
One as opposed to that of the Many. In the genesis of these questions we
see that the speculative problem of foundations seems to follow hard on
the heels of every successful bout of theorising. In this respect Om&mﬂﬁ
is perhaps the most faithfully Heideggerian participant in what Derrida
sees as “the long and slow trajectory” of a project to fill in the gap left by
Heidegger's substitution of Dasein for subjectivity, such that Gadamer too
seeks to strengthen the fragile “ethical, juridical and political foundations
of democracy” left structurally unsound on the margins of this fundamental
(Heideggerian) turn.* Finally foundationalism seeks to become not a tool
for restricting human (or divine) freedom, but rather a precondition mo_‘..&m
proper administration of human freedom, such that it avoids Emm_.umwa&_.m
capriciousness, while allowing the free play necessary to “authentic” deci-
sionmaking. This realist foundationalism is a crucial part of the Gadame-
rian project in both its meta-physical and meta-ethical dimensions.

Gadamer characterises his own philosophical quest—half descriptive
metaphysics, half reconstitution of lived reality by restoring the m@:u.rman_
meaning-filled indeterminacies of experience—as the lived cu:.,_mmcos. of
Hegelian order and Kierkegaardian indeterminacy. This juxtaposition aims
to maintain us as both aware of the fluidity and vitality of Being, and also
refreshingly awake to it. Hegel and Kierkegaard both urge the reader to ac-
knowledge that there are importantly paradoxical or indeterminate truths at
the heart of metaphysics and human experience respectively. As we will see,
this philosophical legacy lays the ground in Gadamer's Somh. for a meta-
physics acknowledging indeterminacy as well as order, plurality as well as

[
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unity. He excavates Western philosophy for ideas that name in other lan-
guage the same “inconceivable identity and difference” (acintyabhedabheda)
that is the cornerstone of Ripa Gosvami's philosophical tradition. Chap-
ters 4-6 will show that Ripa Gosvami also gleans answers to the riddles
of indeterminacy, paradox, and identity from the philosophical history
on which he draws, and seeks to refine them into comprehensive, firmly
grounded accounts of truth and human flourishing. For both thinkers, it
turns out that this insight has implications on many levels. Thus Gadamer's
realism is fragmented into complementary facets; an ontology that seeks to
be truly fundamental, a renewed attention to the order that is “given” to us
In our experience of the world, the revivification of that order through the
complex energies of ambiguous interiority, seeking to milk a “higher truth”
from “the nullity of what is merely there around us,” and an affirmation
of the brave, exploratory, vigorous, and vital lives that he had witnessed
and most admired.52 According to this worldview, there is nothing from
which we need to be “saved,” except the nullity and meaninglessness that
can result from our ontological misconceptions. Realist reasoning based
on the establishment of certain truths will show us in the next chapter that
the “world” itself is not flawed, and has no “other” to which we can flee.
Our goal must be to understand this world, reconcile ourselves with it in
understanding and in action, and learn to appreciate it adequately. Thus
Gadamer's ethics will tend not toward “soteriology,” but rather toward the
eudaimonian ethos of a model of human flourishing.

NOTES

1. Gadamer's philosophical proximity to Derrida is acknowledged not only by
those who sought to transform his monologue vis d vis Derrida into a dialogue,
but by more recent commentators such as Zoran Jankovic, who clarifies the way in
which it is their critical response to the fundamental problems of Heideggerian phi-
losophy that unites them (see Au-dela du Signe: Gadamer et Derrida: Le Depassement
Hermeneutique et Deconstructiviste du Dasein? (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2003)). Despite
charges of covert conservatism from thinkers such as Habermas, Gadamer’s more
general critical qualities come clearly to the fore wherever one consults his writing
on any given issue or definition, contributing to the nuanced hermeneutic richness
of his thought.

2. Hans Albert, “Critical Rationalism and Universal Hermeneutics,” in Gadam-
er's Century: Essays in Honour of Hans Georg Gadamer, Jeff Malpas, Ulrich Arnswald,
and Jens Kertscher, eds. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002), 18-22.

3. Further, it is now clear that Jiirgen Habermas's seminal critiques of Gadamer
from the perspective of socio-political theory, reflected a fundamental failure to

comprehend the profoundly ontological position from which any such application
of his work must derive.










