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Chapter 3

Gadamer’s Ethics of Play

If philosophical hermeneutics tells us anything about discourse, it is that
every statement or position has a teleological structure, illuminated by the
light of a particular question and a particular ethics of human flourishing. It
sets the paradigms for the answer, even as it asks the question. In this chap-
ter we will explore Gadamer's much neglected discourses on reality, such as
it is understood not as the topic of ontological inquiry, but as the actuality
in which we dwell and in the context of which ontological truths must be
translated into ethical ones. For a thinker much affected by Kierkegaard,

Nietzsche, Dilthey, Scheler, Heidegger, and others who had struggled to

revivify our engagement with the world, it is essential to complement the
systematising discourse of metaphysics with an exploration of the “reality”
of our experiences in all their elusiveness to discourse, and in the omni-
present ethical urgency of everyday actions. By exploring other dimensions
of Gadamer’s “realism,” we can more fully reconstruct the “ethics” that
accompanies his post-sceptical “metaphysics.” The resulting picture of hu-
man flourishing both complements and contrasts with the ethical ideal that
Ripa Gosvami derives from a similar ontological outlook.

INDETERMINACY AND VITALITY IN
THE PRACTICE OF PHILOSOPHY

Commensurate with the “realism” of philosophical hermeneutics as an
approach that always looks to the “actual” or “real” concerns of the author
and audience, Gadamer's ethical position also informs the way in which he
elaborates his “realist” philosophy in terms of the actuality of the think-
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ing, writing philosopher. The Platonic studies with which he began his
career were not only a philological exercise, but also a biographical project.
Plato’s works offer the doubly fascinating insight of a portrait of one life
(the reported life of Socrates as canvas for the search for arete) refracted
through the dialogically rich works of another (Plato). In the drama of the
dialogues, which form an episodic biography, we see the interweaving of
system with the more complex dynamics of a portrait of real life.! In this
“actuality,” which the dialogues seek to portray, philosophy is pursued
through reflection and conversation, while the whole is subjected to the
pervasive debate over the ultimate good. In his discussion of Plato’s Lysis
it is to the deed, the ergon—the work or act of experience—that the con-
cept—Idee or logos—must have reference if it is to have meaning. It is only
in relation to this actuality that our metaphysical “realist” discourse can be
complete and accurate. Thus, as in Ripa Gosvami’s integral interweaving
of poetry, narrative, and philosophy, Gadamer's talk about actuality is not a
complementary consideration of an additional theme. It is an integral mod-
ification of Gadamer's whole project of talking about the real, necessary to
bring the discourse in line with its object and make it more able to render
both the hard structures of system and the soft structures of indeterminacy.
Thus in his own “autobiography,” he writes that hermeneutics is meant to
be deployed “not in the sense of a methodology, but as a theory of the real
experience that thinking is.”2

In Gadamer's attentions to the priority of biography and lived life for any
project of philosophising, he tries to come closer to what is “truly real, to
ontos on.”* He also emphasises this implicit reference to reality throughout
Plato’s dialogues—from the arguments of the Meno to his scene-setting evo-
cations of the pedagogical forum. By way of example, Gadamer writes with
reference to Plato’s discussion of the concept of friendship:

One must know what friendship is if one is to grasp once and for all that in it
sameness and difference, longing and fulfilment, growing intimacy with oth-
ers and with oneself, are all one and the same thing. And this the boys [i.e,
Socrates’ pupils| do not yet know.*

Gadamer is trying to indicate the omnipresence of lived truths in Plato—
both as a limitation on knowledge and discourse, and also as an infinitely
open and vitalising extension of both. On one hand this reminder has a
bearing on the practice of interpreting a body of thought, such that we must
keep the realities from which it is written and into which it is read in mind
when interpreting that corpus. What Gadamer intends, however, is to offer
historical demonstrations of dialectic as the continually transforming mo-
mentum of reality, both individual and social. He elaborates this content
through the hermeneutic interpretation of intellectual history.
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Contrary to the character of the systems to which logics of different kinds
and cultural origins lead us, reality is difficult to bring into discourse without
its being limited by the conclusiveness of our ideas and the closure of our
practical, habitual means of expression. It is partly for this reason that both
Gadamer and Heidegger hold poetic discourse in such high regard. We have
seen that Gadamer is wary of any “Hegelian” overemphasis on the Logisch-
reelles (the logical concept as preeminent reality).5 It is partly in pursuit of bal-
ance, and as a counteradvocate of Hegel’s “bad infinite,” that he turns to the
hermeneutics of Dilthey’s notion of the Lebenswelt (life-world) and its organic
structures in Truth and Method.® For similar reasons, Gadamer writes that “[i]n
contrast to Hegel, Schleiermacher had a particular feeling for the individual-
ity of phenomena,” which he considers, in line with the Romantics, to be
ineffabile.” On Gadamer's reading the two approaches coalesce in the Hegel
who prefigures Gadamer’s own concerns in observing that “[i]n the modern
period . . . [man] directly forces the inner essence into the open without the
mediatory experience of the natural consciousness. Thus the generation of
the universal here is cut off from the manifold of existence.”® The Hegel who
makes this complaint is Gadamer’s Kierkegaardian Hegel, a conciliatory fig-
ure who played a formative role in the intellectual development of the young
Gadamer. Hence Gadamer’s autobiographical reminiscence that

[a]lready, however, one of my earliest experiences in thought—by way of a
detour through Kierkegaard, together with a paradoxical enthusiasm for the
assessor, William in Either/Or—had led me to Hegel, without my completely
having realised it.® %
“Here a somewhat different axis of philosophical influence leads him to
unexpected insights that stand—if not in opposition, then in counterpoint
to the search for structure and certainty that we observe in his ontology.

Jean Grondin recounts how a particular aporia that had been puzzling
him was finally resolved in the course of a conversation with Gadamer in a
Heidelberg pub. In requesting clarification about the precise nature of the
universality of the hermeneutic insight, he might have expected the sort of
answer that we have anticipated in chapter 2, and that Gadamer gives in the
foreword to the very book that the conversation is cited in: Gadamer writes
that hermeneutics draws its universality from “the universality of logic, the
logos, and language.”® By contrast, the answer Grondin actually received
from Gadamer pointed to what is ineffable, elusive, and “inner,” and drew
on a (Augustinian) theological precedent. The universality of hermeneutics,
he contends, lies

[ijn the verbum interius. . . . This universality consists in inner speech, in that
one cannot say everything. One cannot express everything that one has in
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mind, the logos endiathetos. That is something I learned from Augustine’s De
Trinitate. This experience is universal: the actus signatus is never fully covered
by the actus exercitus. !

The inner word suggests precisely those aspects of experience that cannot
be said, ambivalent, unformulated feelings, thoughts, and impressions that
resist the crude warp and weft of conceptual analysis.

Grondin, like Wachterhauser, gives an exegesis of Gadamer that seeks
to fill in the gaps that are left by the common, crude stereotype of herme-
neutics as a sort of hopeful relativism, useful for the applied sciences of
interpretations and translation. Where Wachterhauser attempts to show the
extent to which determinate truths feature as a positive value in Gadamer’s
thought, Grondin seeks further to fill out our understanding of the Gada-
merian metaphysic by restoring its positive affirmation of indeterminacy
in everyday life. From this basis we can see how Gadamer's philosophy is
meant to restore not only confidence in our access to truth, but also aims
to restore “the passion of the real.”

A study of Gadamer's ontology shows how it is possible within the sys-
tem of “a personalised, dialogical Hegel” to maintain “the daily, thought-
ful intercourse with the Platonic dialogues,”12 and also make space for
Kierkegaard's concept of existence, characterised by Gadamer as “the
emergence of what is really up to us . . . not a fuzzy, emotional event, but
an illumination.”!3 The connection between Kierkegaard's ideas and the
importance of phronesis as an ethical decisionmaking process was brought
to Gadamer's attention by Heidegger. Both indicated other rationalities
through which to think out the problems of philosophy. Along with
Freud's “unconscious,” Marx’s analysis of production, and Dilthey’s histori-
cism, Gadamer recognised Kierkegaard’s notion of existence as one of the
“interpretive standpoints that our century has developed as ways of going
behind what is meant in subjective consciousness.”14 Kierkegaard himself
writes that “[e[xistence is the spacing that holds apart; the systematic is the
conclusiveness that combines.” In the analysis of the One and the Many
Gadamer shows the sense in which this definition of existence fits the terms
of his ontological realism. But it is also crucial at the phenomenological level
of what we experience—the reality that we all first and foremost have and
in which realist truths manifest as ethical decisions. The microcosmic struc-
ture of the One and Many sketches out the indeterminate momentum of
immediate everyday experience: just as Parmenides reveals to Socrates that
the One is in fact a Many, so “the words we find capture our intending, as it
were, and dovetail into relations that point out beyond the momentariness
of our act of intending.”!¢ In his Platonic exegeses Gadamer sought “the in-
ner tension and energy of Plato’s philosophising,” that part of lived reality
that cannot enter into the concept.!”
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This affirmation of indeterminacy at the phenomenal, personal level is
complemented by Gadamer’s celebration of those who celebrate the mo-
tion, energy, and telos of life—all kinds of life. According to Gadamer, life
philosophy—which encompassed the legacy of Nietzsche, Bergson, and
Marcuse, as well as Schleiermacher and Dilthey's historicism—derived its
view of reality from a Schellingian vision of life “as the potency of the
organism.”!® From diverse vantage points these writers saw that the life of
the individual, its very persistence through time, is its power of change. For
Gadamer, this Schellingian potency also manifests in Celan’s image of the
organism as an indistinct but vivifying interiority (of breath), which we can
only observe in the forms of its manifestation (i.e., crystallised in form and
language).!?

Again and again, we encounter thinkers, images, and ideas associated
with aspects of “vitalist” philosophy. Vitalism is generally seen to originate
in Aristotle’s account of the growing, transforming self, for which he was
perhaps the first thinker to appropriate the paradigm of biology. He intro-
duced key ideas that have continued to resonate in the systems of various
thinkers throughout the long history of the Western tradition, including
philosophers such as Bergson, who was a direct influence on Gadamer.
These tenets include the idea that beings are truly to be identified with vital
forces or energy that account for their activity, rather than the static forms
and mechanisms into and out of which they change; that the immanent te-
leology of beings lies in their fulfilment of natural processes; the striving of
the “forms” of the world to actualise themselves; humanity’s contextualisa-
tion in terms of the world at large; an optimism about transformation and
development; a preservation of a sense of mystery about the “interior” force
from which life, in all its change and diversity, springs. Gadamer seems to
recommend such an ethos when he approvingly cites Bergson's

passionate appeal to the “inner energy of an intelligence which at each mo-
ment wins itself back to itself, eliminating ideas already formed to give place
to those in the process of being formed” . . . the constant task of “renewed

adaptation to new situations.”2

In short, this vitalist ethos, which came to a practical, ethical expression
in Bergson's philosophy of le bon sens, imagines and advocates life as a con-
stant “fusion of horizons.” Elsewhere, Gadamer shows how such “vitalist”
ideas took on a historical and political dimension in the anti-technological
movement of his time:

Schleiermacher’s appeal to living feeling against the cold rationalism of the En-
lightenment, Schillers call for aesthetic freedom against mechanistic society,
Hegel's contrast between life (later, spirit) and “positivity,” were the forerun-
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ners of the protest against modern industrial society, which at the beginning
of our century caused the words Erlebnis and Frleben to become almost sacred
clarion calls . . . the influence of Friedrich Nietzsche and Henri Bergson played
its part, but also a spiritual movement like that around Stefan George. . . . The
life philosophy of our own day follows on its own romantic predecessors.?

He goes on to stress features of Bergson’s philosophy that fit with “pan-
theistic” elements of his own thought. Here, he writes, the concept of “life”
comes to express the “undivided concretion” and “absolute continuity of
the psychic” as the mode of being of living things in which “every element
is representative of the whole.” Gadamer notes approvingly that Bergson
“compares the inner interpenetration of all elements in consciousness to
the way all the notes intermingle when we listen to a melody . . . then,
defends the anti-Cartesian element of the concept of life against objectivis-
ing science.” All this he characterises by an “‘organic’ relationship of part
and whole.”?? The fascination with Bergson'’s, as with Aristotle’s, vitalism is
clear, and is emphasised repeatedly throughout his writings by the linking
of these ideas to themes of nature, health, life, thriving, change, and the
organic world in the work of other writers.

Yet, while this is a motif that merges well with Gadamer’s concerns to stress
the metaphysics of movement, the ethics of self-transforming encounter, and
the anti-systematising struggles of modern thought, the further “vitalistic”
theme of fruitful interior energy is less pronounced, buried in more marginal
works such as the monograph on Celan, and newly excavated by Gadamer's
biographer Jean Grondin. Grondin's presentation of Gadamer puts the “ver-
bum interius . . . the conversation with oneself that every person is . . . an inner
deliberation” at the heart of the hermeneutic insight in all its universality.23
Thus he thematises the “interiority” of the changeful self as an inner word,
or borrowing Celan’s organic image, that “pausing for breath” that Benjamin
designates “the mode most proper to the process of contemplation.”24

The self that we cannot capture in determinate discourse, system, and
theory—the self that should be treated as “alive” and in transformation
rather than transfixed under sedation and under the lens—is not meant to
be merely a topic for discussion. The portrait of “life” that Gadamer painted
in the exegetical practice of philosophical hermeneutics is intended to go
beyond the late Heidegger's “almost tragic grappling with the language of
metaphysics.”?> The hermeneutic method is intended to be ontology at
work—the reality of which our discourse speaks is never as real as the reality
which our discourse instantiates. Our powers of analysis could only catch
up with this present, which always outstrips the contents of our thought, by
including the fact of our thinking, and its reference to the infinite and ever-
unfolding world.?s Thus, as Plato already recognised, in trying to do justice
to reality, the philosopher is himself the field of demonstration.

~
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But Gadamer provides the insight that we can speak as the real, pro-
actively instantiating it at the raw forefront of its coming-to-be. In this way
he replaces self-reflexivity, which he characterises as “subjectism” (objec-
tivised subjectivity), with engaged activity. His hermeneutic exercises show
the “thought-forming labor of life” as Plato’s “universal-forming motion
of soul.”?” Gadamer thus seeks to maintain avenues for speaking of soul
without capitulating to what Ricoeur warily calls the “philosophies of the
cogito.” This effort is also the effort to do justice to reality.2s

Gadamer's early academic training came at a time and place in which
the nature and goals of philosophy were being actively questioned by the
proliferation of new approaches. The wide purview of Truth and Method is
a testament not only to Gadamer's thoroughness, but also to the richness
of the culture that he assimilated, and its readiness to engage with ques-
tions that unify the different disciplines. While the growing hegemony of
science advanced a model of truth whose manifest efficacy would win the
minds of the masses, other disciplines also developed important models
of truth whose tenacious influence would shape the hopes of those for
whom scientific methodology left much to be desired. The poetic and
mythological sensibility of Gadamer's generation widened the ambit of
philosophical reflection. He notes how, in the rise of anthropology, as of
classical philology, the influence of writers such as Vico, Herder, Goethe,
Novalis, Holderlin, and Dante promoted “myth’s reawakening claim to
religious validity” in contrast to the truth-claims of scripture.?? Gadamer's
autobiographical comments later in his career reflect the sense of a “new”
way of doing philosophy that he harvested from this fertile modern fractur-
ing of the tradition. For Gadamer, as in the Kantian notion of genius, the
practice of philosophising was not meant to be an imposition on nature,
but an outgrowth of it.30 By engaging in philosophical reflection one is first
and foremost instantiating the dialectical reality under examination (just as
Rupa Gosvami's ideal devotee, in worshipping Krishna, better instantiates
the relational reality that Krishna is), and in this respect all such description
itself was to be newly understood not as mimesis but as physis. Toward the
end of his life Gadamer advised that

one ought to work descriptively, creatively—intuitively and in a concretising
manner. Instead of simply applying concepts to all sorts of things, concepts
ought to come forward in movements of thought springing from the spirit of
language and the power of intuition.3

Note that this account of descriptive work is itself prescriptive. Gadamer's
portrait of the philosopher is not a mere description—it describes the ideal
philosopher and the ideal work of the philosopher as one that best reflects
the structures of reality that he has already discovered.
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This combination of description and prescription is a reminder of what it
is to talk of a realist ethics, and a reminder that Gadamer's realism, while it
is a search for universal truths, never claims to be a neutral, purely descrip-
tive enquiry. Gadamer cites one of the lights of German philosophy:

Difficult though it might be to detect it, a certain polemical thread runs
through any philosophical writing. He who philosophises is not at one with
the previous and contemporary world’s ways of thinking of things. Thus Plato’s
discussions are often not only directed to something but also directed against
it.32

Goethe’s comments on Plato, here quoted in a paper that Gadamer
presented to the Humanistic Gymnasium at Marburg, apply equally to the
speaker himself. Zizek complains of Heidegger that his ontological solu-
tion to the ontic problems of contemporary thought failed to escape the
pull of the discourse of objective theorising that it sought to transcend. The
mode of his rebellion suffered what Zizek calls “in Hegelese: [a] ‘speculative
identity’” with its dialectical opposite (which in Zizek's opinion accounts
for Heidegger's misplaced faith in a particular finite perspective: National
Socialist ideology).?* The hermeneutic concern is that the particular content
of the prescription will maintain a dialectical identity with its precondi-
tioning polemic, regardless of the attempt to provide an ethics that is as
universal as the fundamental ontology. Gadamer learned a great deal from
the mistake of Heidegger's particularism, and the gist of his ethics is thus
to show us not what to choose, but rather how to choose.3* In retrospective
essays Gadamer claims that his own moral-political quest was to prevent
an over-hasty democracy, derived from an over-hasty interpretation of the
Greeks, from disastrously holding sway and undermining its own goals by
pretending to an impossible objectivism. He sought to return to democracy
a “concretely real content” and a “new solidarity within our society.”3> His
concerns relate as well to questions of religious choice as to questions of
political choice; it is not an objective weighing of neutral facts or factors
that determines our orientations and acts; religious choice is, as we have
observed and as most theologians of the Indian devotional traditions
would agree—by definition—as much a passion as an action. His portrayal
of democracy as a passion of choice reflects the awkward combination of
finitude and innate teleological energy that we are. In this he affirms our
plural, finite passions.

GADAMER’S HUMANISM

The portrait of choice as nothing but a polemic-induced passion limited to
the parameters of the immediate situation, is not denigrated but affirmed
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in Gadamer's way of thinking.3¢ The peregrinary motif in Derrida’s writings
depicts a fear that admitting this necessary combination of prejudiced pas-
sion and its finite object will leave us confused and indifferent, nostalgic
for the touchstone of independent absolutes—that it will in fact nullify “the
passion of the real”:

Wandering texts, errant signifiers, signs gone astray, uncertain points of de-
parture, indifference towards destinations . . . sometimes we wander amidst
the uncertain play of the world, sometimes an uncertain future wanders
toward us.3”

But this fear is itself confused about the relation of universal truths to

ethical prescriptions, with Ian Almond noting that “some passages depict
‘wandering’ as the ineluctable fate of all communication, others extol it not
just as a consequence of the instability of the sign but as the only way of
confronting positively the unpredictable ‘play’ of the world.”3¢ Similar is-
sues are raised if one approaches Gadamer's notion of “play” as an ethical
model: If each round of the game is finite, and each game just one of many,
why do we play at all? Why do we uselessly expend passion and energy
in such arbitrary choices?3® One answer is that the playing of the game is
the way in which, through such “dialogue” we constitute ourselves. But
of course this is not merely a prescription but a description of the present
state—such playing is already what we are. “Playing better” will merely
constitute “better” selves. We become not wanderers, but explorers by em-
bracing the relativistic aspects of our passion for truth.
..Thus Gadamer observes that “[t]he language of philosophising was not
made for philosophising,” but operates rather as a richly multifaceted tool
for shaking up, and throwing light on the horizon of communication. His
ethos of growth through healthy exploration and discovery sees inquiry
in the human sciences as the “weak afterglow of the rhetorical tradition,”
where rhetoric is a positive term, and sophism is its self-serving, errant
negative other.*? As rhetoric, the human sciences are the ways in which we
negotiate our choices. They instantiate truth as aletheia, the opening up of
compelling insights relative to certain issues and situations, rather than
truth as techne, rigid models intended to achieve particular goals. Gadamer
tantalisingly recalls Vico’s own determination to reveal “God's providence
under humankind’s most characteristic property, which is its essentially
social nature.”# On the model of Vico's New Science Gadamer affirmed the
‘other” logics of thought reflected in the wide range of disciplines, which
included “the authority of religion and the wisdom of the poets.”#2 These
other discourses, affirmed in their exemplary relativity and concomitant 7el-
evance, are at the heart of Gadamer’s humanism as an ideology that explores
and champions what is uniquely human about the universe.



98 Chapter 3

Of course, Gadamer's own training was deeply “humanistic,” both in
the sense of combining a healthy range of the human sciences, and in that
it encompassed the lessons of classical and Renaissance humanism. This
wider context of debate and religious concern was taken as an essential key
to the understanding of the Socratic dialogues, and with the assimilation
of this contextual worldview, a model for the modern academy was born.43
This yielded not only canonical texts for philosophy, but also models for
the life and methods of the philosopher, meanwhile elevating hermeneuti-
cal concerns to a more pervasive presence within the discipline. As with the
(differently motivated and aligned) flourishing of philosophical positions
in Ripa’s time, the result was an enhanced self-awareness, diversity, and
subtlety in the philosophical outlooks that filled Gadamer's intellectual
milieu. Gadamer identifies this “rise of the new humanism” as one of the
driving forces in the growth of hermeneutical concerns in the German
academy of the early twentieth century, putting the lessons learned from
Lutheran theological hermeneutics to new “humanist” uses:

the famous querelle des anciens et modernes belongs to the prehistory of herme-
neutics insofar as it awakened a hermeneutical reflection upon the ideals of
humanism.#

Thus the reawakening of the classical tradition provoked interpretive
questions that honed current thinking on historicity, while demanding an
engagement with humanistic ideals. Bultmann’s influence on Gadamer, as
on Heidegger, dealt a powerful blow to the philosophical desirability of
a traditional realist interpretation of theological matters, and contributed
to the sense that a new thinking was needed in respect of the spiritual—a
thinking that appreciated the parameters of human life and concern.
Gadamer did not hesitate to characterise Bultmann himself as a “truly
convinced humanist,” and much of Gadamer’s own distinctiveness as a
philosopher lies in his “striking vindication of humanistic tradition. "5 It is
with a reviving interest in the pre-Enlightenment philosophical foundations
of modernity that Richard J. Bernstein says of Gadamer that he;

fits directly into the tradition of humanistic thought that traces its origins back
to Greek philosophy. . . . His entire philosophical project can be characterised
as an apologia for humanistic learning.*6

Of course this “humanist” orientation was much in keeping with cer-
tain threads of contemporary concern, while being famously problematic
for the philosophical self-definition of Heidegger (as, of course, of previ-
ous existentialists). It can easily appear that humanism involves subju-
gation of the “world” with man at its centre—Heidegger expresses such
concerns in his famous Letter on Humanism of 1947. And yet the thinker
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who first published this letter, Ernesto Grassi, has himself felt compelled
to make a defence of humanism as containing a “specifically philosophi-
cal essence” holding much in common with Heidegger's existentialism.47
In Gadamer's retrospective view, the Renaissance humanist inquiry after
truth incorporated both Vico’s path toward poetic truths and Descartes’
path toward certainty; Gadamer’s hermeneutics assimilates aspects of
both.#8 This affirmation of the concerns and character of human experi-
ence is shared by Ripa Gosvami, and is crucial to what he sees as a fulfil-
ment of our (human-shaped) reality. Yet, while Gadamer and Gosvami
affirm engagement with actuality, rather than some negation of finite
reality, nevertheless, both construe the essence of the “play” of actuality
in subtly different ways.

Here Gadamer is polemically if not materially in conflict with Heidegger
who gives the impression of having never fully reconciled himself to the
sovereignty of the finite realm. His emphasis on death is not echoed in Ga-
damer,* and his waiting for a saving god, as attested in his final interview
with Der Speigel, was also not shared with Gadamer. Heidegger's stronger
affinity with Nietzsche was further a major difference between them. In a
1993 conversation with Carsten Dutt, Gadamer insisted that he was “scepti-
cal of every kind of pessimism. . . . Because no one can live without hope.”50
Thus Gadamer, who is named by Hermann Heidegger as his father’s oldest
and truest student, himself confessed that during the writing of Truth and
Method he sensed Heidegger looking over his shoulder all the time, and—
referring to his magnum opus many years later as an introduction to the later
Heidegger—also confessed that, in contrast to his teacher, he never felt any

. personal interest in the pessimistic philosophy of Nietzsche. He writes:

Don't we all run the risk of a terrible intellectual hubris if we equate Nietzsche's
anticipations and the ideological confusion of the present with life as it is actu-
ally lived with its own forms of solidarity? Here, in fact, my divergence from
Heidegger is fundamental.5!

As Rupa Gosvami's “humanism” is tempered by the prior, more reaction-
ary “humanism” of Indian Buddhism, so in Gadamer’s work we see that his
hermeneutic humanism necessarily assumed a new postclassical incarna-
tion after the Second World War; as Gianni Vattimo says, forced to choose
between transcendence and charity, hermeneutics chose charity. But it does
so not merely as an attempt to choose a more morally edifying position. It
does so because what is the case (conversations embedded in finitude and
human concern) is what ought to be the case, but more vigorously instanti-
ated, without dissent, unifying action with intention. For Gadamer then, it
would seem that salvation is merely ceasing to feel alienated from our own
indeterminate human natures.
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FUNDAMENTAL ONTOLOGY AS
FUNDAMENTAL MORALITY: IS AS OUGHT

But if all of this is founded on a merely descriptive analysis of what Being
consists of, then on what basis can we speak of what is better and what is
worse for humankind in general? What can ontology tell us about human
flourishing?

In essays published after Truth and Method, Gadamer takes a rhetorical
position on a range of specific concerns about how we do and should live.
But how does this rhetoric sit with his ontological, value-neutral exposition
of transcendent truths? How is it, for instance, that Gadamer can justify
calling us to recognise the “true nature” of Being rather than to misconstrue
it, when in both cases we are equally well instantiating Being itself? From
a “transcendental” perspective all of our actions are forward movements
of dialectic. Thus all positions should be equal, and Gadamer's could only
be justified in making such prescriptions relative to specific personally and
historically prejudiced concerns.

One could try to argue that more thematised Being is better than the
“bad infinity” of disintegrated, fragmentarily structural relations in which
there is little “Oneness” and little subjective meaningfulness to be found.
Engaging with a theme, as we have argued, can be seen as a robustly “re-
alist” enterprise. Of course, one (a Marxist theorist, for instance) might
argue that actually the disruption of themes and discourses has a beneficial
(e.g., liberating) effect. This would not challenge that position—one could
counter that the criticism of the content of a certain theme, or even of its
fundamental principles, is not a breaking of the theme at the higher level
of the Sache, but a continuation of it in new ways. Indeed, a conservative
adherence to the theme's content might involve abandoning the inner
concerns that it addresses—the real theme. Thus, for instance, dogmatic
adherence to particular doctrine might be a tangent that actually betrays the
inner themes of the New Testament.52 Even on the most basic and minimal
assessment, the pluralistic, chaotic actuality of real life is always at least
unified by the structure and teleology of the “self.” This “self” is the shape
that the themed immediacy of Being takes. Gadamer must advise that we
use our self-awareness to contribute to whatever theme is most compelling
in our particular self and situation. And when that theme changes, or to
put it another way, a different theme rises and predominates, there should
be no compunction about switching our energies to this new work (of art),
life project, or “game” that has come “into play.” We will be playing such a
game anyway, but from our subjective perspective on things from within Be-
ing, we will be happier because our self-reflexive consciousness will be bet-
ter assimilated to Being's essence. The point is to embrace each theme with
the proper qualities of absorption, passion, attentiveness, and vitality.
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This would suggest that the “good life” is merely a matter of making sub-
jective experience more satisfying according to subjectivity’s own particular
yardstick. Making the right choice makes us more subject to an “ecstatic
self-forgetting”>* through a monistic structural identity with the whole,
relieving “the abysmal ignorance about ourselves in which we live,” and
reducing the likelihood of being disappointed by an ethos based on an
inaccurate theory of Being.>4 But all this would make Gadamer something
of a pragmatist, like Rorty, content for people to follow a particular good of
their own “choosing” according to their own hedonistic needs. By ground-
ing this ethics in Being as a whole, we seem to lose any foundation for
the particularity of its content. Here, for instance, moral actions would be
advisable based only on their propensity to gratify the individual who acts
(albeit at a deep level, oriented to the truths of Being per se). One might,
however, choose ignorance and its benefits and by way of the status of his
ethical position, Gadamer would have no ontologically grounded answer
as to why this ought not to be the case. Ignorance and blind, wilful fantasy
are yet further themes for Being to instantiate.55

In order to defend the priority of his insights Gadamer would have to
argue that accuracy (with regard to the reality of things) was an innate good,
and it is not clear on what basis he might do this. By this argument, his
version of the Good, which tries to avoid being caught up in the particular
dialectical contents of Being, would mereologically subsume other theories
of the Good. But unless accurateness can be lauded as anything more than
a favourite prejudice of his, Gadamer could have no leverage against other
positions. .
~ Can one understand the priority of Gadamer’s advice to pursue the theme
not from the perspective of subjectivity as discussed, but from that of Being,
of the game itself? Generally, and this is where he begins to diverge most
significantly from the ideas that we will see Ripa Gosvami developing,
Gadamer takes the position that medial awareness is always superior to
subjective awareness. Much of his language suggests this. Subjective self-
understanding is subsumed to the “unconscious teleology” of the game,
through which “the unified form of movement as a whole” takes up the in-
dividual self “into a higher determination that is really the decisive factor”
and is analogous to faith as “a gracious act of God that happens to the one
who has faith.”36 It is in this connection that Gadamer speaks of “ecstasy”
and “free buoyancy,” and of the theological event in which “a new man is
established.”” Grondin characterises the subsuming of the subjective in the
medial as a participation “composed of activity, passivity and wonder. We
are there but without ever seizing everything.”58 This characterisation sums
up many key aspects of Gadamer’s ethics, including their applicability to
religious belief-choice, and their divergence from Ripa Gosvami’s vision of
flourishing.
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Yet while lauding this happy state, Grondin cannot help but ask: “What
exactly is transfigured: reality, or us?"> Is this tantamount to a soteriologi-
cal transformation at the level of “the whole of our being, the totality of our
being-in-the-world“?%° In Gadamer's depiction of game, the “back and forth
movement of the game has a peculiar freedom and buoyancy” as “something
that obeys its own set of laws [and] gains ascendancy in the game.” It is “a
condition of weightless balance” that merits Rilke’s laudatory lines.®! At this
level human individuals are subsumed to the “life of language,” almost as if
language were an organism to be protected and encouraged to flourish.62 The
individual profits by a feeling of “enrichment” and “elevation,” in an event
that for him or her appears as “accident, favor and surprise.”63

Once again we are thrown back on the idea that a special attitude of
participation will not only make us happier, but also make us better “play-
ers,” thus improving the game itself, and the state of Being in general rela-
tive to the theme of human flourishing. Is it right to say that a game full
of good players is better than a game full of bad players precisely because
the nature of the game is a gathering and teleological movement of players,
rather than an event of fragmentation and strife? Is there some “objective”
sense in which a good game is good per se, or is it that, only insofar as it
is understood as a game, its success at being a game is a good thing? Are
Being's themes intrinsic such that their successful development is an intrin-
sic good, or is meaning “only” human, and not in any way rooted in Being
itself, which is neutral? From Gadamer's perspective, this latter position re-
mains a false dichotomy based on the old, mistaken idea of a basic, primal
level —it imagines a level of Being that is not veined through with the forces
of human concern. As the investigation of motion and teleology in chapter
2 argued, Gadamerian meaning and meaningfulness are “human-shaped,”
and intrinsic in the very fabric of things.

On this picture of Being, value finally sits not lightly among other ob-
jects, but sinks in and assumes a transcendental significance. In his oblique
way, Gadamer is attempting to point out that our very existence is proof
that vitality is, not sheer fragmentation, which itself is an impossibility
for Being in any case. Derrida’s philosophy is most insightful, fruitful
and effective when he is most ably doing precisely that which Gadamer
prescribes, following the “theme” of deconstruction (although he might
disagree), interpreting “theme” in a more limited way. Gadamer's posi-
tion thus is truly ontological, while Derrida’s, when all is said and done, is
merely a critical method for elucidating aspects of the unity and vitality that
Gadamer advocates. Plurality, complexity, fragmentation, and space are, as
the Kierkegaardian side of Hegel reveals, key factors in the existence of the
dynamic, practical, teleological, Aristotelian Oneness of reality.54

Thus Gadamer affirms the whole in its transcendental constitution and
its essential nature, which is to grow in constant becoming—which, how-
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ever, is not mere proliferation of an identical meaningless substance, but
rather a growth of forms, themes, and essences according to their unfore-
closed rubric. This links with a number of rhetorics that Gadamer deploys;
firstly, of an innate “order” of things, and its intrinsic value. In this way of
thinking, echoing Heidegger and, indeed, Rilke and Holderlin, humanity
participates in a larger order of being, according to which it has an essence,
and thus a destiny that it is its duty to fulfil. For Heidegger this means that
instead of merely existing in isolation, we must “ek-sist,” the “fundamental
character of ek-sistence [being]| ecstatic inherence in the truth of Being."65
But whereas Heidegger prefers a somewhat mystical language for this im-
plicit order, Gadamer’s conception recalls the teleology of the organism
according to Aristotle.

This affirmation recalls Heidegger's notion that technological thought
(techne) is not just a short-sighted distortion of Heidegger's model of truth
as alethein—insight, but also part of the essence of man—an essence that
both is, and can save. While on the one hand Gadamer wants to affirm the
medial perspective, he finds he must simultaneously affirm immersion in
finite ends. Thus he writes:

usion, forgetfulness of death, is essential to life and creativity . . . life is unliv-
eable without its being partly illusion. . . . We can appeal to the Spanish term
illusion which could intend to say that we have a goal, a hope, a joy, an ideal,
something that makes us live (a use which perhaps explains the joie de vivre
of the Spanish) . . . Jean-Paul Sartre came close to this phenomenon when he
spoke of the mauvaise foi inherent in all language.5¢

~ This reveals one of the paradoxes of life: in order to be true to the nature
of Being as not null matter but motivated teleological movement, we must
adopt the “illusion” entailed in living, If life is the playing of (serious) games,
we must adopt the rules of a particular game as a fulfilment of the “essence”
of Being, which entails submission to orders. This is crucial—we will see that
when Ripa Gosvami thinks through the problem of how we are best to enact
Being'’s finite dynamic trajectories, he too must affirm finite focuses (facets,
ornamentations, details, episodes, and digressions of his characters and sto-
ries) in order to properly address our attention to Being,

Here too, we develop through smaller themes while contributing to a
larger one, as in a symphony, or the Popperian notion of scientific prog-
ress through trial and error, an example that Gadamer raises. Yet according
to Grondin “Gadamer acknowledges this [latter] conception of experi-
ence, but thinks that it perhaps stresses too much the voluntarist aspect
of experimentation, ignoring the passive and passionate (leidenschaftlich)
character of the whole experience of life.”57 This leidenshaftlich character
of individual experience is perhaps where Gadamer's ethics comes closest
to that of Riipa Gosvami, for whom the act of engaging with something,
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our being assimilated to a theme becomes more than mere vitality. It
becomes a focused and intensifying passion when we see the dialectic
not only as broadening but also deepening the scope of our play. For
Gadamer we are an organism that grows—not by choice, but as a natural
flourishing. We too are a product of our environment, of wind, rain, and
sun, as it were. Ripa Gosvami champions the same passivity—in being
saved we become the vehicles of an over-riding passion that is knit into
the fabric of reality. We merely “incarnate” the passions of which reality
consists. Already we see that there are a number of different ways of talk-
ing about this innate teleological dynamism that constitutes Being. It can
be an order in response to which we, the army, take our stand in one or
another formation. It can be an inner “essence” that we are forever mov-
ing toward, like the growing plant. It can be a game that we must become
increasingly immersed in and enthused by. It can be a passionate force
that overwhelms us, transforming the individual into a passive part of a
larger play of Being.

FROM OBJECTIVITY TO VITALITY

Ever sensitive to the human and historical moods behind philosophy, Ga-
damer writes:

[O]ne should not fail to note that the motives that compelled Heidegger to
his so-called Kehre (“turnabout”) harmonised with a new sensibility or style
of the epoch, which, exhausted from the subtle sensuality of impressionistic
enchantment, called out for a new, constructive objectivity.s

“Constructive” is the key word in this new objectivity. Kierkegaard had
passed through the grain of German thought and left no movement un-
touched. The solipsistic introspection of much Romanticist thought had
provoked a counterinstinct toward making decisive steps forward on firm
ground—in philosophy, much as science and technology had begun to do.
In this respect the phenomenological clarion call to return Zu den Sachen
selbst was a summons to business, to the real issues or “matters” (Sachen)
at hand.® It sought to declare both an epistemological strategy for defying
the Kantian riddle of the “thing-itself,” and a philosophical agenda accord-
ing to which thinkers would not pursue such purely academic concerns in
isolation. In this sense Heidegger and his followers saw themselves as fol-
lowing quite the opposite of what we now think of as an anti-realist agenda;
they were seeking to reground us in certainties, and to assure us that our
philosophical inquiry has a powerfully “meaningful” dimension. Philoso-
phy was to be concerned not merely with marginal, purely technical tasks of
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clarification, but always with vital considerations of what we should do in
immediate everyday situations. Zu den Sachen selbst said, “let us get back to
the real issue, that which is truly there, and upon which the quality of our
own lives depends.” It was for this philosophical clarity and commitment
that Gadamer held up Socrates as his hero, an exemplarily serious phi-
losopher “player,” in respect of whom he observes that “Plato’s magnificent
writings are dedicated in their entirety to showing that the Socrates who had
to drink the cup of poison was no sophist.”7

It is interesting to note how the language of objectivity and that of
subjectivity were combined and alternated by twentieth-century thinkers
influenced by phenomenology, as if, cast somewhere between the two,
many were not sure which title promised greater philosophical leverage. In
many respects, Heidegger was eager to reclaim the virtues of objectivity in
the wake of romanticism. By contrast, foreshadowing Levinas's portrayal of
what is subjective as precisely that which has relevance and meaningfulness
for us, Gadamer writes censoriously of objectivity. In so doing he wishes to
contrast objectivity’s neutral information and its capacity of freedom with
that which gives our freedom its content: motive and care. Contrary to the
null freedom of choice, which is mere “method,” he sketches out an ethical
arena in which free choice goes hand in hand with the passions that deter-
mine us, and over which we have little or no control.

Is it at all true that we follow our own free decision whenever we try to inves-
tigate or interpret certain things? Free decision? A neutral, completely objec-
tive concern? At least the theologian would surely have objections here and
say, “Oh no! Our understanding of the Holy mﬂQ:uEHm does not come from
*-our own free choice. It takes an act of grace. And the Bible is not a totality of
sentences offered willy-nilly as a sacrifice to human analysis. No, the gospel is
directed at me in a personal way. It claims to contain neither an objective state-
ment nor a totality of objective statements but a special address to me.”?

The phrase “sacrifice to human analysis” reminds us that emphasis on
the human will and its powers was vehemently resisted. The defence of a
vitalising objectivity merged with the defence of a vitalising subjectivity in
the intention to carve out a new discourse that was at once personal and
answerable to the real. For Gadamer this concern had a personal as well
as an academic dimension, rooted in his father's criticism of the “prattling
classes” of the bourgeoisie. Thus even in what counts as his academic auto-
biography, Gadamer complains that the

calm distance from which a middle-class educational consciousness takes
satisfaction in its educational achievements, misunderstands how much we
ourselves are immersed in the game and are the stake in this game.”
























