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Chapter 4

T™ 1.2.1

Gadamer on Play as
Ontological Explanation

Jessica Frazier

‘The discussion of “play as the clue to ontological explanation” in section 1.2.1
of Truth and Method offers a striking change of tone from the surrounding

passages of historical exegesis. It presents an evocative series of images that
include

~the play of light, the play of the waves, the play of gears or parts of machinery,
*-the interplay of limbs, the play of forces, the play of gnats, even a play on words
“7. .. dance . . . the play of colors.!

These lyrical illustrations serve as the foundation on which to build an
-ontological model that would subsequently pervade Gadamer’s thought. The
ignificance of this section can appear restricted to problems of aesthetics, but
ate in the chapter he indicates that his goal extends further than this: “The
intention of the present conceptual analysis . . . has to do not with theory of art
but with ontology. Tts first task, the criticism of traditional aesthetics, is only
a stage on the way (o acquiring a horizon that embraces both art and history”
(M, 138). As we will see, Gadamer’s model of play as the taking up of indi-
viduals into a constantly transforming medial structure is meant to encapsu-
late the nature of all structured activity (any form of Spiel) and ultimately the
mode of existence of humans themselves. He hints at this through the wide
latitude of his conception of play, treating it not only as something people
do; or as games, but as any kind of patterned but open-ended formation. His
st'encompasses board games and ball games, organic forms and mechani-
cal processes, physical forces and poetic allusions, dance, drama, spatial
design, and even religious rituals and seasonal festivals. Through these many
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examples the master metaphor of play emerges as a heuristic tool E:,.U which
to unfoid his historical exegesis of the West’s approach to truth and improve
on the dominant conception of truth as correspondence to an external reality.

Hence, the play metaphor is not merely a digression along the way. It
bookends the whole of Truth and Method, making its first appearance in the
epigraph from a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke that opens the book. The poet
observes and exhorts:

When you’re suddenly the catcher of a ball
thrown by an eternal partner

...inan arch

from the great bridgebuilding of God:

why catching then becomes a power—

not yours, a world’s.

Here we already get a hint of the key theme of participating in .mo:._oE.Em
Targer that connects with the structures of reality itself and adopting a view
that empowers us while requiring that we rethink our very nature as indi-
vidual subjects. The play metaphor returns in the final pages of ?@ voow
where he turns from “the ontology of the work of art” to “the ontological shift
of hermeneutics guided by language.” Here at the end, he uses it to reveal
the widest implications of his thought—what he calls “the ::anmm.: aspect
of hermeneutics” (TM, 490)—and clarifies that the concept of play is meant
to determine “what we mean by truth” (TM, 505). In 1962, two years after
the publication of Truth and Method, he tried to explain his core ideas in the
essay “On the Problem of Self-Understanding,” and here he Rﬁwna the @._m%\
game analogy as a way to show how hermeneutics alters oo:ﬁ:ﬁon& :oﬁdouw
of truth.? As we will see, despite allusions to playing and gaming by previous
thinkers, his use of the idea has a speculative, poetic tone that is all Em. OWn.
It seems that Gadamer was digging deep into his conceptual imagination to
find a metaphor that would express directly the universal mosm.amﬁé structure
that he felt he had discovered through his hermeneutic reflection. .
The significance of 'this extended play analogy has dowb much ro.mnoa.E
the secondary literature. It has been interpreted by Eomm.ﬂbﬁoaomﬁmn_ ﬁEEE..:%
in hermeneutic theory as a way of showing that all meaning-making contains
a hermeneutic circle which Ieads to new, creative elements,” or as the 8<o.§-
tion of art’s speculative yet ultimately contemporaneous way of 8<mmb:.m
“the totality of our being-in-the-world.” Those interested in Qm&mﬁo.a 8
place in the history of philosophy have seen it as an extended reflection
on Plato’s dialogues,” a plagiarising of Herder in order to m%ms.oo dwuﬁu&
Heidegger,® or a way of merging Platonic, Hegelian, and En&mmmon.m:
clements into a unified “hermencutic ontology.” Some concerned with
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the development of phenomenology have taken play as Gadamer's way of
contributing to the phenomenological project by conceptualizing the “pure
appearance” of things—an idea that might foreshadow “Derridean disruptive
play”*—or conversely as his affirmation of the value of structuring principles
of constraint that differentiates him from both Derrida and Heidegger,” or
even as a phenomenological critique of all standard substance ontology, !
For those interested in its religious and ethical implications, it may be a
device that helps us counter subjectivism, understand human being-in-the-
world, and learn how to listen properly to theological language,!! a way of
explaining the sacred,”* a metaphor bridging Gadamer’s dialectical ontol-
ogy and the ethos of playful and creative exploration that he derives from
it,”” or a way of modeling the life-giving, dynamic, “divine” characteristics
of nature and our aspiration to become “ecstatically” united with it." Yet
despite such interpretations of this chapter’s role within the wider agenda
of Gadamer’s thought, it can seem to sit oddly within the book, wedged
awkwardly between discussions of Kant’s aesthetics and the methodological
goals of the human sciences. Its apparent digression into the ontology of art
makes most sense when it is seen in terms of the larger historical narrative
within which it features.

In the following sections, I will situate this curious play chapter within
the overarching narrative of Truth and Method, follow the trajectory of its
argurnent, identify the structural features that make it such an apt model
for the ontological nature of meaning and experience, and finally touch on
its application to individual and communal well-being in Gadamer’s later
work. Along the way, we will see how Gadamer’s structural analysis of play
was meant to improve on the phenomenological models of his predecessors.
Gadamer was mindful of how Heidegger had struggled through awkwardly
experimental means of expressing the radical change of perspective his phi-
losophy required—speaking of there-being (Dasein) or dwelling (wohnen) to
express our world-cmbedded-existence, replacing the old realism of things
and substances with a new ontology of language. In places, Heidegger had
tried to create a new grammar that excised the subjectivist, objectifying view
of the world by emphasizing verbs over nouns, for instance. But these meth-

- ods as ofien obscured his real meaning as revealed it, His pupil was cager

to seek a new method, and as Walter Lammi notes, “his straightforward dis-
cursive prose stands in marked contrast to the later Heidegger’s ‘oracular’ or
quasi-poetic ruminations.”" Metaphor suggested itself as a valuable explana-

tory tool. Gadamer said of the concept of play that

here as always the metaphorical usage has methodological priority, If a word
is applied to a sphere to which it did not originally belong, the actual “origi-
nal” meaning emerges quite clearly. Language has performed in advance the
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abstraction that is, as such, the task of conceptual analysis. Now thinking need
only make use of this advance achievement. (TM, 108)

With this in mind, in the play chapter, Gadamer essayed an alternative
approach: a poetic trope meant to express the nature of Being.

1. PLAY IN THE NARRATIVE OF TRUTH AND
METHOD: A SOLUTION TO SUBJECTIVISM

In many ways, Truth and Method is a Fall-and-Redemption narrative with the
idea of truth in the West as its protagonist and play as the saving touchstone.
Part I deals with our prelapsarian experience of truth in which we dwelt in
what he calls a natural sensus communis: we organically negotiated mean-
ings according to each occasion or community and felt no Cartesian doubt,
no distance from the world. But an increasingly subjectivist outlook came
to predominate, exemplified in Kant’s aesthetics; this led to a diminution of
our sensitivity to meaning, anxiety about correctness, and a retreat into the
idea that we only have access to private experience and individual taste. But
in the second section of Part I Gadamer uses his play ontology to revive and
reveal the actual nature of truth. We discover that it is not so much part of us
as something of which we ourselves are a part. Armed with this new insight,
Part I then goes on to look at the modern discourses concerning truth found
in the fields of history and phenomenology. Here again we see confusions
creeping into those fields, but Gadamer offers a further clarification diving
back into Aristotle and Plato to pull up the problem at its roots. Finally, in
Part 11T, he takes up the direction pointed out in the later essays of Heidegger
and explains his idea in terms of language, ending in the last pages of the
whole book with a return to the ontology of play, now used as a model of
all our “understanding of the world” and any “event through which meaning
asserts itsel” (TM, 506).

Amidst all this, this section stands out because of its distinctive style within
the text as a whole. Throughout most of Truth and Method (and in most other
writings), Gadamer prefers to employ critical exposition of past views as his
main way of developing an argument. It helps to contextualize every idea and
allows him to show what is good and what needs correcting in each previous
philosophy. Thus, he uses thinkers like Kant and Hegel to reject subjectivism
or Dilthey and Heidegger to point the way forward. This tendency is particu-
larly clear in the volumes of essays on Aristotle and Plato, Hegel, Heidegger,
Husserl, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and others.'® This exegetical approach was
an expression of his philosophical advice to situate oneself in relation to tradi-
tion and engage with it critically yet constructively.
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But this ‘historical’ style could be just as obfuscating as the language-play
of Heidegger. He was aware that his point often got lost in his own tendency
toward historical explanations, and those around him sometimes referred to
these digressions as Gads: they were his own unique methodological failing.
Even as a lecturer, his students were unclear about whether he was doing
philosophy or just intellectual history.)” But instead of “creating a special
language” he wanted to make “the language which we normally use say
what Heidegger speaks about.”*® Against this backdrop, we can see the play
chapter as an attempt to grasp hold of a clear metaphor that would anchor his

account and do the difficult work of the finer ontological points of his radical
new view of truth.

2. THE ARGUMENT FROM PLAY: STRUCTURE,
PARTICIPATION, CREATIVITY

Gadamer’s argument unfelds through a slow analysis of everyday language
about the term play in which his core observations gradually build into an
account of a distinctive kind of being to which we habitually pay all-too-
little attention. In the first section, Gadamer justifies his ontologization of the
image of the metaphor of play and games (which by then had become familiar
in its uses by Schiller, Wittgenstein, and Huizinga, all of which Gadamer
acknowledges) by arguing that the real subject of art-experiences is not the
person but the “work itself” (TM, 107). He begins with an ontological twist
on Schiller’s earlier use of the play analogy: as an aesthetic concept, it usually
refers to the playing subjectivity of the artist or the audience, whereas in part
A on “The Concept of Play” he immediately announces his intention to use it
for analyzing “the mode of being of the work of art itself” (74, 91). This is
supported with the observation that play only exists as such when “the player
loses himself in play” in such a way that the game or activity proves itself to
be the more fundamental reality (TM, 107).

He then goes on to explain the characteristics of play from this player-
encompassing perspective. Across the range of different aesthetic, natural,
and recreational phenomena that he describes, what defines them is an
open-ended repetition of a “to-and-fro movement” in which it is not the sub-
strate—the player or material—that matters but the occurrence of the actual
form. Thus he insists that “the movement of play as such has, as it were, no
substrate . . . The play is the occurrence of the movement as such” (TM, 108).
From the perspective of subjective persons, our immersion within such for-
mations is absorptive so that there is no strain but rather a kind of naturalness
to it, as when we are caught up in the refrain of a song (TM, 109). It may be
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that he has in mind Heidegger’s similar point about the absorptive character
of ready-to-hand experiences.

At this point, Gadamer pauses to highlight the generalized nature of the
movement that he has identified. He argues that human play is a “natural pro-
cess” like the play of water or light precisely because man “is part of nature.”
More than this, artworks too “are only remote imitations of the infinite play of
the world, the eternally self-creating work of art” (TM, 109--110). The partici-
pation of the player in that whole entails a being in some structuring relation
with something, whether a ball with its movements, a jigsaw puzzle with its
shape constraints, or one person with another, Play happens “in between”
these different constraints expressing itself as movement between them (TM,
113), as when chess players calculate the allowed movements of the pieces
on the board or the spectators speculate on how the situation in a drama may
develop. A further insight arises from the realization that different games gain
their distinct identities by their differing patterns, “rules and regulations.” or
“structure that determines the movement of the game from within” (TM, 111).

Part B on “Transformation into Structure and Total Mediation” builds on this
focus on patterned relations, honing in on the underlying analysis of structure
(Gebilde) that the play analogy facilitates. Gadamer explains this phenomenon
as a transformation of the actual human person into part of a structure. But
more than merely incorporating the person into a certain formal interaction,
this new structure genuinely redefines its parts, in that “something is suddenly
and as a whole something else, [and] that this other transformed thing that it
has become is its true being, in comparison with which its earlier being is nil”
(TM, 115). Here we begin to see the Hfe-illuminating implications of this idea
as an ontelogy of human being. Such immersion in structure reveals to us our
immersive participation as a component within larger patterns. Gadamer tries
to explain this in a key passage that is worth citing at length:

This gives what we called transformation into structure its full meaning. The
transformation is a transformation into the true . . . it is itself redemption and
transforrnation back into true being. In being presented in play, what is emerges.
It produces and brings to light what is otherwise constantly hidden and with-
drawn. Someone who can perceive the comedy and tragedy of life can resist
the temptation to think in tertns of purposes, which conceals the game that is
played with us . . . someone who can see the whole of reality as a closed circle
of meaning in which everything is fulfilled will speak of the comedy and trag-
edy of life. . . . The being of all play is always self-realization, sheer fulfilment,
energeia which has its telos within itself. (TM, 116-17)

At this stage in the argument, he points to the purely formal, structural
insight to which the analysis of play has led, stating that “the comcept of
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transformation characterizes the independent and superior mode of being of
what we called structure” (TM, 117).

The immediately following discussion of recognition and mimesis in Plato
and Aristotle is meant partly to refute the usual interpretation of art as imi-
tation of reality—as in a still-life or a historical play. In the same way that
Gadamer tried to move away from correspondence theories of truth, here he
tries to overturn the mimetic account of art. He replaces it with an account
that emphasizes the way every part of the whole event of interpretive expeti-
ence is taken up into a higher or authentic (eigentich) overall structure. So,
in his example, the Achilles that Homer creates when imitating reality in the
filiad is never just a copy of the real Achilles; it is always richer in symbols,
connotations, and interpretations than any original (TM, 118-19).

This is a crucial step toward Truth and Method’s revisionist conception of .
what any phenomenon really is; phenomena are not merely experiences sub-
jective consciousness has. They are always one fragment of an overarching
medial structure that transcends the subject/object divide. The contrast with
old imitative ideas of truth allows Gadamer to highlight his recuperated con-
ception of art. Focusing not on the template created by the rules of a game or
text of a play but on the hermeneutic event of playing/performing/ spectating,
he sees each occasion as the arising of a fresh, encompassing structure that is
uniquely created in each instance and includes the subject who experiences
it. The metaphors demonstrate this aptly—each game of football is different,
as is each performance of Romeo and Juliet. Yet Gadamer is eager that we
not misinterpret his claim in either of two metaphysical wrong directions:
we must not revert back to a subject-object metaphysics and think that the
presentation of a work is what some subjectivity—usually assumed (o be the
purportedly real entity—experiences. Bach work is not “enclosed in the sub-
Jectivity of what they [the players] think, but it is embodied there. Thus it is
not at all a question of a mere subjective variety of conception” (TM, 122).
The work should not be counterposed to the “lifeworld,” he says (using the
terminology of the wider phenomenological tradition) (TM, 124). It should

- instead be seen as continuous with it. Nor is it a version of some more basic
-and more real pure Form; that would be to revert back to some Platonic
- Formalism that sees the Gebilde—the shape, pattern, or structure that creates
. the consistency of things—as the alleged really real part.

What kind of thing is left that play-like things might be? Borrowing the

o Hegelian language of sublation or being taken up into some higher encom-
. passing reality, Gadamer says that in play things are superseded by their new

collective identity. Each undergoes a “transformation into structure” (T™M,

115) that is constantly “contemporaneous” yet does not “disintegrate into the
. changing aspects of itself so that it would lose all identity, but it is there in
+~them all. They all belong to it” (TM, 124).




66 Jessica Frazier

The rest of Gadamer’s long discussion of drama expands on this central
idea. Subjectivism, which focuses on the experience of isolated individuals,
is wrong-headed: artworks do not exist “in” the physical objects or the sub-
jectivity of the players, but are really events into which all those things are
taken up as a complex relationship that shapes the meaning. The need for a
dynamic model rather than a fixed, atemporal view of things is demonstrated
by the performing arts, which remind us that works are always coming into
being anew through free creation, This helps replace the old notion of truth
as “mimetic representation” or Darstellung with an improved idea of art as
a structure that only exists through each case of “mediation” or Vermirtlung
(TM, 121-22). The discussion of festivals brings out the idea that we often
live in just such a themed yet constantly-made-anew time (every Christmas,
Eid, Diwali, Independence Day, etc.) and cultures often celebrate it as
“sacred” (TM, 124).

Gadamer uses this idea of truth as a phenomenon of dynamic participation
to build on Heidegger’s thought, suggesting we are not merely Dasein—
existing there—but actually Dabei-sein—existing there included along with
something more that determines us. Thus “to be present means to participate”
(TM, 127) rather than to be a Cartesian spectator onto our surroundings. Even
Greek metaphysics, theoria, and presence-to-hand in Heideggerian terms
can be rehabilitated as present, non-subjectivistic, participatory phenomena
when seen in this light nﬁﬁ“ 127). He also uses it to connect his thought to
Kierkegaard and the Lutheran idea of faith as a claim ever-renewed in life and
through the unfolding work of revelation (TM, 128).

The final discussion in this chapter altfows Gadamer to connect all of this
with the artform to which German culture most clearly attributed wider meta-
physical implications: tragedy. Looking back to Aristotle’s analysis, we see
that tragedy effects a kind of ekstasis that takes us into a situation beyond our
own immediate concerns and brings us to a “tragic pensiveness” in which we
see the whole “metaphysical order of being that is true for all” (TM, 133).
Tragedy brings the consciousness of the spectator into “continuity with him-
self” (TM, 130). In a sense, it is art, play, and other kinds of participation that
perform the real phenomenological reduction—by allowing us to be what we
already are without its being obscured by specific goals and interpretations.
Aristotle is a guide on this point; in a later essay exploring the philosophical
value of literature Gadamer writes, “Aristotle made the convincing statement

that poeiry is more philosophical than history . . . how does everything that

shines forth in the poetic word share in this transfiguration into the essen-

tial 7" Part of this illumination is the way a play or game analogy helps our -
consciousness see clearly what it is doing from the medial perspective rather :
than our habitually limited, subjectivist, literally self-centered viewpoint. His

subsequent accounts of pictorial arts, portraiture, sacred arts, and architecture
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all show .woé communications that may seem mimetic can in fact be a re-
presentation of what we already know as something genuinely new, the being

of which sooommmaQ makes reference to the original vet adds something new
and utterly unique by which it is defined.

3. PLAY AND BEING: FROM SUBSTANCE
METAPHYSICS TO ONTOLOGICAL STRUCTURE

m@ s&m.; m:mmm_: was Gadamer trying to express through the idea of play?
His m&nﬂ&ﬁ:m analysis of the variousg examples works to show that m:
play is really a process by which many parts undergo “transformation into
.mQ:oEB_: and defining the nature of that struciure became an important task
in .Qmmmﬂoim work. His writings on the semantics of poetry in the work of
Rainer Maria Rilke and Pau! Celan,® on the nature of number and concepts in
Plato,*' on dialectic in Hegel, on art and beauty,” on language in Heidegger’s
N.EQ, thought,” and even on health as a form of balanced harmonic wwo ar-
tion,” are all areas in which he sees similar insights at work. Each mo<%omw
the om:ﬁn& notion of play as an encompassing, dynamic, relational structure

Boiled down, this play-structure is characterized by three essential mmmism
features of (a) structure, (b} participation, and (c) dynarnism:

. (a) Structural relationships are the defining medium of experience giving
shape to Being (which in phenomenology is always w@wsm,pno_.-_hmv inso-
m_..&. as we can encounter it). Structures are determined by proportions of
E:EEH.Q and dissimilarity, contrast and entailment. It is the proportions
wﬁwmﬂmsonmaw between parts that constitute any structure, making it what
1t is. m<.ow distortions and departures from a given structure can only be
gwﬁ: in relation to that structure; so, for instance, the jazz musician
Keith Jarrett’s gradual deconstruction of a classic melody into something
cE..ono.maNmEu\ new only makes sense in relation to the structure from
SE@ it departs. The most raw example of structure is perhaps mathe-
matics; the number 6 really has a nature that consists in a formal position
: defined by relative degrees of differentiation and entailment to 1, 3, 12
i o_m” 6000, and so on. One of the richest examples of this is B:&.nmw wmﬁ,:w
. aprece of music is what it is despite transposition and change because

. oH.. Ew proportion of its notes and durations, Play is Qmamaoﬂm way of
....@d:m:_m the purely formal element of structure to the fore. It captures
. ”Esmm w.o means when he speaks of being tied to and enabled by tradition
~Tradition is like the musical melody that a song inherits at each anouw

and builds on even when it breaks into something radically new.
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(b) Play incorporates all its parts into a new uniting, m:ng:%&m.“.:@ medial
identity—and so do art and all understanding. From the overview wmﬁm.mm
point of the larger play or game that we are part of, our Em::a.a& identity
is sublated into a more relevant and powerful shared identity. >5ﬁ.5m
other things, this is Gadamer’s way of taking up the phenomenological
theme of overcoming subject-object distinctions.

(¢) These structures always (and necessarily) have a dynamic, ﬁﬁcnmmm.a&
mode of existence. Contrary to the kinds of timeless and cuo:m:m.ﬂm
structures associated with Platonism, in the world’s real structures, it is
impossible for things to stay the same because they are constantly _uo.Em
newly instantiated. The analogy shows this: there could be no game with-
out changes and developments, and an artwork that was so<wm. looked m.;
and interpreted anew would just be an object. This point builds osamﬁ,
degger’s account of temporality; he reminds us that our sense of “care
and the movement towards death” constantly drives forward the nature
of understanding. (TM, 125)

To what extent is this specifically an account of aesthetic experiences and
to what extent is it a universal account of experience itself? This chapter
incorporates many instances of the structure in question, EoE&mm games,
artworks, natural phenomena, living in faith, applying law, and Eﬁmawwﬁumm
history. In his discussion of the tragic, he makes clear that what he is discuss-
ing should not be seen merely as an aesthetic matter ._u:.ﬁ as :.m fundamental
phenomenon, a structure of meaning that does not exist only in tragedy . . .
Indeed, it is not even a specifically artistic phenomenon, for it is also found
in life” (TM, 130). This universality is why Hamann and Scheler treat tragedy
as “something extra-aesthetic, an ethical and metaphysical phenomenon that
enters into the sphere of aesthetic problems only from outside™ @Eu 130). .

Admittedly, Gadamer does focus on aesthetic experiences in EE nrmmﬁw in
explicit contrast to quite different kinds of “practical or mo&-onwsﬁa. partici-
pation” (TM, 129). He seems to assume that our focus on soals is allied with
a subjectivistic self-centeredness that veils the true nature of the %QE @M
imposing our own concerns upon it. In this respect, he replicates Eoﬂmmmo.a 3
present-to-hand and ready-to-hand (vorhanden and zuhanden) .Emﬁmosos
and similarly prefers the one that lets us lose ourselves in the reality that we
thereby encounter. Yet Gadamer makes it clear that he focuses on art pre-
cisely because it is more authentic to our fundamental mode of being, and
analyzing it reveals what is always true of our ox@aaog.om as opposed to the
simpler but distorting way that we conceptualize experience 6 oE.mm?am:”i
seeing it as something that approximates a separate, m.xom ﬁom_w@. >$E.mﬂo
experience is epistemologically superior in that it v.n:mm us into the de
phenomenological attitude for seeing Being as it is in itself. Tt cultivates in us
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the distance necessary for seeing, and thus makes possible a genuine and com-
prehensive participation in what is presented before us. A, spectator’s ecstatic
self-forgetfulness corresponds 1o his continuity with himself . . . it is the truth
of our own world-—the religious and moral world in which we Hve—that is
presented before us and in which we recognize ourselves . . . What rends [the

spectator] from himsalf at the same time gives him back the whole of his being.
(TM, 130)

With this new model in hand, his hope is that we can now let the old corre-
spondence model of truth be superseded by the new dynamic structure model.
For Gadamer, this is already implicit in Kant, urged by Nietzsche, and central
to Heidegger: we must stop thinking of art (which is the focus of the chapter)
and truth more generally (which is the topic of Truth and Method) in terms of
isolated subjects experiencing external objects and forming limited mimetic
pictures. He declares that “there is something absurd about the whole idea
of a unique, correct interpretation” (TM, 123}, Its promise to secure reliable
reference points for our purposes and calculations can be helpful, but what is
gained from the new understanding of truth on the model of play is of much
greater value. Play, which this chapter shows to be one instance of the wider
phenomenon of transformation into structure, “is itself redemption and trans-
formation back into true being” bringing to light what is hidden and revealing
“the game that is played with us” (TM, 117).

Art and play are “the coming-to-presentation of Being” (TM, 159), and at
the end of the sequence of discussion on play and aesthetic presentations of
all kinds, it is Hegel who foreshadowed the ever-living, ever-new character
of our understanding consciousness and the truths it helps to construct. His
own analogy in the prologue to The Phenomenology of Spirit imagines a girl
plucking fruit in an orchard then realizing that she too is an outgrowth and, as
it were, a fruit of nature. This analogy is similarly meant to help us see that
we are part of a larger, encompassing, structured but ever-growing phenom-
enon; in this case, we are “spirit conscious of itself as spirit” (TM, 168). Here
Gadamer finally returns from his excursion into aesthetics back full-circle o
philosophy: “For Hegel, then, it is philosophy, the historical self-penetration
of spirit, that carries out the hermeneutical task” and play serves just such a
self-penetrating purpose by revealing “the truth that manifests itself in art and
history” (TM, 168).

Gadamer’s investigation thus works on three levels: it illuminates the nature

- of art, it reveals the character of all interpretation, and—since all experience is
.. for him a form of interpretive encounter and creative understanding-—it pres-
-.ents a phenomenology of human Being in the fullest sense. It is with respect
- to this last dimension that the play chapter of Truth and Method represents
- the core of Gadamer’s attempt to move beyond realist substance-metaphysics
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and its accompanying conception of truth as correspondence. This dimension
of his thought is relatively little discussed, almost as if he had at some point
exited the phenomenological tradition in which he began under the tutelage
of Husserl, Heidegger, Scheler, and others. Yel we can interpret this chapter
as the beginnings of what he hoped would be a path forward toward a new
ontology, much in the way that Heidegger had sought in his later essays for
new schemes for understanding Being in terms of-language, of aletheia or
unveiling, and of dwelling understood as “the manner in which mortals are on
the earth.”” As had Heidegger with his focus on language, so in this chapter
Gadamer is trying to strike out a new course with play.

A number of scholars have acknowledged this aspect. As Georgia Warnke
puts it, the play account of interpretation “indicates how little Gadamer’s
view depends on a substantialist metaphysics.”® The conceptual essences
revealed in interpretation do not derive their truth from correspondence to a
real reality beyond thought. Similarly, Donatella di Cesare interprets play as
one of “the concepts that fundamentally undermine, unhinge, and call meta-
physics of subjectivity into question,™® such that

it iy play that, traversing hermeneutics, puts metaphysics into play. Even more
s0: the phenomenology of play presents itself as an alternative to all ontology or
to any discourse on Being that claims to be final and fundamental.

Jean Grondin describes the ever-contemporary speculative structural natare of
meaning as a “metaphysics of finitude,” and Lammi has similarly described
play as Gadamer’s expression of the “temporal ontology™ of language.*!

It is perhaps Brice Wachterhauser who has most explicitly treated
Gadamer’s account of conceptual understanding as a “post-Platonic her-
meneutic ontology”™ that formulates a phenomenological analysis of the
structural prerequisites of our life-world, in order to go “beyond Being” and
overcome the problems of “onto-theology.”® He reads the play-example
against the backdrop of Gadamer’s rehabilitation of Plato, showing how it
describes the world not as an objective, mind-independent reality grounded
in a substrate of hylomorphic substance but as a field of structural formations
that shape the themes, patierns, or “games” that define each object. idea,
action, and person as what it is. In this sense, it expresses the kind of rela-
tional formation of (constantly varying) similarity and difference that Plato
tried to capture in his discussion of participation (methexis) and difference
{chorismos) in the Parmenides. In Gadamer’s Plato studies, number appears
as another play-like structure that can serve as an “ontological model”: “What
is revealed [by Plato] is that the number of the unity of many is the ontologi-
cal paradigm.” In his major essay on art, “The Relevance of the Beautiful,”
Gadamer argued that Greek thought revealed how symmetria or proportion
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and harmonia or fitting relation are both factors that describe the kind of
structure in which a given relational proportion exists in sufficient continuity
that it is able to anchor identity despite change—as when musical intervals
define a certain chord or melody even when the notes become transposed into
a new pitch or tempo. This idea that the relative proportion of connection and
difference defines structures as what they are despite continual development
and change was an important precursor of Gadamer’s idea of play as defined
by rules that give shape to each new instantiation.

4. LIFE AS CREATIVE PARTICIPATION:
PLAY FROM SCHILLER TO HUIZINGA

Gadamer’s use of the metaphor of Spie! (play or game) and spielen (to play)—

took a powerful cue from its use by Friedrich Schiller and Johann Huizinga,
although it also built on the notion of dialectic that Gadamer inherited from
Plato and Hegel, two thinkers with whom he saw himself in continuity as
much as with Heidegger. In taking up these influences and repurposing them,
Gadamer aimed to express the way that art incorporates the thinking sub-
ject into an overall, constantly evolving phenomenon of meaning-making.

.~ Schiller had captured an important part of Gadamer’s idea—the way that

all our interpretation, thought, and indeed experience of reality consists in
a constantly renegotiated balance between the structure of what we receive

- from the world and the openness through which it takes new form in the

present moment as inflected by language, mood, memory, environment, etc.
In Truth and Method, Gadamer interpreted Schiller’s relegation of art to an
ideal kingdom” alienated from “practical reality” (TM, 75) as one step in
our journey away from a correct grasp on truth. Yet, nevertheless, he saw

‘much to affirm in Schiller, approving of the way he and Goethe opened up

the “symbolic” form of discourse as one in which everything “points towards

—everything else” (T, 70), of his efforts to build on Kant's association of
“beauty with morality (TM, 69), and his work toward reviving a Greek model
- -of life in which morality gives “shape to the whole . . . so allowing men to

recognize themselves in their own world.”™
Above all, Schiller was a champion of the importance of play in human

~life, understood in the sense of a dynamic, engaged, contributory, creative

approach to the world. In his Lerters on the Aesthetic Education of Man,

~Schiller argued that art allows a free play of the human faculties and used
‘this to affirm the importance of liberty, spontaneity, and originality over
“against the “blind force” of brute senses, on the one hand, and social con-

“ventions, on the other.” Schiller set the scene for Gadamer by establishing
~an axis of “passive force” versus “active force,” “material impulsion” versus
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“formal impulsion,” and “receptive” versus “determining” modes of engage-
ment.* These two directions of force need “tempering” in “a free act, an
activity of the person,” and it is as a solution to this need that Schiller points
to the natural human impulse found in “the instinct of play” that “unites
the double action of the two other instincts.”™ An important part of being
fully human is the use of this harmonizing, creative instinct to synthesize
the world into ever-new creative confributions, and Gadamer aligns this
idea with Friedrich Schleiermacher’s emphasis on living feeling, Hegel’s
historicist idea of human nature as “finite-infinite,” and the later skepticism
toward the idea of a fixed reality that Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson,
Stefan George, Georg Simmel, and Wilhelm Dilthey all expressed in their
different ways (TM, 58). Yet here we also come to one of the ways in which
Gadamer aimed to improve on Schiller’s model by expanding it. Schiller
limits the play instinct to art, but for Gadamer, as we have seen, this aesthetic
application is only one illuminating instance of the more general way that
experience works.

Another important source of the play metaphor was Johann Huizinga’s
book Homo Ludens, in which play was even more central to human nature—
as the title suggests. Huizinga used it as a key with which to decode various
aspects of culture, including law, war, ritual, and philosophy. Playfuiness is
an element in our most basic practices of thinking, speaking, and acting, so
that “in the making of speech and language the spirit is continually *“spark-
ing” between matier and mind, as it were, playing with this wondrous nomi-
native faculty.” In this respect, play seemed to be “one of the main bases of
civilisation.” Huizinga’s style of reasoning across disciplines and apparent
dichotomies, in such a way that the concept could be seen to dialectically
synthesize and rise above “the domain of the great categorical antitheses,”®
may also have been an inspiration to Gadamer. He uses Huizinga to empha-
size at least two things: one is the medial character of play in which all parts,
including subject and object, are united, and another is the fundamental rela-
tionality of play that is exemplified in the tense “to-and-fro movement” that
underpins both games and the attention of any spectator to an artwork (TM,
108). Medial unities and dynamic relations are ways in which play captures
something universal in human activity. Finally, for Gadamer, Huizinga’s
account also highlights something that separates play from quotidian activity:
its character as something that is a self-contained “closed world, one without
transition and mediation to the world of aims” {TM, 112). It is because of
this aspect, Gadamer argues, that play appears as both verb and noun in the
commeon German sentence man spielt ein Spiel, or one plays a game, and it is
also perhaps in this connection that play is linked to what is “holy,” “sacred,”
goal-less, and timeless when one s caught up in it—as Huizinga notes (TM,
108, n. 6, 110, 112).
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Beyond its obvious sources in Schiller and Huizinga, the metaphor of play

- also evoked other figures in Gadamer’s philosophical history, both recuperat-

ing earlier conceptions of dialectic and highlighting their mistakes. Plato’s
dialectic was too determinate and static: it failed to stay true to the way that

: - ideas actually happen in constantly evolving moments of mental encounter.
- Furthermore, it failed to acknowledge the porous borders and inter-relational-

ity of forms: only through hints in middle period texts, such as the Phaedo,®
and more fully developed in later texts, such as the Parmenides;*! did Plato
begin to mine the implications of Zeno’s paradox and Heraclitus’ notion of
change.

The metaphor also offered to solve some of the limitations Gadamer saw
in Hegel’s dialectic by affirming the open, infinitely generative character of
structure (as demonstrated by the way ecach game’s rules facilitate infinite
new iterations). Hegelian clements pervade Gadamer’s work,? but where
Hegel seemed to see completely open and unending development as a “bad
infinite,” for Gadamer the whole point of a game is that the rules can be
applied in such a way that it can be played repeatedly with ever new pos-
sibilities. No final form is possible or even desirable since its fundamental
being is creative. Thus, the play metaphor seems to be a valuable advance
upon existing conceptions of dialectic; it redeems that notion from the fea-
tures Nietzsche had criticized in the Twilight of the Idols as conceptuaily
mummifying and Heidegger had similarly overruled in Being and Time as
a part of the old, bad notion of metaphysics. But, above all, it offered an
image meant to make us feel at home in the world as part of the natural play

of history and to empower us as part of the dynamic, creative process of
reality’s unfolding.

5. IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS: THE PLAY
STRUCTURE IN GADAMER’S LATER WORK

Echoes and applications of the play idea can be found throughout Gadamer’s
later works. Play becomes not only a hermeneutic model of meaning but
also an ethical template for the vibrant, continuing, functioning existence of
almost anything, On the small scale, it defines our own human health: in his
later essays on health, this emerges clearly with reference to the “interplay”
of the body’s parts with each other and their surroundings:

We are ourselves part of nature and it is this nature within us, together with the
sclf-sustaining organic defence system of our bodies, which is capable of sus-
taining our “inner” equilibrium. This is the unique interplay of functions which
constitutes lfe.
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Musical harmony serves as the form of art that illuminates good mental and
physical functioning: “Good health requires a harmonious relationship con-
sonant with both our social and our natural environment. It is this harmony
which first enables us to move in accord with the natural rhythms which
govern our bodily life.”* The Greeks had already intuited the connmection
between complex yet balanced structured activity that immerses itself collab-
oratively in its environment in their conception of the good life. Thus *What
Plato seeks . . . as ‘the good life’ is not the pure exactness of a mathematical
type, but the measured proportionality of a well-mixed drink of life,” com-
posed in the measure (netrion) of what is *“the appropriate, the fitting, and
the needful at the favorable moment.™® This, still, is the structure of a game
well-played, and this 1960 chapter remains relevant to Gadamer’s 1996 state-
ment that he is addressing “cach and every one of us who must take care of
our own health through the way in which we lead our lives” and accept that
this “expands into a much broader dimension of responsibility in our highly
complex civilisation,”*

On a larger scale, this structural relation of harmonious dynamic interplay
also defined the constructive, collaborative, and diverse solidarity that charac-
terized good community for Gadamer. Like Heidegger, he saw technological
progress as a popular ideal that put private profit above development through
fruitful engagement with other cultures and the cultivation of the environ-
ment’s own life. It threatened modernity with an

immense increase in weapons technology and the destructive potential it har-
bours . . . the arms trade, which is as difficult to control as the drugs trade; and
not least of the deluge of information which threatens to engulf our human
faculty of judgement.

By contrast, organic models of community replicate the play structure at the
interpersonal level and thereby achieve “a sustaining solidarity which alone
makes possible the organised structure of human coexistence.”™® A small
example of this creative, collaborative human play—familiar to Gadamer
himself—was the university community which “still remains one of the few
precursors of the grand universe of humanity, of all human beings, who must
learn to create with one another new solidarities.”® A larger-scale example
of this was global culture and its increasing multiculturalism, of which he
was an early advocate, priding himself on his early liberal upbringing among
female and Jewish intellectual friends in the culture of Breslau. Late in life
he would describe cultural diversity as kind of game and a “training ground”
where “otherness . . . contributes to the encountering of one’s own self” in
such a way that “the coexistence of different cultures and languages, religions
and confessions supports us.”
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The principles of structure that shape play thus work microcosmically as an
account of art, macrocosmically as a template for healthy communal life, and
universally as an analysis of the phenomenological structure of Being itself.
Although, arguably, Gadamer did not convey the wide scope of his metaphor
very clearly in this long, elusive section of his magnum opus, elsewhere he
did express the change that he hoped it would spark in his audience: “Every
act, as an element of life, remains connected with the infinity of life that
manifests itself in it. Everything finite is an expression, a representation of
the infinite” (T, 58). Once assimilated into our perspective, this insight was
intended to bring us to a kind of self-awareness that “will lead us towards a
new equilibrium in the respective spheres of the body, the soul, and the har-
mony of the world as a whole.”' By understanding the sublation of the self
into play, we may learn to sublate personal identity into what Rilke, in the.

. - epigraph of Truth and Method, calls the world’s own power, an extension of
- *the great bridgebuilding of God.”
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Chapter 5

T™M L1.2.2

Gadamer and the Plastic Arts
Cynthia R. Nielsen

This chapter examines Gadamer’s account of the plastic arts (bildende Kiinste)
and how his claim regarding the performative nature of art applies mutatis
mutandis to the plastic arts. Gadamer’s discussion of the picture (Bild) is
the central focus of the chapter; however, his insights regarding architecture
will also be briefly considered. In the sections leading up to 1.2.2 of Truth
and Method, Gadamer’s investigation of art’s ontology draws primarily on
the performing arts such as drama and music. He emphasizes repeatedly
that music and dramatic plays are their performances or enactments. That is,
when it comes to our phenomenologico-hermeneutic experience of music and
theatrical plays, apart from their various and diverse performances over time,
they have no being. Their presentations emerge in their varied interpretative
performances. However, the question naturally arises: how do Gadamer's
claims about the “variability of presentation” apply to the plastic arts, which
include painting, sculpture, and architecture?' That is, could a case for aes-
thetic differentiation not be made when it comes o these seemingly more
static forms of art? As his account unfolds, it becomes clear that Gadamer
rejects a Platonic understanding of mimesis, wherein the artwork as “copy” is
understood as ontologically inferior to an “original” (Urbild).? In contrast, for
Gadamer, a picture is not a self-effacing copy (Abbild); rather, a picture directs
attention to itself, has its own significant, ontological “weight,” and remains
essentially connected to the “original.” It involves, as Gadamer puts it, an
“ontological sharing™ (ontologische Teilhabe) or participation in the original
(TM, 153/158). Moreover, the picture (Bild) discloses something about the
original that we would not see apart from the picture’s coming into being.
Instead of a diminution of being, the picture is what Gadamer describes as
an “increase in being” (TM, 141). Such an understanding opposes a Platonic
view since Gadamer’s account of the relation of a picture and an original is




