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Chapter 2

Gadamer’s Ontology of Telos

In the slim commentary on Celan, which Heidegger pronounced his favou-
rite of his pupil’s works, Gadamer praises Celan's poetic figuration of Being
in terms of

the “breath-crystal,” which is nothing but the configuration of pure, delicate
geometry that falls from the soft nothingness of breath. . . . Where one is far
enough away from the trends of human activity one is close to the ultimate
goal, the goal of the true word. . . . “You"” are what it testifies to (“Your” wit-
ness)—the intimate, unknown You which, for the I that here is the I of the poet
as well as the reader, is its You, “wholly, wholly real.”!

Here, two contrasting images are combined in Gadamer’s words: on the
one hand in seeking to capture the nature of language’s signifying capacity,
Celan’s imagery evokes the crystalline geometry of Platonic formalism. This
is an analysis of the structures of experience that constitute intelligibility
and thus the “mathematical order of Being, structured like the lattice of a
crystal [which] is the true content of the doctrine of ideas.”? On the other
hand, for Gadamer Celan also deploys the more organic, elusive imagery
of breath as an inner essence of language that brings speech into existence.?
This complex reality of the organism that speaks is never fully exhausted in
the crystalline structures of its language. The breath is a fecund nothingness,
a non-substantial source of infinite (aural, linguistic, conceptual) forms,
which does not create—but rather becomes the infinitely varied, tangible
forms of language, the meaning of which is bestowed by the infinitely var-
ied life of the breathing, speaking organism. And yet contrary to the actual
structures of language, the interiority of the breath remains itself unspeak-
able and unknown.*
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The mystery of the obscure and ambiguous interiority of meaning, lan-
guage, and Being, will be explored in chapter 3. We will see that Gadamer
applies the same optimistic essentialism to the problem of indeterminacy
that dstika (orthodox) scholars like Ripa Gosvami maintained in the face
of ndstika (unorthodox) critiques, drawing on classical Indian philosophies
such as Samkhya and Vedanta—a further story that will be told in part II.
However the “pure, delicate geometry” of Gadamer’s formal ontology, so
poorly or partially represented in existing scholarship, requires prior analy-
sis with particular regard to its Platonic and Aristotelian roots. In particular,
the “Platonic” feature of the ontology reveals its foundationalist essence as
a description of universal truths formulating the same ontological insight
that chapter 4 explains through the doctrine of acintyabheddbheda, "in-
conceivable difference and non-difference” in the work of Riipa Gosvami.
Meanwhile, it is Gadamer's Aristotelian affirmation of teleological iden-
tity-in-change that will be shown to share important insights with Ripa
Gosvami's cornerstone concept of rasa.

GADAMER'S “POST-PLATONIC ONTOLOGY”

Levinas provides a pithy formula for the ontology that Heidegger inherits
from his Greek predecessors and passes on to his pupil.> He observes that

meaning qua meaning is a manifestation of being. (But “a manifestation of

being” is a tautology for the Greeks! . . . and Heidegger preserves this posi-

tion.)®

Or, as Gadamer even more succinctly puts it, “being is a verb, an insight
Heidegger had arrived at only very slowly.”” Throughout the modern pe-
riod the increasing reductions of an epistemology driven by the desire for
certainty, resulted (via Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Husserl, Heidegger, and their
peers) in an ontology of experience alone, shorn of subject and object. Like
Heidegger, Gadamer sees Greek philosophy as the point at which the possi-
bility of a subject-object dualism was realised from within the deep analysis
of the metaphysics of unity and plurality in which Parmenides, Pythagoras,
Plato, and Aristotle were engaged.® But this does not mean that he, like
Heidegger, lays the blame at their feet. Rather he views it as a time in which
the complicity of Being and discourse was realised within the ordering and
dividing framework of an increasingly systematic philosophical method.
Where Plato and Aristotle tempered their theories of truth with “soft” no-
tions of knowledge (aletheia and phronesis, respectively) that emphasised
the contextual value and edifying application of “true” meanings as well
as their potential for stability and certitude, subsequent social conditions
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developed these human-centred, practical wisdoms in ways that facilitated
the pragmatic, technological control demanded by the polis. Throughout
the development of Western thought in its many neo-classical varieties,
this scientific “method” of thought, techne, flourished in affinity with what
Gadamer calls the “Pythagorising aesthetic”™® and the “Pythagorising, math-
ematical mind"" of absolutism.

He is passionate about his reappropriation of Plato from the grip of both
the absolute realists and the constructivist idealists, claiming with pride that
toward the end of Heidegger's life the pupil finally managed to convince
the teacher that he had underestimated the radicality of Plato’s metaphysics.
Gadamer's intellectual biography is a truly fascinating one, into which we
will look deeper in chapter 3, but the elements which relate strictly to the
discipline of metaphysics themselves present a narrative of the twentieth-
century struggle between the desire for revolutionary steps forward and
the desire for secure roots; the Odyssean urge to reclaim one’s identity
and the Promethean urge to change it. Originally trained as a classicist,
with a great love for his material, Gadamer was always an open-minded,
interdisciplinary thinker who was taught by contemporary approaches to
classical texts (inspired not least by Lutheran hermeneutics) to pay atten-
tion to issues of authorial intention, historical context, and the negotiation
of multiple meanings. His interests and his sheer location at that place
and time in the German academic system brought him into contact with
Heidegger, who had also been a Plato scholar, but had propelled himself
forward through two millennia of Western thought (and some Eastern)
to a post-Nietzschean, post-Husserlian philosophical position. Heidegger

was already an academic star, and always inclined toward respect for his

luminary predecessors in philosophy, Gadamer developed a pedagogical re-
lationship with him that meant immersing himself in his worldview as well
as his philosophical conclusions. It was a somewhat uneasy relationship,
marred by Gadamer's discomfiture at seeing a host of thinkers to whom he
retained a great hermeneutic sensitivity being repudiated and possibly mis-
understood by his teacher. From Heidegger's side, it seemed that his polite
pupil would never overcome the limitations of his reappropriative instinct
and reach any new and groundbreaking conclusions. As we will see, there
were a range of other contemporary influences on Gadamer's thought, and
an even wider range of post-Platonic influences. But he never yielded his
first sympathy with Plato’s thought to the fashion for Nietzschean critique,
while on the other hand as a rather secular-minded Protestant, he felt no
compunction about eliding the notion of a transcendent God and content-
ing himself with more “pagan” modes of thinking. Truth and Method was,
in its way, a complete rebuttal of Heidegger's rejection of the post-Platonic
tradition of metaphysics and Heidegger’s attempt to strike out with a new
philosophical language, preferring instead a meticulously historical and
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exegetic approach in which helpful metaphors play an important part, and
past perspectives are sympathetically reassessed.

This approach has sometimes had the deleterious effect of obscuring
Gadamer's true aspirations. Famously and controversially, Gadamer’s philo-
sophical hermeneutics makes a “universal claim”—a claim that has not
ceased to inspire attempts at clarification. Metaphysicians and Gadamer
scholars remain ambivalent about the precise status of these insights. Gron-
din assures us that there is no “phantom of an absolute foundation—that
child of positivism and ultimately of metaphysics” in the framework that
Heidegger passes down to Gadamer, exceeding the strictures and transcen-
dental goals of Husserl's phenomenology.!2 Thus, despite his meticulous
explication of the Platonic framework of Gadamer’s ontology, Brice Wa-
chterhauser remains cautious in attributing to Gadamer the “metaphysical
views about the inherent intelligibility of word and language that I ascribe
to him,” namely, that he can be “legitimately called an idealist in a certain
realist (and, we might add, Hegelian sense).”13 He assuages his own confu-
sion with a suggestion that Gadamer himself is confused, and his reasoning
correspondingly slapdash:

Gadamer’s metaphysical picture is, like all metaphysical pictures, a kind of in-
ference to the best explanation. It is a sober account of what we must assume
is the case given our experience as knowers.!4

Yet we can compare this with what Gadamer writes when confronted
by his own Husserlian and Heideggerian roots. He is attempting the “pro-
gramme of a new science of consciousness” that is made possible by the
realisation that “the unilluminable obscurity of our facticity . . . sustains*
and does not merely set limits to the project character of human Dasein.”
Contemporary metaphysics needed “to bestow a new weight on the his-
toricity of human Dasein.”'> He was irrepressibly optimistic about the
possibility of doing positive philosophy. Gadamer felt it essential that we
should not be, as Hegel says (paraphrased by Gadamer), “a people without
a metaphysics . . . like a temple without a sanctuary, an empty temple, a
temple in which nothing dwells any longer and hence is itself nothing any
more."!¢ Gadamer himself abjured the scholastic idea of a source of abso-
lute being, as something that “we cannot go along with,” but he neverthe-
less also confesses a fascination with the idea of “the power of the concept
of maximal reality that carries its existence with it.”17 In this respect the
philosophies of Dilthey, Yorck, and Husserl all seek ontological founda-
tions by going “back beyond the abstraction of neo-Kantianism.”!® Yorck
“achieves even more” because he “maintains the metaphysical connection
between life and self-consciousness worked out by Hegel,” and Dilthey and
Husserl gestured toward a self-grounding of ontology by “going back be-

Gadamer's Ontology of Telos 53

yond the objectivity of science to the life-world . . . based methodically on
the self-givenness of experience.”1? This attempt at furnishing a foothold in
reality for philosophical thinking is not destroyed by the Heideggerian turn
in phenomenology, but altered:

[1]t soon emerged that what constituted the significance of Heidegger's “fun-
damental ontology” was not that it was the solution to the problem of histori-
cism, and certainly not a more original grounding of science, nor even, as with
Husserl, philosophy's ultimate grounding of itself; rather the whole idea of
grounding itself underwent a total reversal.2

In order to understand the nature and function of grounding here we
must negotiate between different conceptions of philosophical certainties
and goals. In this vein, Georgia Warnke, prefiguring Jean Grondin, argues
that Gadamer is indeed “closer to a foundationalist enterprise than any of
them [i.e., Habermas, Apel, and Rorty] admit.”2 J. M. Baker argues for “the
positive ontological stake” in Gadamer’s work, which mimics “Mallarmé
[and] Hegel’s most radical intentions in the field of logic: both push predi-
cation to its limits, but both intend something that will not be falsified,
something indeed that both called the idea.”?? Elsewhere, Wachterhauser
too argues after his many caveats that “[w]hile Gadamer acknowledges that
the later Heidegger can still offer us brilliant insights, it is simply a mistake
to think that he occupies ground that is really beyond metaphysics.”23
Rather, for Gadamer, Heidegger's whole project is to provide foundations.
His “paradoxical demand” was that “phenomenology should be ontologi-
cally based on the facticity of Dasein, existence; which cannot be based on
or derived from anything else, and not on the pure cogito.”?4 Here Gadamer
is rejecting the remains of Cartesianism, but reassuring us that Heidegger's
reversal of the project of grounding does not mean its repudiation. Rather it
effects a radical deflation of foundation into what it purports to ground—of
life into foundation, of word into meaning, and, as we will see, of meaning
into meaningfulness.

In all of this, Gadamer’s restoration of Platonic metaphysics was the key-
stone for his project of rediscovering transcendental truths throughout the
tradition. He writes unequivocally that “[t]he vulgar concept of Platonism
. . . holds without qualification to be a transformation of Plato’s inten-
tions.”?> He puts the case against Platonic dualism even more strongly:

With a persistence bordering on the absurd, the prevailing form of interpreta-
tion in which Plato’s philosophy has been passed onto us has advocated the
two-worlds theory, that is, the complete separation of the paradigmatic world
of ideas from the ebb and flow of change in our experience of the sense per-
ceived world. Idea and reality are made to look like two worlds separated by a
chasm, and the interrelationship of the two remains obscure.26
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Instead of the apparent dualism to which the allegories of the Republic
lend credence, Gadamer holds to a more Parmenidean Platonist ontology
in which the forms must be understood not as entities in another realm
imitated by our mundane reality, but rather as the various forms and pat-
terns that reality instantiates. This more complex intermingling of idea and
reality is, according to Gadamer, citing the Plato scholars of the Tubingen
school, what is really implied in the difficult ambiguities of the doctrine
of ideal numbers with which Plato struggles from the earliest dialogues.??
This model of reality is far from the ontological criteria of “realness” in
what Heidegger famously terms the “onto-theological” sense of existentio.
Rather, as we will see, it is the reappropriated ontology of form as repetition
in diversity, of “harmonic intervals” and patterns. It describes the constitu-
tive qualities of which Being consists, as opposed to the mistakenly reified
“things” of which, when misunderstood, those qualities appear to be only
a predicate.?s

It is remarkable how often this version of Plato’s ontology, of which
Gadamer charts the long history and pervasive presence in Western philo-
sophical thought, both ancient and modern, analytic and continental, is
misunderstood and criticised by the most laborious of misdirected argu-
ments. Gadamer’s infamous exchange with Habermas was based on a fail-
ure to comprehend the ontological depth of Gadamer's position.2? This was
merely sustained and repeated during Gadamer’s encounters with Derridean
deconstruction during the 1980s, throughout which Gadamer's Platonism
was frequently taken as evidence that he had abandoned Heidegger's Ni-
etzschean critique of Plato, and betrayed his own tradition.3° In his “Three
Questions to Hans-Georg Gadamer,” Derrida complains that Gadamer's
position remains subject to the dictates of tradition and the Kantian “will"
while Derrida’s subsequent defenders accused Gadamer of a Hellenistic,
Hegelian absolutism revering Plato as the “aboriginal essentialist.”3! In the
same volume Joseph Margolis, Fred Dallmayr, and Josef Simon similarly
see in Gadamer's work an affirmation of conservative values, rather than an
attempt to frame a metaphysical truth. G. B. Madison, David Farrell Krell
(in the same volume), Carsten Dutt (in Gadamer in Conversation), and Jean
Grondin in his recent excellent biography of Gadamer all indicate more
clearly Gadamer's true position, but never to the extent of setting out a clear
statemnent of that position in terms of its ontological foundations, and why
it thus is impervious to such criticism. Like so many philosophers in both
India and the West, including Rapa Gosvami, his realist ontological under-
pinnings are all too often undervalued, ignored, or unsuspected.

It is Wachterhauser who offers perhaps the most exhaustive explanation
of Gadamer's “Post-Platonic” ontology, although in explaining it through
the lens of Platonic philosophy he has to combat the widespread prejudices
and ontological misunderstandings from which Plato’s works also suffer.32

Gadamer's Ontology of Telos 55

Gadamer was one of the earliest scholars to try to archaeologically uncover
the often-subversive literary and philosophical techniques that complicate
the simple mythologies found in the Republic and elsewhere.33 A significant
degree of Gadamer's importance for contemporary philosophy lies in clari-
fying, with the help of these overlooked subtleties, the continuity that lies
between many of the pre-Socratic thinkers, Plato, Aristotle, Hegel, Husserl,
Heidegger, and others. In Gadamer's works, as in those of Gosvami, what
appears to be regard for the authority of tradition is also a great regard for
his predecessors’ insights into a central metaphysical truth on which he
believed them all to converge.

Nevertheless, the persistence of the dualistic picture of Plato is still in evi-
dence in secondary literature on Gadamer. Wachterhauser, one of the most
vigorous champions of his ontology, himself has some difficulty in coun-
tering the predominance of the idealist interpretation of Platonism that is
so hard to avoid thanks to the subject-object structure of the language that
he must use to explicate his philosophy.>* Heidegger's later philosophy, in
which Gadamer sees many similarities with Plato, suffers from the same
difficulty of expression. Thus in the Seventh Letter, one of the texts in which
Plato pursues his philosophy to what, as we will see, is (nearly) its most
fundamental level in the analysis of the One and the Two, Gadamer writes
of the objectifying influence of his discourse that “this appearance of rigidity
may be the reason that Plato thought it ill advised to put this doctrine down
in writing.”3% Certainly Gadamer’s hermeneutic predisposition to proceed
by example and commentary, rather than by direct explication, should not
be dismissed as a merely stylistic device. It is one of the ways in which he

. attempts to improve upon the Heideggerian heritage and its awkward use of
language—finding ways to express those “facts” of being which slip through
the net of language’s predicative abilities. At the same time he is able in
this way to maintain an insistent realism vis 4 vis the forms, which corrects
the traditional idealist (mis)reading of Platonic philosophy without falling
foul of the misleadingly dualistic “objectivism” that Husserl risked when
coining the motto “to the things themselves,” and that ultimately prompted
Heidegger to turn away from Being and Time toward a more ambitious on-
tology. It is this realism of analytic truths to which Gadamer sought to give
a voice, and which we will clarify as the position for which he does indeed
make claims of universality and necessity.

THE FORMS

In his wide range of philosophical commentaries and original insights,
Gadamer offers various ways in which to understand this difficult “turn”
(Kehre) of perspective to which Heidegger strove to remain true in his later
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works. The model that Gadamer most favours as a clear and original frame-
work for explanation, that of “play” (Spiel) understood in the widest sense
as a structural analogy both for cultural game-playing (including language
games), and for the “play” of phenomenal forms of all kinds, also helps
to illuminate the “Platonic” core of his metaphysics. He refers us to the
natural world and the forms that light or water take on—e.g,, ripples that
have their own individual structural identities, but not a substantial iden-
tity independent of the water that provides a medium for them. He cites the
patterns of light and shade that have no substantial existence; their identity
lies in sheer form, defined in relation to each other. The playing of a piece
of music appears to present another challenge to a dualistic substantialist
ontology, for music is an excellent example of an entity that is defined not
by its substance or medium (sound, marks on a page, perceptions, or mem-
ories), but by the transiently instantiated arrangement of form in which it
consists.3% [t is the “shape” of the vibrations in the air, cast into a particular
pattern of notes that we see symbolically represented in the score, never the
same from one performance to the next, but always going by the same title.
Gadamer seeks to show how universal and varied such entities are, citing

[t]he play of light, the play of the waves, the play of gears or parts of machin-

ery, the interplay of limbs, the play of forces, the play of gnats, even a play on
words.?7

But, as he points out,

it is by no means merely a metaphor when we speak of the “play of the waves,”
or “the playing flies” or of the “free play of the parts.”38

It is precisely the iteration of the structural pattern through diverse mo-
ments and contexts that describes a determinate form in the midst of radi-
cal flux. Repetition of analogous forms across a wider context of diversity is
the true nature of identity—an insight that, as we will see, is itself repeated
in different dimensions.

Gadamer avidly deploys such philosophical metaphors throughout Truth
and Method, but the metaphor is never merely an analogical digression from
the issue: it is a concrete instance of the philosophical principle at hand. The
metaphors of play, music, waves, and light are not only analogies by which to
clarify the nature of ideas, forms, things, beings, and Being. They are also ex-
emplary, lucid specimens of that very universal principle. Grondin complains
about the polysemic use of the notion of “universality” in Truth and Method,
yet this pervasive polysemy is an accurate reflection of the pervasiveness of
the truths that Gadamer is uncovering. It is important to clarify what Gron-
din is getting at when he says (rather vaguely) that hermeneutics possesses
the universality of a dimension, not of a particular philosophical position.3?
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The universality of the hermeneutic perspective of which Gadamer boasts is
such that it not only applies to every discrete application of the hermeneutic
method, but to all phenomena at every (microcosmic and macrocosmic)
level. This is true of his discussions of play, of language, of revelation, of art.*0
At times it can make his metaphysical tenets appear difficult to pin down, as
each example is open to the different interpretations that one finds on either
side of what Wachterhauser calls “the hermeneutic fork”—between Rortyan
relativism and a genuinely Heideggerian ontology.* The proliferation of met-
aphor examples also reflects the pains that Gadamer takes to avoid an over-
emphasis on form and unity rather than instantiation and plurality. That—in
the mind of certain contemporaries—would have cast him as a neo-Hegelian
enemy of individualism, and leave him open to the sort of criticisms that
Kojeve makes of Hegel’s bias toward absolute rather than finite spirit.2 In
commentary on the later Heideggerian philosophy, Gadamer makes it clear
that Heidegger's interpretation of the work of art as the unique manifestation
of the concept in an event of truth, succeeded in checking any lingering ten-
dency toward overly abstract, concretising philosophical conceptualisation.3
Thus, long before Caputo had accused him of pursuing “the aigle of savoir
absolue” through “an essentialistic, Hellenistic sky,” Gadamer already had a
cautious eye out for any suspiciously abstracted, absolutising discourse.** For
Gadamer, as for the later Heidegger, both the unifying common form and the
multiplying particular instance are real. In short, Gadamer's formal realism,
like that of Riipa Gosvami, includes a healthy affirmation of the reality of
the particulars of our commonsense phenomenal world, while bringing their
structural patterns or forms into focus. -

- et
S E

THE ONE AND THE MANY

Gadamer'’s deployment of “play” as a model (and an actual example) of the
nature of “form” (Idee), has its correlates elsewhere. It could be likened to a
Derridean exposition on difference by semantic pessimists, or to a Wittgen-
steinian bundle theory by semantic optimists. But in reality what it demon-
strates has an ontological dimension that goes beyond both of those theories
of meaning; indeed, his use of Spiel is much closer in meaning to the Sanskrit
word lild than the English word “play,” as which both are rather inadequately
translated. The proliferation and complexity of “plays” makes concrete the
Platonic problem of the One and the Many. Gadamer is quite explicit again
and again that this is the problem to which all reason turns:45

In any order in which a many becomes a unity, in the state and in the soul, in
knowledge and in the structure of the world, it sees the law of the One and the
Many, of number and Being.46



58 Chapter 2

Precisely this doctrine of the One and the Many has often been ill served
by neo-Platonism with its two-worlds interpretation of the doctrine of the
forms, and by the perception that Plato was further from Aristotle than in
fact he was. Gadamer categorically repudiates this position: “It is, as we
know, precisely this doctrine which Aristotle above all represents and criti-
cises as Plato’s actual philosophy” for it is “not a step beyond the doctrine
of ideas which would negate the latter but a step behind it which expresses
its actual basis.”*” Whereas Ripa Gosvami's philosophical language for ad-
dressing the problems raised by the self-evident plurality of phenomena
(both among objects, and between the properties and moments of their
individual existence) was provided by ongoing debates in Advaita and
Samkhya philosophy, Gadamer foreshadowed Alain Badiou's use of set the-
ory as an ontological model, by unambiguously asserting the importance
of Plato’s Pythagorean ontology.#s This is not to deny that the Pythagorean
interpretation of the doctrine of the forms can seem to lend itself to the
classical Platonist model of realism that has dominated the philosophies of
mathematics, language, and Being. As Gadamer concedes, the mathemati-
cal entities in which Pythagorean philosophy trades are a powerful idea
throughout the history of Western philosophy (and theology) “because
here something permanently fixed and stable beyond’ the flood of ap-
pearances comes into plain view . . . the pure genus, the pure meaning, or
however one might choose to explain the ‘universal’ in modern concepts.”4?
Badiou accounts for this cast in Plato’s thinking by reference to the fact that,
historically, the Sophists were his main interlocutors, practising a problem-
atically deconstructive rhetoric that he took it upon himself to combat in
his own philosophy with a model of a stable and determinate truth.5° Yet
the Socrates of the Parmenides, Theaetetus, Sophist, Philebus, Timaeus, and the
Seventh Letter leads us toward a less mythological, more complex notion of
the One—not as an uncontestable unity, but as the principle of structural
similarity to which we have referred, the relative stability of form that in
every identity marks a particular nexus in the infinite “web of ideas.” The
foundation, fabric, and terrain of this web reveal the true nature of Being.
Gadamer picks up on Plato’s Parmenidean portrayal of all things, identities,
or unities as being ambiguously one and many, existing and not existing
as such simultaneously, pointing to the same ambivalence championed as
a solution to the problem of the One and the Many by those Hindu phi-
losophers who “maintain that both identity and difference are true of the
relation between the one and the many.”52

On this Platonic reading, reality is infinitely plural: the progress of time
divides every being at each moment from its previous and future selves—an
insight Heidegger applauded in Bergson's 1928 “The Metaphysical Foun-
dations of Logic” in his notion of qualitative plurality. In addition, the
many-propertied constitution of each object is a plurality that has puzzled
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innumerable philosophers, and with which Plato was much concerned.
Finally, there is a sense in which each identity can be dissolved into an ex-
ternal plurality with an infinite horizon, for as Plato laboriously shows, each
identity or essence (Wesen in German) is implicitly defined in reference to
the pool of all other identities, similar and different in their various degrees.
This is an insight now familiar to us through the semantic theories of the
structuralist movement, but Plato refers us to this insight every time he has
a character pose riddles about relative qualities, such as how geometrical
values are determined, or how the tallest and the shortest man in a group
are to be defined and what happens when a yet taller or shorter man arrives
on the scene. This relativity of all properties to other properties and multiple
instances points us toward the unending hermeneutic circle of reference that
complicates any given unity. Hence the “universality” of the forms, their ex-
act repeatability across diverse contexts, is revealed as a myth.53

Gadamer does indeed accept the Platonic account of the forms as re-
peated structures, but given this thoroughgoing plurality to which they
are subject, he indicates that we should look at their relative similarity of
structure through the course of change as a developing theme in which true
identity lies, in order better to understand the indwelling of the eidos in
plurality. He gives an Aristotelian example according to which:

The living thing which emerges from the seed does not simply assume another
eidetic determination, and it is not simply something “different,” something
defined by essentially different determinations, though if viewed mathemati-
cally it would be.

%

" The “living thing” here is an entity in the same way as the piece of music
described earlier. And the instability of the organism’s identity throughout its
development, and of the artwork’s identity throughout its history of perfor-
mances is only the tip of the iceberg. The plurality of identity that we see in
the changing essence of the thing reflects the plurality of the whole “world.”
Indeed, although we look toward the similarities between different phenom-
enal instances of what we identify as the object in question to provide an
account of its essential structure, in fact the whole situation in which it is
located is implied in this structural similarity (e.g., its accidental properties
relative to other things, spaces, situations, times). On Gadamer's reading of
Aristotle’s metaphysics (understood as a refinement of Plato’s doctrine of the
forms, developed to better accommodate identity in change), the transforma-
tion of the living being synthesises one set of changing forms (seed, sapling,
tree, mulch) with another (a similarity of situation in relation to place, time,
things, persons, and ideas) to yield an apparent “identity.” To identify an
object or identity is to detect a thematic similarity or continuity that runs
throughout the ongoing structures of the whole world.
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This Aristotelian picture, which refigures the stable “thing” as a thematically
linked phenomenon of change, is more dynamic than its Platonic precedent:
a dynamic that highlights the importance of Gadamer’s Hegelian paradigm
for thinking the nature of the “thing”—a concept rendered more richly as the
Sache in German. Sache expresses an idea not only of the physical object, but
more generally and insightfully it also designates the “topic,” the “subject
matter” of discussion, the topos or concern that draws consciousness to it in
the first place. When we pass the Sache from context to context, whether in
conversation or in physical motion, it is at every moment transformed by that
varying contextuality, and yet unified by its “theme,” which has the structure
of an analogy. Thus Ricoeur speaks of metaphor and Derrida of thematisa-
tion as endemic to Being. By way of providing an example for this Platonic,
Hegelian, and also Heideggerian metaphysic, Derrida draws on Ricoeur’s law
of intentional analogy to trace a thematic path,

[m]oving from the azure to the windowpane, to the blank paper, to the glacier,
to the snowy peak, to the swan, to the wing, to the ceiling.5

Whereas the commonality that links the transformations in Aristotle’s
organism seems to be located in time and space, and the commonality
threading through Derrida’s conceptual transformations seems to be lo-
cated in the imagination, from an ontological perspective, the two have the
same reality status as themes in the flow of phenomena. Derrida’s example
poetically illustrates both the fragmentation and the thematic continuity
that are the nature of Being. He calls this the problem of rebinding “the
question of life death to the question of the position.”

Hence to understand the reality of things we must understand the
thread of analogy that connects the infinite instantiations into a broad
theme, a structural continuity relative to what surrounds it—which from
this perspective is what all “real objects” really are. When, to borrow
Heidegger's terminology, we see items as “present to hand” (vorhanden)
we focus on their singleness and particularity. It is when we see them as
“ready to hand” (zuhanden) that we understand their true complicity in
the context, their “enrootedness” in the situation. The same insight is true
of people and our-"selves.” In Gadamer’s world picture the One and Many
and the Sache reveal Being as a structure in which every identity is dia-

lectical, a triangulation of multiple relations that furnishes the profound
“realness” of any “self.”

Only now can the great dialectical puzzle of the one and the many which
fascinated Plato as the negation of the logos and which received a mysterious
affirmation in medieval speculation on the trinity, be given its true and fun-
damental ground. When Plato realised that the word of language is both one
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and many, he took only the first step. . . . But there is another dialectic of the
word, which accords to every word an inner dimension of multiplication: every
word breaks forth as if from a center and is related to a whole, through which
it alone is a word. Every word causes the whole of the language to which it
belongs to resonate and the whole worldview that underlies it to appear. Thus
every word, as the event of a moment, carries with it the unsaid, to which it is
related by responding and summoning.>°

The “word” here is ontologically equivalent to the Sache, both possessing
a flexible and nebulous structure that reminds us of the ubiquitous plural-
ity and indeterminacy of the universe, but also has positive implications
for understanding. It affirms analogy and imaginative construction while
also policing the boundaries of possible inaccuracy and misuse. Thus it is
in the prospective rightness and wrongness of the analogy defining a par-
ticular Sache that one also observes the regulative function of the form as a
directionality that can either be followed in pursuit of truth, or abandoned
in digression and falsehood. Thus the theme with its simultaneously limit-
ing and enabling importance for humanity is not just the idea, the HEB_u.m.h
the form, the subject matter—it is also the objects we encounter empiri-
cally making up the “real world”; those objects which we use, listen to, and
which, though they are intrinsically related to us also have an unmanipu-
lable essence; they offer resistance to our will and desires.>

FORMAL ONTOLOGY AS FUNDAMENTAL ONTOLOGY

Thus the doctrines of the One and the Many and the Sache provide a way

of characterising individuals, such that the idea, at once ancient and post-
modern, of the simultaneous unity-and-multiplicity of all things is accom-
modated without sacrificing our sense of being located in a world of truths
that are beyond the subjective whims of our will. Thus Grondin observes that
“[w]hen all is said and done, it is finitude which is the new ‘transcendence’”>#
While Gadamer felt he could not look beyond the boundaries of Being as
Levinas seems to do, nor wait expectantly by them as Derrida recommends,
he remained attached to the “transcendental” truths that he explicitly equates
with the “formal concepts of logic.”> But the question remained of whether
transcendental analysis could delve behind these truths to yet more basic
analytic features of Being. The One and the Many furnished an important
realisation about Being, but did not seem to strike the deepest level of things;
some more foundational truth seemed to be implied. He writes: “With the
thematisation of language as it belongs indissolubly to the human life world,
a new basis for the old metaphysical question about the whole seems to be
available.”®0 Gadamer asserts that what qualifies Heidegger's philosophy as
“fundamental ontology” (Existenzial-ontologie or Fundamental-ontologie) is its
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“ontological priority” (ontologische Prioritdt).' But what is meant by “prior-
ity"? The phenomenological tradition sought to determine what is necessarily
presupposed by the one and only starting point is the one that is self-evident:
the plural, changing, meaningful presence of phenomena as the content of
our perception.®? But Heidegger left his students the riddle of where, and
whether, a totally foundational level might be found.

In effect, this Heideggerian notion of “priority” really means “necessary
ontological precondition.” From within the framework of a substantialist
ontology, Jonathan Schaffer has tried to offer a notion of “fundamental
levels” that illuminates how we think of fundamentalness and ontologi-
cal foundation in general. Quoting Jaegwon Kim's schema, he defines that
which is “fundamental” as lying on a level in a mereological (part-whole)
structure that does not “have an exhaustive decomposition, without re-
mainder” into lower levels.53 One analyses each “unit” of Being into its
composite parts until one discovers a level that is omnipresent and nec-
essary to the existence of the higher levels but cannot be further divided
or reduced into any more simple feature. By this reasoning one discovers
what is fundamental in the sense of being “basic,” irreducible, necessary, a
universal precondition of all things. Thus as one deconstructs, one rises to
increasing levels of universality and also of non-composite simpleness and
purity—qualities traditionally considered (in both India and the West) to
be the mark of an ontologically sovereign, primordial level.

Wachterhauser brings to light an apt example of this mereological analy-
sis in Plato’s reasoning to the “transcendentals”—universal, necessary, and
ontological rather than ontic qualities, called “transcendental” because they
belong to all existing things by the sheer fact of their existing at all, and thus
“transcend” any other particular property that the individual existent might
have. The beautiful, the good and the true, motion, rest, unity (or the One)
and plurality (or the Many), likeness (or participation) and unlikeness (or
separation), and Being itself—all of these are the fruit of a mereological
analysis of intelligibility itself, marking a fundamental level beyond which
thought itself cannot go, although they are universally present in thought.64
The transcendentals “are always already there whenever we become aware
of our own thinking. . . . Such a grasp is ‘primitive’ in that we must always
presuppose them and can never break such intuitions down into more ba-
sic units of meaning.”5 In his works on the Platonic dialogues, Gadamer
strives to clarify the ways in which Plato sought deeper and deeper mecha-
nisms of analysis in his dialogues, arriving at an initial level of universality
in the transcendentals, which “function across all distinctions of genera and
species, universal and particular.”¢¢ Indeed, he writes that “[t]ranscendental
means that [the greatest classes] may not be thought according to the order
of genera and species”¢” The transcendentals are not themselves categories
or regulative principles of things; rather, each describes a necessary prin-
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ciple of what it is to be a principle, each is a principle of universality #mw_m
What comes into relief here is the attempt to identify “syncategorematic
qualities—universals of a yet more universal kind.

Gadamer is keen to pursue Plato’s insights to their most fundamental
level, sifting through the many more and less obscure doctrines that fill
his texts.58 His exegesis of Plato’s fragmentary ideas on the One and the
Many lead him to the elusive doctrine of the indeterminate two (hé aoristos
duas, as paraphrased by Simplicius) ascribed to Plato by his successors.®?
Gadamer writes:

If we are indeed forbidden to seek a fixed system of deduction in Plato’s
doctrines and if, on the contrary, Plato’s doctrine of the indeterminate Two es-
tablishes precisely the impossibility of completing such a system, then Plato’s
doctrine of ideas turns out to be a general theory of relationship from which it
can be convincingly deduced that dialectic is unending and infinite.”

This doctrine reduces the previous duality of unity and multiplicity to
the underlying, preconditional principle of relationality that, paradoxically,
enables any single thing to be itself. The indeterminate two encapsulates
the mystery that any identity of any kind (name, object, idea, Eo_um_do
is intrinsically and essentially constituted by relationality. Here “it is this
question of the meaning of being which leads [Plato] to the Obm. and H.rm
Two, an entirety of the logoi in which reality, according to its ordering prin-
cple, both unifies and unfolds itself.”” Indeed, in Aristotle’s account of
Plato’s doctrine, the Two plays almost exactly the same role as that played
by the ontological concept of prakrti (the primordial level of proliferation
-of forms, in the Samkhya school) in Rapa Gosvami's' metaphysical source
texts. Plato’s primordial One combines with the prolific relational principle
of the Two to produce the range of transcendentals, which combine in the
same way to produce universals, and in due course the multiplicity of par-
ticulars. Difference within a context of reciprocally determining relations is
the essence of identity. On this model, everything that is, both is and is not
the same as itself, is and is not the same as others, consisting of a relational-
ity which dialectically subsumes and transcends those very concepts.

Characteristically, Gadamer paraphrases this whole account as if it were
a hypothetical speculation—nevertheless, he leaves little room for aocﬂﬁ
about his own philosophical convictions. He attributes foundational quali-
ties to this dyad of the One and the Two:

The principles of the One and the Two are able to generate the series of all
numbers—just as they make all discourse possible. The entire series of num-
bers, the even as well as the odd, can be explicated according to these prin-
ciples. . . . This special status of the One and the Two could be what is indicated
by the “outside of the First” in that famous Aristotelian text.”?
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The One and the Two are preconditions facilitating the possibility of any
form, structure, or pattern at all; they are relationality itself, and the very
material of Being.”3

But Gadamer shows that the One and the Many, the indeterminate dyad
of the One and the Two, and the Sache, still do not yet represent the deep-
est level of analysis—perhaps because it is not clear that these are truths
which can play a constructively foundational role for our understanding of
meaning, truth, identity, and action. Drawing on a different set of thinkers,
Gadamer shifts his approach from the synchronic analysis of form accord-
ing to its mereological levels to the diachronic analysis of form in terms
of temporality. For this approach, proceeding from the facts of time and
change, Gadamer looks to other sources.

The diachronic analysis of Being is less prominent in Gadamer's works,
but one of the thinkers through whose work this question arises is Husserl.
Gadamer does not feel that Being as a whole begs the question of an ef-
ficient cause, for causation is something observed within the world and not
something that we can speak of as external to it. In this he is again in line
with the Vedantic sources of Ripa Gosvami's thought—there is a continu-
ous thread in the Vedic tradition of portraying the cause of the world as a
continual arising without temporal beginning. Speaking in terms of the
Husserlian paradigm of Being as consciousness, Gadamer too feels that we
cannot delve before or beneath the sheer, upwelling present in all its “im-
mediate” “primal source”:

The core of the problem lies exclusively in the self-constitution of temporal-
ity in its primal source of the present. Hence it lies in that deepest level of
the problematic of constitution for which even the transcendental ego and
the stream of consciousness (the ultimate source of all accomplishments of
constitution) is transcended in the sense that the immediate flow of the living

present, as the real primal phenomenon, lies at the basis even of the stream of
consciousness.”

Gadamer's account of reality as an actuality that is immediately en-
countered complements the Husserlian model of the primal present with
Dilthey’s notion of experience as erlebnis, which “suggests the immediacy
with which something real is grasped.”7s

The primal constitution of cognition lies in immediacy (Unmittelbarkeit),
and this is meant to illuminate an alternative notion of creation, never
past, always part of the “immediate flow of the living present.”7¢ As in the
Caitanya Vaisnava assertion that the relation of God and world is acintya,
literally “unthinkable,” so Gadamer uses the notion of “immediacy” for
the opaque, basic level of things in Husserl's thought.”” Gunter Figal paints
a convincing picture of the “turn” in Gadamer's later work away from the
evasions of a historical approach, toward an explicit acknowledgement of
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the elusive nature of Being as that which “withdraws” from understanding,
and “cannot be gotten behind” (unhintergebare).”s Once again, in phenom-
enological terms, this points us toward the “unilluminable obscurity of our
facticity.”” Yet elsewhere he challenges the awed retreat before this appar-
ent primordiality. This immediacy is not itself a static foundation of Being
but its dynamic presence (Anwesenheit). For Gadamer, genesis is “revealed
perhaps in every reduction properly understood.”80

In order to undercut Husserl’s “false hyposticising of inner processes” he
returns to an ancient thinker with a strong intuition of the dynamic for a ge-
netic account of Being—not to Plato, but to Aristotle. The constant primal
upwelling of Being is widely associated with Aristotle’s concept of physis,
or “nature.” But Gadamer also focuses on Aristotle’s work regarding the
epagoge, the genesis of the form. As we have seen, Gadamer acknowledges
that Heidegger's philosophy proceeds by the “consistent carrying out of the
transcendental thought in Husserl’s phenomenology.” Yet he identifies the
crux of the divergence between the two thinkers in “the completely different
dimension of origin [Ursprung] of the process of Being’s manifestation that
proceeds and lies at the basis even of metaphysics.”s!

In his first apperception, a sensuously equipped being finds himself in a surg-
ing sea of stimuli, and finally one day he begins, as we say, to know something.
Clearly we do not mean that he was previously blind. Rather when we say
to know [erkennen] we mean to “recognise” [wiedererkennen), that is, to pick

- something out [herauserkennen] of the stream of images flowing past as being
identical.®2 %

“Sensitive to the continuing, fruitful, perennial problems of history, like

Aristotle Gadamer asks:

How does one arrive at a universal? [which is the same, he says, as arriving at a
general concept or indeed a word]. . . . Can we really say that there is a single
event in which a first knowing extricates the child from the darkness of not
knowing?#3

In the text in which he raises the question, Gadamer immediately answers
himself with a terse gesture of philosophical surrender: “It seems obvious
to me that we cannot.” But as usual, other answers are scattered within the
fabric of his diverse hermeneutic studies. While Aristotle is most famous
for those accounts of change and development that focus on natural forms,
Gadamer focuses on an Aristotelian analogy in which the development of
the unified concept is likened to the movement of an army:

He says it is the same as when an army is in flight, driven by panic, until at
last someone stops and looks around to see whether the foe is still danger-








































