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Preface
George F. McLean

This work is especially momentous. At the turn of the millennia the process of globalization
brings into intersection not only economic forces, but politics and, underneath all, cultures. Samuel
Huntington is not wrong in pointing to this level of interaction as the most fundamental and
decisive.
If then we are to escape the prospect of continued and deepening conflict it is necessary to
envisage ways in which cultures can evolve without losing their continuity and interact without
loss of identity. To find the answer to this question where must one look?
Just as many democracies are rooted in a document or declaration of principles such as a
constitution, cultures are rooted in the basic religious commitments of their people. Often these
are grounded in a sacred text to which fidelity is of the greatest moment. Perhaps nowhere is this
more appreciated and lived than in Islam. Indeed, the pattern of its social dynamics is closely
related to issues involved in reading the sacred text in contemporary times.
For this the work of H.G-. Gadamer can be of special interest. His thought has done must to
clarifying the sense of cultural heritage and tradition. Thus, his work promises to provide special
insight into the relation between fidelity to the text and the cultural heritage of a people.
The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy (RVP) is in the process of publishing the
three related studies by Islamic scholars.
The first is The Authenticity of the Text in Hermeneutics by Seyed Musa Dibadj of Iran. This
focuses on the text itself, but moves from protecting this from the human reader to insight into the
way in which the reader can enable the being of the text to emerge in time.
The second is the present work by Burhanettin Tatar of Turkey, Interpretation and the
Problem of the Intention of the Author. The third volume, yet to appear, is a study in depth of the
issue of relativism and how this can be avoided while recognizing the role of the reader.
The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy honors these scholars. In our day there is
no more important service than theirs to Islam and to humanity as a whole.

Foreword
The significance of hermeneutics for Islam has been appreciated increasingly by many leading
scholars in both the Muslim and the Western world for the last decades. The works of the late
Professor Fazlur Rahman in the line of Schleiermacher and Betti, and those of M. Arkoun in the
line of deconstructionism, have been the most influential hermeneutical studies. Besides, in
criticizing the historical Islamic tradition, the feminist movements in the Islamic world often
follow J. Habermas in his critique of ideology. Most of the traditional methods of interpretation of
the Qur’an do not seem aware of the modern hermeneutical problems as well as the new
approaches; their adherents often approach hermeneutic studies mistrustfully.
To my knowledge, the question of author’s intention, a specific hermeneutical problem, is far
from being a subject of hermeneutical inquiries in Muslim world at present. However, it is well
known that the problem of the intention of God has been playing a practically determinative role
in both political and legal interpretations of the Qur’an throughout the history of Islam.
Nonetheless, it has not thus far been taken into account as a theoretical problem of interpretation.
For a modern scholar, the significance of the problem of the author’s intention lies mostly in
the problem of textual identity. It can be argued even that the basic difference between modernist
and traditionalist views of Islam should be sought in the problem of textual identity. Though these
problems above have not yet become a subject to the theoretical debates in Islamic world, they
constitute the background of the dispute over the issue of fidelity to the text between the modernist
and the traditionalists. Whether textual identity (and hence the fidelity to text) lies in the author’s
intention or not appear then to be decisive issue which the scholars must tackle with.
Since the intention of the author cannot be taken as something present at hand in the process
of interpretation, the problem of the historicity and temporality of text becomes decisive whenever
the author’s intention is discussed. Due to the increasing challenge of the Western world view to
the traditional Islamic view, the Muslim consciousness of time and history has changed.
Accordingly, whenever the emphasis is put either on the past or on the present, the author’s
intention and then textual identity is assumed to be objectified either in the past (traditional) or
present (modernist) understandings of Islam. The significance of the concept of tradition as the
historical continuity of textual meaning lies in overcoming this one sidedness of the traditionalist
and the modernist approaches.
One should look for the identity of text not in terms of one of the dimensions of time or history
but reversely in the historical continuity of the text, yet without falling victim to a Hegelian
absolutism. Even though the Islamic notion of unity (tawhid) when taken adequately is the identity
within difference, nonetheless, it has been approached mostly from an absolutist (transcendental)
perspective. Consequently, the problem of the authority of interpretation has had negative practical
impact within Islamic societies. It is not surprising that the authoritative interpretation of the
Qur’an has been viewed by many believers to have attained God’s intention as far as possible.
However, when the temporality of the human experience of textual meaning is conceived
properly, the notion of the being of the text comes to foreground and interpretation (and author’s
intention) disappears within it. Then, the identity of text and the author’s intention are inspected
not by way of a subject-object ontology, as did F. Rahman, but in a continuous dialogue between
past and present. When the historical (transcendental) and historical (temporal) are separated on
behalf of objectivity, falling victim either to absolutism or to radical relativism become
unavoidable. An adequate way to overcome these problems can be found in the notion of finitude

of human experience, which approaches eternity within temporality, and the transcendental within
concrete events.

Introduction
Following Heidegger’s hermeneutics of Dasein, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method1
sheds a new light on the problem of author’s intention and interpretation by calling attention to the
ontological dimensions of understanding. It emphasizes the fact that interpretation is basically an
experience of the truth of the text. From this ontological point of view, it claims that to approach
the problem of interpretation as a problem of method is to miss the point at the outset since method
is too confining an idea to capture the uniqueness of the historical experience of the truth of the
text.
Gadamer’s critique of the scientific ideal of objectivity in the humanities also reveals the
presupposition lying behind the intentionalist arguments for author’s intention. For purpose of
objectivity, to restrict the being of the text to author’s intention seems untenable for the primary
function of meaning refers not to the mind of the author, but to the truth of the subject matter
(Sache) brought to light in language. Hence, the unity of language and subject matter is the locus
of truth as uncoveredness.
The ontological dimension of meaning and language provides a way for Gadamer to reject the
reductionism of the intentionalists. Language is not a tool for human subjectivity, but constitutes
a transcendental ground within which past and the present can have a genuine dialogue or living
conversation. “Language fulfills itself and has its proper fulfillment only in the give and take of
speaking, in which one word yields another, and in which the language that we bring to one another
and make familiar to one another comes alive.”2
Even though Gadamer emphasizes the dynamic structure of the linguistic horizons within
which past meaning claims truth, his critics charge him with radical perspectivism. According to
his critics, Gadamer’s hermeneutics does not provide a genuine standpoint from which the past
text can be understood in its objective meaning. In their view, to take the interpreter’s perspective
as the starting point is to distort the past meaning which can be understood only if one reconstructs
the original horizon within which the meaning was originated.
Therefore, according to intentionalists, author’s intention (horizon) must be the only basis for
correct interpretation. Obviously, as this argument indicates, the intentionalists share the same
view with perspectivists in that meaning is dependent on perspective. However, they differ from
the perspectivists by contending that it is possible to suspend one’s own perspective and assume
another’s. But, how is it possible to bridge the gap between two distinct and supposedly alien
perspectives?
The intentionalist argument for the possibility of suspending one’s own horizon presupposes
that the reality of history is not a constitutive property of human understanding and of horizon.
Even though meaning is dependent on perspective, this does not mean that the human mind is
historically conditioned. The human mind (individual consciousness) has a privileged (distant)
standpoint with respect to the reality of history and language conventions. It transcends the
boundary drawn by tradition (social consciousness).
In holding this the intentionalist arguments accept the priority of the individuality of human
being over its social character. We can find the same presupposition behind the idea of method.
The application of method in human sciences is based on the assumption that the object to be
investigated exists essentially in its individual or atomic character.
However, this assumption reflect the paradoxical situation in the intentionalist or objectivist
perspectives with respect to meaning. Their presupposition that meaning must be understood in its

atomic (isolated) character affect their understanding of past meaning. If so, how is it possible to
argue that one has to suspend one’s own presupposition in order to understand meaning in its
objective nature?
We see another paradoxical situation in the argument for the objectivity of meaning. While
arguing that meaning is dependent on the author’s subjective horizon, the intentionalists also argue
that meaning is self-identical with respect to the changing contexts. Hence meaning is at the same
time both a matter of consciousness and an autonomous entity. We will observe the continuation
of this situation in Hirsch’s theory of interpretation. He claims that meaning is both the subject of
reconstructing the original condition and open to future applications. Hirsch remarks that with his
argument for application he comes close to Gadamer who contends that application is a
constitutive element of meaning. However, since Hirsch still presupposes that the past can be
known in itself (i.e., the application is a secondary moment in the constitution of meaning), the
basic difference between them still remains.3
This study will argue that the identity of textual meaning cannot be based on the subjective
stance of the author as the intentionalists claim. It aims to show that understanding of textual
identity should not be separated from the experience of the truth of the text which is essentially
historical. Hence, the being of the text should be viewed as the ground underlying the historical
continuity of the mediations (i.e., the experiences of the truth) of the text.
In order to show this, the first chapter will discuss the problem of method and the subjectobject ontology which characterizes Hirsch’s and Betti’s intentionalist arguments for author’s
intention. We will claim that subject-object ontology cannot be held as the grounding of a genuine
theory of interpretation since it requires the suspension of the truth-claim of the text and disregards
the historicity of understanding.
The second chapter will focus primarily on the problem of identification of meaning with
intention of the author. In this context, we will criticize the genetic approach which identifies
meaning with the psychological acts of the author. Then we will call attention to the problematic
aspects of Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s theory of interpretation4 and the intentionalist theories
proposed by Michaels, Knapp,5 Juhl,6 and Hirsch.7 This will try to show the reasons why they fail
to demonstrate the identity of meaning and author’s intention. The discussion on Gadamer’s
perspective regarding the author will follow this.
The third chapter will present Wachterhauser’s and Hirsch’s critique of the unity of meaning
and its significance in Gadamer.8 We will discuss the problem of textual identity in Hirsch in its
relation to perspectivism. We will then call attention to Hirsch’s distinction between meaning and
significance, claiming that this distinction leads Hirsch to subjectivism and relativism. The
discussion of Betti’s notion of the autonomy of the hermeneutical object and the distinction of
meaning from significance will show that Betti cannot escape from subjectivism and relativism,
since his theory leads to the distinction between meaning and its validity (truth) for the interpretive
context.9 Then, we will try to shed light on Gadamer’s notion of textual identity in terms of the
dialectic between sameness and difference. This investigation will make the point that the problem
of textual identity is basically the problem of truth of the text.
Finally, the fourth chapter will examine the notion of truth in Gadamer and the historical
conditions of its occurrence. In order to show the background of Gadamer’s notion of truth,
attention will be paid first to the Heideggerian concept of truth as uncoveredness, as presented in
Being and Time. The discussion of Gadamer’s notion of the negativity of experience will highlight
the problem of the historical continuity of the mediations of the truth of the text. We will emphasize
the point that the transition between the discontinuities (different interpretations) is already the

experience of the historical continuity of meaning. From this perspective, we will discuss
Margolis’ theory of interpretation which justifies relativism by depriving the text of its claim to
truth. We will contend that Margolis’ robust relativism does not propose a transcendental ground
for textual identity and reduces the event of interpretation to a mere intellectual activity. Hence his
relativist theory does not solve the problem of the discontinuity of meaning.10
The argument will then be made that the historical continuity of the mediations of the text
takes place in as far as the being of the text establishes a transcendental ground. Accordingly, we
will call attention to the fact that different interpretations are nothing else than partners in the
ongoing dialogue with the historical text. And this dialogue takes place in terms of the dialectic of
question and answer. Hence the continuity of this dialogue (and the dialectic of question and
answer) reflects the fact that the past and the present cannot be understood independently of each
other. This is to say that the identity of the text lies in the continuity of the unity of the past and
present. Hence the charge that Gadamer’s hermeneutics collapses the identity of the text to the
particular interpretive context is untenable.

Chapter I

The Problem of Relativity and Objectivity in Interpretation
Background of the Problem
In twentieth century hermeneutics, the question of what constitutes the meaning of a text
underlies a celebrated debate between E. D. Hirsch and H.-G. Gadamer. Hirsch’s approach to
interpretation is called ‘intentionalist’ because he makes the author’s intention the criterion of a
text’s meaning. On the basis of this criterion, Hirsch and his Anglo-American adherents P. D. Juhl
and S. Knapp charge that Gadamer’s approach to interpretation vitiates the notion of textual
identity and undermines the possibility of objective and valid interpretation. In other words,
precisely because of their allegiance to author’s intention as an absolute standard (truth) for correct
interpretation, they argue that Gadamer’s approach takes the form of relativism.
But how is one to reconcile the claim to an absolute truth with the experience of human
finitude?11 Taking this question as the point of departure for his philosophical hermeneutics,
Gadamer contends that we can understand a text only by sharing or assuming that we share a
common linguistic and cultural horizon. A text is a phase in a communicative event within this
horizon. The horizon itself, however, is grounded in the ontological features of the subject matter
of the text. These ontological features, he maintains, manifest themselves in the dialogical
character of language and provide a transcendental ground for the possibility of giving a true
interpretation of a text. The meaning of a text retains an identity, in Gadamer’s view, though it is
capable of assuming an indefinite variety of finite expressions of its content. Gadamer accordingly
argues that the meaning of a text cannot be legitimately equated with the intention of its author.
In light of this argument, does Gadamer’s rejection of the identification of meaning with
author’s intention imply that he eliminates from his philosophical hermeneutics the question:
“What role in the hermeneutic event [or process] does author’s intention play?” As some critics of
Gadamer, specifically intentionalists like Hirsch and Juhl complain, Gadamer refuses author’s
intention as a criterion for textual meaning.12 According to Gadamer, “the mens auctoris is not
admissible as a yardstick for the meaning of a work of art. Even the idea of work-in-itself, divorced
from its constantly renewed reality in being experienced, always has something about it.”13 Thus,
not just occasionally but always, “the meaning of a text goes beyond its author.”14 However, we
should ask the question: “In what sense and to what extent does Gadamer discard ‘author’s
intention’ as a criterion for true interpretation?” He also argues:
It is only the failure of the attempt to admit what is said as true that leads to the endeavor
to “understand”—psychologically or historically—the text as the opinion of another… To
understand means primarily to understand [oneself in] the subject-matter, and only
secondarily to detach and understand the opinion of the other as such.15
However, what Gadamer means here is not clear enough. From the Hirschian viewpoint one
might ask the following questions: In order to admit that what someone says is untrue, do we not
have first to understand him correctly? In other words, if we do not understand first author’s
intention how can we judge what the author says as true or untrue? Moreover, does Gadamer
distinguish ‘what’ one means from ‘the truth’ of what one says? If this is the case, how can we
separate correct (true) understanding from the truth of what one says?

Gadamer contends that understanding is basically dialogical in its character, i.e., it is coming
to an agreement on a subject matter, thus, a matter of participation. Consequently, understanding
is never a “subjective relation to a given object but to the history of its effect; in other words,
understanding belongs to the being of that which is understood.”16 If this is the case, we should
not understand ‘agreement’ or ‘participation’ to mean total agreement with someone or accepting
what the other says as true. In this context, Gadamer argues that an agreement in understanding
never means that “difference is totally overcome by identity. When one says that one has come to
an understanding with someone about something, this does not mean that one has absolutely the
same position.”17
It seems that according to Gadamer understanding mean not only to share the same perspective
with someone, but more basically to share the same ground which is subject matter (Sache).
Therefore, he seems to imply that in order to understand someone else’s perspective, one has first
to understand on what ground (subject matter) one’s perspective is based. From this angle,
understanding an author’s intention must be secondary to understanding the subject matter. Thus,
Gadamer ought to be identifying ‘truth’ with ‘subject matter’ because ‘understanding’ primarily
means the understanding of ‘subject matter’ and because he gives priority to the ‘truth’ of what
one says with respect to the understanding one’s intention.
However, at this point the main question is: How can we identify truth with subject matter
while rejecting the identity of meaning with author’s intention? Stated more clearly, when
identifying truth and subject matter, do we not reduce truth to our own perspective, on the one
hand, while arguing that meaning transcends someone else’s perspective (intention), on the
other?18 This question refers to the main source of discussion between Gadamer and intentionalists,
like Betti and Hirsch on the issue of relativity and objectivity in interpretation. In maintaining the
essential autonomy of the object to be interpreted, Betti criticizes Gadamer’s perspective for
inserting the subject into the hermeneutical circle. Such an introduction, in his approach, inevitably
leads to both subjectivism and relativism, “with the consequence that hermeneutics is unable to
adjudicate between correct and incorrect interpretation.”19
Hirsch believes that only when meaning is identified with author’s intention can interpretation
theory have an “object” which is stable, i.e., sharable by everyone, and subject to the validation
process. Therefore, according to Hirsch, objectivity in interpretation seems to be based on the
determinacy of meaning and the source of determinacy of meaning cannot but be its author.20
Hirsch argues that “no logical necessity compels a critic to banish an author in order to analyze his
text.”21 Behind this reasoning lies the argument that a text has to represent somebody’s meaning—
if not the author’s, then the critic’s.22 Therefore, meaning in its structure is referential to the
consciousness of its creator, namely, as long as it does refer back to its originating mind, it is what
it is.23
Thus, meaning is functional in its nature, and its function is to represent the mind behind it.
Precisely because of this fact, Hirsch maintains that meaning is a matter of consciousness and not
of physical signs or things. Consciousness is, in turn, an affair of persons, and in textual
interpretation the persons involved are the author and the reader. The meanings that are actualized
by the reader are either shared with the author or belong to the reader alone.24 Therefore, “there is
no magic land of meanings outside human consciousness.”25 In Gadamer, it seems that
understanding is grounded on ‘subject matter’ (Sache), i.e., ‘perspective’ is based on subject
matter,26 in Hirsch understanding is grounded on the mind of the other, namely, subject matter
becomes subsequent to perspective.27 Criticizing this approach, Gadamer asks, if we discover only
someone’s standpoint and his horizon in order to get to know him, are we not failing in the

understanding that is asked of us? In his view, this is a failure because we are here “not seeking an
agreement concerning an object, but the specific contents of the conversation are only a means to
get to know the horizon of the other person.”28
One might question Gadamer’s viewpoint from Hirsch’s intentionalist approach: if we reject
the identity of meaning (truth) with the author’s intention and give intention a second position with
respect to truth (subject matter) how can we understand one’s intention psychologically or
historically, as Gadamer claims? In other words, if we know that we do not share the same ground
with someone, on what ground can we know what he intends? Moreover, if we can know what
someone intends, are we not sharing the same ground with him, which is in Hirsch the intended
meaning? As can be seen, behind these possible objections from the Hirschian perspective lies
Hirsch’s basic belief that when we discover the standpoint or horizon of the other person, his ideas
become intelligible without our necessarily having to agree with him.29
As these questions indicate, the real problem between Gadamer and Hirsch is not of whether
the author’s intention (the mind of the other) can be known.30 However, we are not saying that in
Hirsch and Gadamer the intention of the author can be known whenever an interpreter wishes.
Both Gadamer and Hirsch accept that in some cases it is impossible to know the author’s
intention31 due to lack of information about the author or his conditions. Some of the well known
examples of this fact are in the Vedas in Hindu tradition,32 proverbs, pseudo authors,33 and some
texts which were written with “conscious camouflaging of the true meaning due to the threat of
persecution by the authorities or by the church,”34 as L. Strauss has shown in his Persecution and
the Art of Writing.35 Besides this, it is also possible that an author can consciously or intentionally
mislead his readers.36
Moreover, as Beardsley shows in his defense of non-author’s meaning, “some texts have been
formed without the agency of an author.”37 At this point, we should mention that behind this
argument for non-author’s meaning lies the approach which separates intention from meaning. In
other words, these arguments against intentionalist view consider author’s intention the external
to textual meaning. Nevertheless, in some recent intentionalist perspectives, due to the difficulties
of identifying intention with meaning as taken separately and the fear of falling into psychologism,
the idea that intention is not external but internal to meaning has been defended more commonly.38
In this context, some consider Hirsch an advocate for author’s intention as being internal to the
meaning of a text.39
On the one hand, Gadamer gives intention a secondary position with respect to ‘meaning’
(subject matter), on the other, he admits also that author’s intention has a primary function in
understanding the spoken text at the moment of living conversation. In this context, he remarks:
In the usages of everyday speaking, where it is not a matter of passing through the fixity
of writtennes, I think it is clear: One has to understand the other person’s intention; one
must understand what the other person is saying as he or she meant it. The other person has
not separated himself from himself, so to speak, into a written or whatever other form of
fixed speech, and conveyed or delivered it to an unknown person, who perhaps distorts
through misunderstanding, willful or involuntary, what is supposed to be understood. Even
more, one is not separated physically or temporally from the person one is speaking to and
who is listening to what one says.40
Therefore, according to Gadamer, the discussion of the mens auctoris (author’s intention or
mind) becomes a hermeneutical problem, provided one is not dealing with a living conversation

but with fixed expressions, or texts.41 In this case, it seems that the problem of author’s intention
becomes a matter of discussion between Gadamer and Hirsch in the context of the truth of the text
and of how it reveals itself to the interpreter (or through the interpreter). Obviously, the nature of
written or fixed texts plays an important role in this discussion. Therefore, while the basic question
in Hirsch is: “How is it possible to understand a written or fixed text?” Gadamer asks: “How is it
possible to bring the meaning (truth) behind the physical signs (text) back to the living
conversation again?” Is this possibility based, in each case, on our going back to the moment of
creation of meaning (or perspective) or on its pre-givenness in our historical linguistic tradition
(horizon), thus, on our self-understanding?
It seems that when we accept the idea which has been defended by intentionalist tradition, we
should ask the question which was directed by Gadamer to the intentionalist and historicist
tradition of interpretation: How is it possible to go back to the moment of creation of meaning, i.e.,
to reconstruct the mind of the other (author’s horizon) and historical past by transcending our own
horizon? Is not the idea of reconstructing past meanings to restrict the truth of what is said to its
historical moment of origination, and thus to cut it off from living tradition of meaning? However,
when we accept the idea which has been maintained by Heideggerian-Gadamerian ontological
hermeneutics, the objections directed by mainly Betti and Hirsch should be expressed: If we deny
the possibility of reconstructing the historical intention, since we cannot transcend our own
horizon, the meaning of the historical text will be relative to our horizon, and consequently we
cannot have an objectively grounded meaning. In other words, since we will not have any
“principle for distinguishing between an interpretation which is valid and one that is not, there is
little point in writing books about texts or about hermeneutic theory.”42
It is clear that, as we saw above, at the background of Hirsch’s and Betti’s intentionalist
criticism of Gadamer, we find the presupposition that meaning is objectively determinate; it is an
ahistorical entity. Hence, intentionalist positions share the same approach with other objectivist
but anti-intentionalist contentions against Gadamer’s perspective of meaning. While Gadamer
argues that in the human sciences, an “object in itself” clearly does not exist at all, 43 objectivist
positions hold the idea that “the meaning of the text is an objective fact, something which in
principle could be discovered once and for all.”44 Therefore, objectivist approaches, whether
intentionalist or anti-intentionalist, are monistic and ignore what Gadamer calls “an ontological,
structural aspect of understanding.”
As Connolly and Keutner mentioned, the objectivist positions that are the subject to criticism
from Gadamer’s perspective can be divided into three groups as follows: the first objectivist
perspective (the so-called intentionalist position) argues that the interpretive goal is to bring to
light the hidden meaning which is in the text by appealing to the mind of its writer. Therefore, a
text has its meaning “quite independently of any interpreting which might be done.”45 The second
objectivist view claims that the object of interpretation is not the author’s intention but something
like the text-intention. This view is held by the New Critics, like M. Beardsley and W. K.
Wimsatt.46 The third view maintains that the correct interpretation is the one which captures the
understanding had by the text’s original audience. Gadamer refers to the third kind of objectivist
view:
According to this self-interpretation of the methodology of the human sciences, it is
generally said that the interpreter imagines an addressee for every text, whether expressly
addressed by the text or not. This addressee is in every case the original reader, and the
interpreter knows that this is a different person from himself.47

At this point, we should start to investigate the presuppositions behind the monistic approach
of Hirsch’s objectivist theory in order to understand his arguments for a determinate, ahistorical
and sharable object of interpretation, despite the plurality and historicality of interpretations. This
investigation hopes to clarify the background of the close relation between his objectivist and
monistic approach and the method to which he appeals. Further, such an investigation reveals the
reason for his charge that Gadamer’s hermeneutic theory is relativistic and non-methodological.
First, however, it will be important to explicate Gadamer’s standpoint with respect to the concept
of method and subject-object ontology so that the questions basic to Gadamer’s presuppositions in
his critique of method and objectivism come to play in our investigation of Hirsch’s position.
The Problem of Method and the Critique of the Subject-Object Ontology
The problem of the meaning of method and of its ontological presuppositions in Gadamer’s
philosophical hermeneutics has been discussed mostly in the context of objectivity and relativity.
By referring to the title and the content of his magnum opus, Truth and Method, many critics argue
that Gadamer contraposes truth and method.48 For instance, Ricoeur argues:
…On the one hand, alienating distanciation is the attitude that makes the objectification
that reigns in the human science possible; on the other hand, this distanciation that is the
very condition which accounts for the scientific status of the sciences is at the same time a
break that destroys the fundamental and primordial relation by which we belong to and
participate in the historical reality which we claim to construct as an object. Thus we
reached the alternative suggested by the title of Gadamer’s work, Truth and Method: either
we have the methodological attitude and lose the ontological density of the reality under
study or we have the attitude of truth and must give up the objectivity of the human
sciences.49
Does Gadamer’s differentiation of truth from method refer to the fact, as Ricoeur argues, that
he gives up also objectivity of the human sciences? Can we say that “when Gadamer is attacking
the idea of method in the humanities he is, of course, not objecting to a methodological approach
within different fields?” For instance, Stueber distinguishes ‘method’ from ‘methodological
approach’ in Gadamer’s hermeneutics and understands by the latter “the idea of proving one’s
thesis in confrontation with the evidence, be it experiments in the natural sciences or the systematic
collecting of historical sources.”50 Thus, in his views, Gadamer rejects by ‘method’ the
epistemological picture that accompanied scientific research as it was introduced in the works of
Descartes and Bacon.51
In order to clarify the place of method in Gadamer’s approach, we should first discuss the
meaning and the function of method. Gadamer remarks that the idea of knowledge which
dominates Western thinking is determined through the concept of method. Therefore, it consists
“in pacing out a path of knowledge so consciously that it is always possible to retrace one’s steps.
Method means the path of repeated investigation [nachgehen].”52 Hence, to be methodical is
always to be able once again to go over the ground one has traversed and is the basic characteristic
of the procedure of science. It seems that since method, as Gadamer remarks, provides a condition
for repeatability and verification, i.e., establishes a standard for certainty in knowledge, the ideal
of knowledge and truth is satisfied only by ‘the ideal of certainty.’ 53 At this point, we can trace

the imprint of the first rule of Descartes’ method behind this ideal of certainty: “Thus I must,” says
Descartes, “carefully withhold assent no less from these things than from the patently false, if I
wish to find anything certain.”54 Consequently, the ideal of certainty based on faith in method
seems to be a basic motivation for denying one’s own historicality and refers to one of the points
where Gadamer rejects objectivism.55
It seems that in the human sciences the limitation of knowing truth by method on the basis of
verification and certainty is the point where Gadamer rejects or, rather, limits the idea of method.
In his view, the universal claim of scientific method is resisted by the experience of a truth “that
transcends the domain of scientific method wherever that experience is to be found.” 56 He refers
to three different areas, philosophy, art and history, where the experience of truth is communicated
and cannot be verified by the methodological means proper to science.57
Therefore, Gadamer remarks in the Foreword to the Second Edition of Truth and Method that
the investigation he will make takes its starting point from a transcendental question: “How is
understanding possible?” Thus, he mentions that his hermeneutic project is not a ‘methodological
inquiry’58 as traditional (such as Schleiermacherian) hermeneutics tried to achieve or a
‘foundationalist’ (as Diltheyan) hermeneutics pursued, but ontological in its character. 59 In other
words, since the understanding and interpretation of a text is not only “a concern of science, but
obviously belongs to the human experience of the world in general,”60 the hermeneutic
phenomenon is essentially not a “problem of method.” Thus, the transcendental question above
“precedes any action of understanding on the part of subjectivity, including the methodical activity
of the ‘interpretive sciences’ and their norms and rules.”61 Gadamer here seems to imply that since
methodological activity falls under the concept of subjectivity, hermeneutic inquiry is prior to this
category.
Gadamer’s association of method with subjective activity reveals an important aspect of the
idea of method and explains partially why his hermeneutics is not a methodological investigation.
When criticizing Betti, who charges Gadamer with relativism since he rejects method and thus
objectivity, Gadamer remarks that “that he [Betti] can conceive the problem of hermeneutics only
as a problem of method shows that he is profoundly involved in the subjectivism which we are
endeavoring to overcome.”62 The paradoxical situation of objectivism of Betti and Hirsch, which
falls into subjectivity while trying to overcome it, seems to stem, first, from reducing the being of
meaning to its creator’s mind (subjectivity) and, second, from trying to capture it objectively
through a method based on the subject-object ontology. Stated more clearly, objectivism assumes
to reach at the objective meaning in the reconstruction of the subjective act (perspective) of the
author. In this context, Hirsch remarks, “My point may be summarized in the paradox that
objectivity in textual interpretation requires explicit reference to the speaker’s subjectivity.”63
Thus, it (objectivism) considers the interpretive activity as a double-movement process which
is sourced from the subject-object scheme. First the interpreter goes back to the subjectivity of the
author and second brings it back to the present in the objectively graspable form.64 If meaning was
not already objective, i.e., sharable in its nature, how could the interpreter grasp it, and, if it was
objective and sharable in itself, why should the interpreter go back to the subjectivity of its creator?
Thus, are not subjectivism and objectivism fused together when the subjectivity of the author is
accepted as the point of departure for the objectivity of meaning? In other words, is not what is
happening here nothing else than presupposing the subjectivity of the author as an objectively
known entity when Hirsch claims, for instance, that “the only universally valid cognition of a work
of art is that which is constituted by the kind of subjective stance adopted in its creation?”65

At this point, one could object that, according to Betti and Hirsch, meaning is already the
objectification of the mind and thus sharable. In other words, the interpreter starts from the
objectified meaning and not from the subjective act of meaning. This is because in Betti, for
instance, as Bleicher puts it:
Any interpretive act is a triadic process in which meaningful forms mediate between the
mind objectivated in them and the mind of the interpreter…It is the task of the interpreter
to re-cognize or re-construct the ideas, message, intentions manifested in them; it is a
process of internalization, in which the content of these forms is transposed into an ‘other,’
different subjectivity.66
However, in the last analysis, these meaningful forms are not autonomous in their full sense
and their objectification depends on to what extent they represent the mind behind them and to
what degree they can be actualized in the mind of the interpreter. In other words, even though,
according to Hirsch and Betti, mind and meaning are inseparable, it seems that the mind is always
more than its expression.67 This is another way of saying that since the mind is not objectified as
such in its expression, there is no criterion for knowing to what degree the mind was objectified in
the expression. Thus, it can be said that even the author’s mind has itself no control over its
expression in the process of its being objectified since according to Betti’s and Hirsch’s
intentionalist approach, meaning cannot be detached from its creative consciousness.68
From this angle, to take the author’s perspective as the starting point in determining meaning
is to start from a non-objectified standpoint, i.e., from subjectivity. Here, if one argues that
meaningful forms are the medium between the author’s mind and the interpreter’s mind, we can
reply that in this case one has to presuppose the autonomy of meaning. This would be a selfcontradiction in Betti’s and Hirsch’s theory since meaning is depending on the author and it is not
autonomous, as we saw above.
Gadamer’s assertion that every use of method presupposes the alienation of its object from
the subject (inquirer), and “requires from him constantly to distance himself from himself, and to
weigh alternate possibilities,”69 looks to be another reason for his rejection of method. It seems
that for Gadamer the alienation presupposed by method means for us to step out of our own
consciousness and to view the text in itself. Such a demand assumes that we can understand the
text once we have divorced it from all the relative conditions “which make our understanding
possible.”70 In other words, while believing that it is possible to gain access to the alien horizon of
the text simply by leaving out one’s own horizon, objectivism fails to recognize the fact that the
interpreter’s situation and his present interests, such as choice, perspective, evaluation, have been
introduced into a supposedly objective reconstruction of meaning. 71 In this context, Gadamer
remarks that even in objective historical investigations research seems to proceed from a historical
interest, i.e., it does not seem to have any relation to the present, and the real historical task is to
realize and determine the meaning of what is investigated in a new way. This is because the
meaning exists at the beginning of “any such research as well as at the end: as the choice of the
theme to be investigated, the awakening of the desire to investigate, as the gaining of the new
problematic.”72
By overlooking this fact, Hirsch’s theory of objective interpretation assumes a view of the
object in absolute separateness. As we saw above, Hirsch holds the idea that determinacy and
reproducibility of the author’s meaning is the basis for an objective interpretation and establishes
the sole criterion for the validity in interpretation. This is another way of saying that the object of

interpretation has its own being which is quite independent of any interpreter’s horizon. Thus, “if
an interpreter,” says Hirsch, “did not conceive a text’s meaning to be there as an occasion for
contemplation or application, he would have nothing to think or talk about. Its thereness, its self
identity from one moment to the next allows it to be contemplated.”73 However, on the other hand,
since ‘meaning is an affair of consciousness,’ it cannot have its autonomous being independent of
its originating mind. Thus, while the author’s mind is to be represented by the meaning, meaning
needs a mind to be obtained.
Consequently, Hirsch has to reduce the being of meaning either to its creator’s mind or to its
interpreter’s. Here, the main problem is how to bridge the seemingly insurmountable gap between
the author’s mind and the interpreter’s mind as long as a subject-object dichotomy is held.74 It is
clear that according to Hirsch, language cannot provide a mirror-like medium between them
because almost any word sequence can, under the conventions of language, legitimately represent
more than one complex of meaning. “A word sequence means nothing in particular until somebody
either means something by it or understands from it.”75
According to Hirsch, owing to the impossibility of detaching meaning from the consciousness
that determines it, interpretation is not based on a ‘given,’ i.e., ‘autonomous meaning’ but is a
matter of construction which takes its starting point from interpreter’s choice: The interpreter
should choose either to reconstruct the author’s historical meaning or intention, or to impose his
own meaning on the text (which is an anachronism).76 “Any normative concept of interpretation,”
Hirsch remarks, “implies a choice that is required not by the nature of written texts but rather by
the goal that the interpreter sets himself. . . [T]he object of interpretation is no automatic given,
but a task that the interpreter sets himself.”77 According to Hirsch, the concept of choice reflects
also the general characteristic of Schleiermacher’s first canon: “Everything in a given text which
requires fuller interpretation must be explained and determined exclusively from the linguistic
domain common to the author and his original public.” Hirsch argues that Schleiermacher’s norm
is not deduced at all; it is chosen. It is based on value-preference, and not on theoretical necessity.
His preference for “original meaning over anachronistic meaning is ultimately an ethical choice.”78
As a result, while arguing that the object of interpretation is independent of the interpreter’s
subjectivity, Hirsch has to accept the interpreter’s subjective act of choice as the starting point of
interpretation.79 While maintaining that meaning is self-identical from one moment to the next, he
also remarks that “the nature of text is to mean whatever we construe it to mean…Indeed, we need
a norm precisely because the nature of a text is to have no meaning except that which an interpreter
wills into existence.”80 This paradoxical situation in Hirsch’s approach shows itself clearly when
he notes that even though the choice of a norm for interpretation is a free social and ethical act, as
soon as anyone claims validity for his interpretation “he must be willing to measure his
interpretation against a genuinely discriminating norm, and the only compelling normative
principle . . . is the old fashioned ideal of rightly understanding what the author meant.”81 In other
words, the objectivity of interpretation as discipline depends upon our being able to make an
objectively grounded choice between “two disparate probability judgments on the basis of the
common evidence which supports them.”82
However, if meaning is a matter of construction and based finally on the will and
consciousness of the interpreter, does not Hirsch have to recognize that meaningful evidence for it
is also a matter of construction? He accepts the circular relation between textual meaning
(intention) and the evidence for it: “Every interpreter labors under the handicap of an inevitable
circularity: all his internal evidence tends to support his hypothesis because much of it was
constituted by his hypothesis…An interpretive hypothesis—that is, a guess about genre—tends to

be a self-confirming hypothesis.”83 Therefore, the idea of method in Hirsch’s theory of
interpretation establishes only the objective part of the circle of interpretation of which the
interpreter’s guess constitutes an “unmethodical, intuitive, sympathetic” part.84
As we have seen, Hirsch’s insistence on the intention of the author as the measure of
understanding is based on an ontological misunderstanding. He presupposes that the interpreter
could just somehow reconstruct this intention again through a kind of identification and
reproduction, and only then turn to the words as a standard of meaning. To assume that he can do
so is “to make an epistemological assumption that has been refuted by phenomenological
research—namely, that we have before our consciousness a kind of image of the actual thing that
is meant, a so-called Vorstellung, that is, a representation.”85 Therefore, in Hirsch’s subject-object
ontology, the author’s intention is both the beginning and the end of the interpretation process at
the same time. As Gadamer remarks, “wherever it arises, the problem of the beginning is, in fact,
the problem of the end. For it is with respect to an end that a beginning is defined as a beginning
of an end…For every beginning is an end and every end is beginning.”86 Precisely because of this
circularity of the beginning and the end Hirsch’s objectivist perspective is involved with the
subjectivism it tried to overcome. In other words, supposedly objective meaning can find a place
only in the subjectivity of the author and the interpreter, and since it is a matter of construction,
there is no borderline which separates these two subjectivities.
Moreover, while trying to save the identity of meaning through methodical distance (subjectobject dichotomy), Hirsch gives priority to the constructing power of the subjectivity of the
interpreter with respect to the constructed meaning. In this context, Hirsch says:
Meanings that are actualized by a reader are of course the reader’s meanings—generated
by him. Whether they are also meanings intended by an author cannot be determined with
absolute certainty, and the reader is in fact free to choose whether or not he will try to make
his actualized meanings congruent with the author’s intended ones.87
So, in order to talk about the self-same identity of the text which is ahistorical, Hirsch has to
presuppose an ahistorical mind which can contemplate this meaning in its identity.88 This means
that the interpreter will be “freezing both his object and himself into static patterns” 89 by
exhausting the meaning of a statement in a concept. However, since meaning is a matter of
construction, i.e., ‘meaning’ is mute and silent in its nature, Hirsch should accept that meaning has
no power to resist to the misconstruction of the subjectivity of the interpreter. Therefore, a
paradoxical relation between the ahistorical mind of the interpreter and a constructed meaning
seems to exist. At this point, Hirsch might postulate the ahistorical mind of the author which is
objectified in the expression and stands against the interpreter’s mind. However, the mind of the
author must also be constructed by the interpreter’s mind.
Besides this, as we saw above, Hirsch’s argument that every construction (guess) is tested
against available evidence does not seem to be convincing because, since the evidence itself, like
the intention of the author, is subject to construction, one construction cannot be a basis for testing
another. For instance, Hirsch argues that the discipline of interpretation is not based on a
methodology of construction but on a logic of validation. Although we cannot be sure that our
interpretive guesses are correct, “we know that they can be correct and that the goal of
interpretation as a discipline is constantly to increase the probability that they are correct…
[Objectivity] lies in our capacity to say on firm principles, ‘Yes, that answer is valid’ or ‘No, it is
not.’’’90 Thus, the logic of validation in Hirsch depends on our ability to see the evidences as

relevant to the meaning (type or class) which was already constructed.91 In this case, to see
something as evidence is to see it as meaningful and relevant to the meaning constructed before.
Thus, since the relevance and meaning of evidence comes from the meaning (intention) to which
it refers, it is already interpretive. This means that as long as it is confirmed by the meaning it
refers to, it can be accepted as relevant evidence. Hence, evidence itself is a part of imaginative
construction (guess).
Hirsch might object and say that evidence is not a matter of construction, rather it speaks by
itself. In this case, he has to acknowledge that the meaning of evidence is autonomous, i.e.,
independent of the mind of the author, which would be a self-contradiction in Hirsch’s theory.92
Stated more clearly, since evidence itself is a part of language (i.e., under the linguistic convention
to which it belongs) it can legitimately represent more than one complex of meaning. Thus, it needs
to be determined by a consciousness like an author’s intention. If this is the case, it should be
objectively constructed by the interpreter.
From this perspective, we can see a circular relation between the choice of the norm of
interpretation and the choice of evidence in Hirsch. As we saw above, Hirsch seems to argue that
the legitimacy of the choice of the ‘author’s intention’ as a norm (i.e., the objectivity in
interpretation) is shown by the evidences concerning it while the selection of the evidences is also
a matter of choice. However, since the choice of evidence cannot be based on evidence, it is
supposed to be dependent on the choice of author’s intention as a norm. Therefore, while the choice
of norm is validated and legitimated by the choice of evidence, the choice of evidence is
determined by the choice of norm. Hence, Hirsch’s theory of interpretation lacks the principle of
‘otherness’ which seems to be the firm basis of Gadamer’s theory of interpretation which we will
discuss later.
It seems that the presupposition behind the inseparable relation between the monistic approach
of objectivist interpretation and the method in Hirsch is that subject and object belong to their own
distinct ontological realms and thus they have their own identity. However, we can argue that in
order to presuppose this, the subject (inquirer) is already supposed to close the gap between himself
and his object. Now, if he closes this gap through his subjectivity, there is no way to talk about the
objectivity at which Hirsch aims. In other words, from the viewpoint that subject and object
possess their own distinct realms, there is no guarantee that the object is given to an inquirer in its
own nature because the object will be grasped first in its difference (alienation) not in its identity
(familiarity).
Hence, the subject-object ontology creates a dilemma which cannot be solved within any
objectivistic framework. The dilemma is this: If one starts an investigation from the distinction
(distance) between subject and object, one has to save this distinction (distance) because only
through this distance one can secure an object from the distorting effect of subjectivity. However,
as long as one keeps this distance (or alienation), this means that one cannot be familiar enough to
recognize one’s object in its proper nature. Therefore, while claiming to secure ‘object,’ objectivity
prevents the inquirer from recognizing its nature or truth.93
Consequently, the objectivism which grounds the idea of objectivity on a subject-object
ontology creates a false dichotomy between object and its truth. From this perspective, the
alternative between truth and method seems to be suggested not by Gadamer’s philosophical
hermeneutics as Ricoeur argued,94 but rather created by the presupposition, subject-object scheme,
behind the idea of method in objectivism.
It should be noted that for Gadamer method has to be accepted just in order to avoid
mistakes.95 However, he also adds that “the hermeneutic interest of the philosopher begins properly

when error has been successfully avoided,”96 i.e., when method completes its function. Hence,
when Gadamer argues that hermeneutical truth transcends methodological activity97 he does not
seem to set up truth and method as diametrically opposite, i.e., each as an alternative to the other.
Rather, in the light of his argument for methods in order to avoid mistakes, we can say that in
Gadamer method is neither a condition (or originating point) of hermeneutical inquiry nor is
hermeneutical truth the result of it. In other words, truth cannot be mediated by method.
If this is the case, method can function only on the ontological basis of inquiry. Therefore, it
does take its legitimacy from the hermeneutical approach, not vice versa. This is another way of
saying that method is accepted when it is employed for hermeneutical distanciation and not for
methodological distanciation. As we saw above, methodological distanciation (subject-object
dichotomy) is considered by objectivists as the very condition and the possibility of objective
interpretation. Thus, distanciation in this sense is the source of alienation between object and
subject which hermeneutical “interpretation intends to overcome.”98 On the contrary, the
hermeneutical distanciation is a condition to recognize the ‘other’ in its otherness so that the
interpreter finds himself in the tension of familiarity and strangeness which is the possibility of
someone’s awareness of his own prejudices.99
The otherness of the other plays a key role in understanding the relevance of distanciation in
Gadamer’s hermeneutics in the sense that truth becomes visible only through the otherness of the
other. However, ‘otherness’ does not refer here to the ‘other’ itself like an individual
consciousness, as traditional, such as Schleiermacherian hermeneutics accepted,100 but to ‘what
[the] other says’. Therefore, otherness is both one’s recognition of the limit of one’s consciousness
and the basis of overcoming this limit. In other words, hermeneutical distanciation as the otherness
of the other is the way in which the interpreter elevates himself to the reflective knowledge,101 i.e.,
to self-knowledge by recognizing himself in the truth of the text. Thus, even though distanciation
in this way occurs on the ground of familiarity (truth), it refers also to the resisting (or challenging)
power of truth—the ontological condition of reflective thinking in Gadamer—to the assimilating
character of consciousness (i.e., prejudices). Therefore, truth is not like the object to be assimilated
by desire in Hegel.102 Nor is it an object of mere contemplation, or staring, as objectivism assumes,
nor a construction (or product) of consciousness as in the case of radical subjectivism.
Therefore, Gadamer seems to consider hermeneutical distanciation not as a distance between
subject and object, but, rather, as a space opened up by truth itself when it reveals itself in its
dialectical movement.103 The dialectical movement of truth is recognized by the fact that truth is
both the most familiar and the strangest at one and the same time. It is the most familiar because
consciousness can be what it is in it, or, as Heidegger puts it, “Dasein is ‘in the truth’.”104 It is the
strangest in the sense that being is more than consciousness of it, that is, “that which is can never
be completely understood.”105
From this view point, Gadamer allows method in his hermeneutical approach and remarks:
The art of interpretation or hermeneutics, then, makes use of the most diverse methods, but
it is not itself a method. Still less is the theory of this art, philosophical hermeneutics, a
method. Whatever might be intended by this expression, “the hermeneutical method,” I do
not know. All methods of interpretation belong to hermeneutics and either play a role or
can be brought into play when it comes to interpreting works of art, such as poems. The
task of philosophical hermeneutics is to clarify how this can occur.106

Accordingly, Gadamer’s different approach to method and objectivity seems to be sourced
from the view point of his transcendental question, “how is understanding possible.” Here, he tries
to eliminate ‘subjective activity’ as the power of constructing ‘meaning.’ As we saw above, as
long as interpretive activity does not start from the truth of the object, the object will be subject to
construction by subjective activity. Gadamer claims that this approach leads to an absolute mastery
over being, which is the basic characteristic of modern subjectivism. “[B]eing is not experienced
where,” Gadamer continues, “something can be constructed by us and is to that extent conceived;
it is experienced where what is happening can merely be understood.”107
Therefore, the task of Gadamer’s hermeneutical project is to approach object first, not in its
alienation (difference), but in its familiarity (truth), i.e., not as a matter of construction but as
something which “happens to us over and above our wanting and doing.”108 Gadamer emphasizes
this point in its whole weight by saying also that the object of interpretation is first grasped as
something which has a claim to truth, i.e., something to say. Hence, the transcendental question
aims at uncovering the basis upon which the inquirer has already been familiar with the truth of
his object. Thus, in Gadamer, the ontological character of hermeneutical investigation transcends
the subject-object scheme by focusing on the question of how subject and object originally belong
to each other, namely, the same world.109 “Understanding,” says Gadamer, “is never a subjective
relation to a given ‘object’ but to the history of its effect; in other words, understanding belongs to
the being of that which is understood.”110 It seems that Gadamer here appropriates Heidegger’s
basic insight that understanding is an “existential,” i.e., Dasein’s mode of being and his
interpretation of this mode of being “in terms of time.”111 Therefore, it takes the form of
phenomenological hermeneutics112 which accepts time and historicity as the mode of being
common to both subject and object as Heidegger has already shown its direction in Sein und Zeit
(Being and Time).113
Criticizing Gadamer’s perspective, Hirsch maintains that the new hermeneutics Gadamer
offers “to replace the tradition of Schleiermacher, Humboldt, Droysen, Boeckh, Steinthal, Dilthey
and Simmel may be more destructive in its implications than Gadamer has reckoned.”114
According to Hirsch, Gadamer’s theory of hermeneutics belongs to a “skepticism” regarding
historical knowledge since it accepts the essence of understanding as radically historical. This
means that reconstructing “the original circumstances, like all restoration, is a futile undertaking
in view of the historicity of our being. What is reconstructed, a life brought back from the lost past,
is not the original.”115 Therefore, Gadamer’s denying the possibility of reproducing the original
meaning of a text (author’s meaning) and thus his displacing the ‘author’ as the criterion of valid
interpretation,116 in Hirsch’s view, is to reject the identity of meaning and the only compelling
normative principle that could lend the validity to an interpretation.”117
Is denying the possibility of reproducing the original meaning to reject the identity of meaning
as Hirsch argues? In order to argue this, does not Hirsch have to show first that meaning can be
identical with itself (i.e., what it is) as long as it is nothing else than author’s intention?

Chapter II

The Problem of the Identification of Meaning with the Intention of
the Author
The Gadamer’s Rejection of the Identification of Meaning with the Intention of the Author
Although the nature of textual meaning is a crucial subject for hermeneutics, neither Gadamer
nor Hirsch have devoted a substantial discussion to it. Rather, they approach this problem in terms
of the question of the identification of meaning with “author’s intention.” In Truth and Method
Gadamer rejects explicitly the identification of meaning with the author’s intention on the
presupposition that the author’s intention and textual meaning are essentially different entities. In
this context, Gadamer asserts: “Not just occasionally but always, the meaning of a text goes beyond
its author.”118
However, we should recall that, according to Gadamer, this detachment of meaning from the
intention of the author happens in the case of writing119 and not in living conversation. As we saw
above, he explicitly says that in everyday speaking, where it is not a matter of passing through the
fixity of writtenness, one “has to understand the other person’s intention.”120 Therefore, the
problem of author or mens auctoris plays a hermeneutical role where one is dealing with fixed
expressions.121
If this is the case, how should we understand Gadamer’s contention that the construction of
the author’s intention can be a subject of interpretation only if the attempt to accept what is said
as true fails when one tries to understand the text.122 With this statement, does Gadamer imply that
there is no total detachment of meaning from the intention of the author? If we take this to be the
case, Gadamer’s counter thesis to Historical Criticism becomes problematic:
Reconstructing the original circumstances, like all restoration, is a futile undertaking in
view of the historicity of our being. What is reconstructed, a life brought back from the lost
past, is not the original.123
Accordingly, one must question whether Gadamer falls victim to inconsistency by accepting
both the possibility and the impossibility of reconstructing the author’s intention or if whether he
is talking about different (or seemingly opposite) aspects of the same thing. The best way to clarify
this issue is to go back to the presuppositions lying behind these statements. These presuppositions
can be found in his ontology of experience of meaning, the main characteristic of which reveals
itself in the fact of belongingness of understanding to the being of that which is understood.
According to Gadamer, textual meaning becomes “an experience that changes the person who
experiences it”124 due to its truth-claim which transcends any historical individual consciousness
of it. Thus, the text has its real being when it points away from itself and lets us see what it is the
author is speaking about.125 In other words, the text does not refer back to the author’s intention or
consciousness of the author, but rather points to the open realm of interpretation.126 Furthermore,
Gadamer remarks that “…it is a fortiori true of understanding what is written down that we are
moving in a dimension of meaning that is intelligible in itself and as such offers no reason for
going back to the subjectivity of the author.”127
Hence, since meaning functions primarily in its being-directed to the open possibilities
(future), it must refer to the past secondarily—i.e., by way of abstraction. Here Gadamer is not

saying that meaning detaches itself essentially from the past and has only one (future) dimension.
Rather, he means that the being of a work of art reveals itself from the horizon of time which is
the past stretching into the future by effecting the present. Thus the author’s intention with respect
to the “historical continuity” of the textual meaning must represent just one of the dimensions
(past), and thus becomes a matter of abstraction (which Gadamer calls aesthetic differentiation)
whenever it is reconstructed.128
From this perspective, we can say that when posing the idea that the ‘original meaning of a
historical text can be reached at,’ the Historical Critics seem to presuppose that the author’s
consciousness (or the originating moment) is, as it were, a reserved space in the realm of history
for the stability (identity) of meaning. In other words, the Historical Critics seem to consider
history primarily as the realm of “discontinuities.” If this is the case, since the identity of a
historical event is revealing itself in its abstract (disconnected) form, this means that they should
be picturing mentally the temporality of meaning as if it were a spatial entity with its boundaries
and not a continuity.129 This atomic perspective of history seems to lead them to the presumption
that meaning functions primarily (essentially) in its being-directed to the stable past and
secondarily (accidentally) to the unstable future. Hence the basic problem the Historical Critics
are faced with is how to establish the historical continuity of meaning on the basis of these temporal
(atomic) discontinuities. We will discuss this question in the context of the application of meaning
in the following chapter in detail.
However, the question we posed above concerning Gadamer’s seemingly opposite views
remains open. Even if Gadamer claims that by way of abstraction (i.e., secondarily) meaning refers
to the author’s intention (past), he still seems to deny that a past meaning can be understood in its
originality (atomic character) in view of the historicity of our understanding.130 If this is the case,
suspending the truth-claim of a text must be in fact changing not the direction of meaning to the
past, but our perspective to it (meaning) as a viewer.
Stated more clearly, Gadamer seems to think that since meaning is an autonomous being, it
does not change its nature (function) when one suspends its claim to truth. Otherwise, the
autonomy of meaning could be an empty claim since it might depend on a subjective decision. If
this is the case, the role of the intentionalist (i.e., of the historical reconstructionist) is to relate or
restrict meaning to the past intention which, he assumes, is known previously. Therefore, the
abstract character of the intentionalist view of meaning stems from connecting two already
separated things (the author’s intention and meaning) in an extraneous way on the presupposition
that the relation between them remains forever as the relation between “originating” and the
“originated.” In other words, the intentionalist and the historical reconstructionist maintain that the
primary function of meaning has to correspond to its originating moment (the author’s intention).
If this is the case, does not the intentionalist theory of “correspondence” implicitly accept that
meaning and the author’s intention are both separate and identical at the same time? In other words,
does not this theory leave us with the following case: in order to know that there is a
correspondence between them, they are supposed to be known separately while, in order to know
that meaning is not an autonomous being, they must be identical? It seems that this paradox in the
intentionalist view stems from the assumption that the relation between meaning and the author’s
intention is both intrinsic and extrinsic.
The intentionalist and the historical reconstructionist argue that since meaning is a matter of
consciousness, it is not given and has to be constructed by the interpreter. Consequently, due to
the distance between originating time and the time of constructing, the constructed meaning has to
correspond to the intention in the author’s mind. However, by the same token, since meaning is

not independent from the author’s consciousness, it cannot exist by itself either. Thus, it should be
identical with it.
One might object that the idea of reconstruction does not lead to a paradox because the mind
of the author is already in the reconstructed meaning though there is a time distance between
historical intention and the act of reconstructing. We should say that this counter-argument equates
knowledge and belief without any justification. All intentionalist views have to take the distinction
between knowledge and belief into account as long as they argue that meaning is a matter of
construction, i.e., not given. Accordingly, the intentionalist interpreter believes that the meaning
which he constructed is (corresponds to) the author’s meaning. Therefore, the great task for them
is to turn “belief” into “knowledge” by finding evidence for it. Nevertheless, as discussed above,
since even evidence itself will be subject to the construction, the question of how one can pass
from the belief-level to the knowledge-level and from the epistemological-level to the ontologicallevel remains open for them.
Gadamer escapes this paradox by asserting that the relation between author and textual
meaning is not genetic and intrinsically referential. Hence, for him the author must be an accidental
or occasional aspect of the history of a text. In this context, he remarks that the “real meaning of a
text, as it speaks to the interpreter, does not depend on the contingencies of the author.”131
Therefore, in his view the question whether textual meaning is an effect of a cause (consciousness
of historical author) is not significant.
The genetic approach reduces textual meaning to the psychological acts of the historical
author on the presupposition that the effect reflects itself as “reference” to its cause. Thus, textual
meaning is intelligible through its ability to represent the subjective acts (emotions, feelings, etc.)
of its author behind it.
In other words, meaning has essentially a symbolic character or, as it were, a mirror-like
function. Hence, the meaning becomes what it is in the re-experiencing of the author’s original
experience of meaning. From this kind of intentionalist approach it follows that textual meaning
is “an object that stands over against a subject [interpreter] for itself,”132 since meaning reflects
only the irreducible nature of the individuality of the historical author. Thus this approach seems
to lead to a sort of solipsism by reducing ‘meaning’ to the private experiences of the author when
he wrote the text. Wimsatt and Beardsley call this approach the “Intentional Fallacy,” known also
as the “Genetic Fallacy.”133
There is a close relation between the genetic approach and the Romantic approach which is
said to be the characteristic of traditional hermeneutics. The Romantic approach is charged by an
anti-intentionalist perspective—which seems to be the common characteristic of modern
hermeneutics—while operating with a conception of meaning which was “subjectivistic” and
ultimately “psychologistic.”134
Condemning the genetic approach to meaning, Hirsch’s intentionalism, the New Critical
formalism of Wimsatt and Beardsley, and Gadamer’s position come close to each other. Refuting
the identification of meaning with the mental acts by invoking Husserlian intentionalism,135 Hirsch
argues that “The psychologistic identification of textual meaning with a meaning experience is
inadmissible. Meaning experiences are private, but they are not meanings.”136 According to him,
the author’s subjective stance is not part of his verbal meaning even when he explicitly discusses
his feelings and attitudes. “This is Husserl’s point … The intentional object represented by a text
is different from the intentional acts which realize it.”137
Thus Hirsch distinguishes the reconstructible part of the consciousness (content of the
consciousness, intentional object) of the author from the non-reconstructible part of it (mental or

intentional acts) and tries to base the identity of textual meaning on the reconstructible part of
consciousness. Nevertheless, he does not stop at this stage but takes a further step by distinguishing
“private meaning” from “sharable meaning.” In other words, while previously separating mental
acts from ‘meaning’ (intention), he later distinguishes the meaning which the author intended to
convey from the meaning which the author did not intend. In this context, Hirsch notes, “Why
should anyone with common sense wish to equate an author’s textual meaning with all the
meanings he happened to entertain when he wrote? Some of these he had no intention of conveying
by his words.”138
Like Hirsch, Wimsatt and Beardsley refute the usefulness of any genetic analysis of the
concept of intention and deny the sort of relationship of the poet’s personality to his poems put
forth by the Romantics.139 They do employ the concept of intention in the sense of design or plan
in the author’s mind which has obvious references to the author’s attitude “towards his work, the
way he felt, what made him write.”140 However, for them Hirsch’s distinction between mental acts
and their content does not lead to a concept of meaning which is solely the identification of
meaning with the author’s intention. In this context, Beardsley remarks:
The question is not whether textual meaning and authorial meaning can coincide—that is,
be very similar. Certainly they can. The question is not whether textual meaning is often
adequate evidence of authorial meaning. Certainly it often is. The question is whether they
are one and the same thing.141
Wimsatt and Beardsley argue that the design or intention of the author is neither available nor
desirable as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary art.” 142 Textual meaning is
detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it or
control it.
Thus texts acquire determinate meaning through the interactions of their words without the
intervention of an author’s will.143 Accordingly, works of art are self-contained (autonomous)
organic entities; they create a privileged mode of discourse not available to other kinds of
objects.144 In Wimsatt’s and Beardsley’s view, poems, for instance, are verbal structures made out
of public language which is governed by the conventions of a language community: 145 “The poem
belongs to the public. It is embodied in language.”146
Nevertheless as indicated above, Wimsatt and Beardsley hold that the autonomy of the text
does not imply that there cannot be any kind of relation between textual meaning and the author’s
intention. There are many practical occasions of which the interpreter’s task is to try to reach the
author’s intention, such as when there is a difficulty in reading a will or a love letter, or in grasping
an oral premise or instruction. Moreover, based on the distinction between works of art and other
kinds of discourse, they argue that some texts, such as practical messages are successful if and
only if we correctly infer the intention.147 Nevertheless, “the proper task of the literary interpreter
is to interpret textual meaning.”148
From this perspective, their approach to textual meaning seems to be very close to that of
Gadamer, who argues “it is only when the attempt to accept what is said as true fails that we try to
‘understand’ the text, psychologically or historically, as another’s opinion.”149 However, as we
noted above, Wimsatt and Beardsley do not take the interpreter’s historicity into account and
ignore what Gadamer calls “an ontological, structural aspect of understanding.” 150 Therefore, in
their view the meaning of the text is an objective fact, something which in principle could be
discovered once and for all.151

At this level, we should note that the genetic approach and Hirsch’s, Wimsatt’s, Beardsley’s
as well as Gadamer’s refutation of it presuppose a relation between meaning and its historical
author (biographical person). As noted above, the genetic approach accepts paradoxically both the
separateness and the unity of meaning with the intention and mental acts of the “historical author.”
However, avoiding this paradox created by the genetic approach, the recent intentionalist views
try to consider the relation between meaning and the author’s intention not as genetic but as an
onto-logical relation, based on the assumption that “every meaning presupposes a meaner.”
By the concept ‘onto-logical’ we refer to the conviction that the author’s intention is not a
historically contingent entity, and thus separated from textual meaning, but embodied or fixed in
the expression itself like a cause in its effect. Therefore, meaning does not refer to the personality
and historicality of the author but reveals the content of the mind of the author “in” itself. Hence,
it is self-referential. Accordingly, as the ontological and rational cause for the meaning, the author
is but a “rational entity.”152
However, what do they mean by rational entity? It seems that by rational entity, intentionalists
not only refer to a “person” to whom the production of a text, a book, or a work can be legitimately
attributed but they also assign to it a “realistic” dimension, as they speak of an individual’s
intentions or the original inspiration manifested in the text.153 Therefore, a “text” seems to become
a mere “occasion” for the manifestation of the author’s mind.154 We find the most striking example
of this approach in the identity thesis of Knapp and Michaels.
The Problem of the Impossibility of Intentionless Meaning: Knapp and Michaels
According to Knapp and Michaels, since “the meaning of a text is simply identical to the
author’s intended meaning, the project of grounding meaning in intention becomes incoherent.”155
In other words, moving from the author’s intention to textual meaning is in fact irrelevant to the
nature of the identity of them because it presupposes either an intentionless language or the priority
of language to intention. This perspective leads some intentionalists who fail “to recognize the
fundamental inseparability of the elements involved” to consider the author’s intention as “an
ingredient to be added” to textual meaning.156 According to Knapp and Michaels, Hirsch, Juhl, and
Searle are some of the victims of this mistake.
Precisely because of this fact, they do not attempt to prove the identity of meaning and
intention but show that language (text) can be what it is as long as we posit an already existing
author. Otherwise the marks on a paper, wood, etc. will “merely seem to resemble words.”157
Accordingly, an authorless text is but an accident, i.e., meaningless. With this argument, they seem
to refute Beardsley’s contention for the possibility of authorless meaning. Beardsley notes that
“When Hart Crane wrote ‘Thy Nazarene and tender eyes,’ a printer’s error transformed it into ‘Thy
Nazarene and tinder eyes’; but Crane let the accidental version stand.”158
Knapp and Michaels try to conclude from the assertion that all linguistic or textual meaning
is intentional, the idea that the meaning of a text is identical with the author’s intention. In other
words, they deny the distinction between language and speech acts. Nevertheless, they also
contend that “…the interpreter who disregards the author’s intention is not interpreting the same
text but producing a new one.”159 It is obvious that with this latter argument they shift from the
“original author” to the interpreter as author and thus posit the interpreter’s intention as the
constitutive for textual meaning. Since the “text” is not identical in both cases, they must also be
arguing that there is no possibility of a “middle point” between the original author’s intention and
the interpreter’s intention as an author.

Shusterman criticizes the identification of the intentionality of meaning with the author’s
intention, and remarks:
A string of letters accidentally produced by a computer or by the movement of the tide on
the sand would still depend for its meaning on an intentional act, here the intention of the
reader to see the marks as a meaningful text, as language rather than simply marks.160
However, Knapp and Michaels could reply that the interpreter’s intention to see the marks as
a meaningful text is already to presuppose an author. Thus the author as a rational entity cannot be
separated from any constitution of meaning. Consequently, the “existence” of an interpreter’s
intention to see the marks as a meaningful text depends on the presupposition that meaning cannot
exist without the original author. If this is the case, does not meaning become the result of reflective
thinking? Hence, is there not a split between author’s intention and meaning, since meaning is
secondary to the interpreter’s positing an original author’s intention? If meaning were identical
with the author’s intention as they claim, there would not be any necessity in positing an original
author to see the marks as a text, since meaning would be just a “given.” Moreover, if there is no
text or language without positing an original author, how is it possible to reach for the identity of
a text? Positing an author as rational entity is nothing else than “presupposing” that the marks can
be a meaningful text, and not “understanding” the meaning of it. Therefore, to posit an author
cannot “guarantee” that the understood meaning is identical with author’s intention.
We are now once again faced with the problem of the distinction between belief and
knowledge. Since there is no guaranteed meaning we can only believe that the meaning we
construed is identical with the author’s intention. If we will follow Knapp and Michaels’s argument
that a transition from intention to meaning is incoherent since there is no such a split, this means
that we cannot look for (external) evidence for our belief. Accordingly, we are supposed to stay
on the level of presupposition (belief).
Moreover, Knapp’s and Michaels’s perspective seems to lead to the impossibility of
interpretation, given that interpretation lays claim to making a confused meaning clearer: in order
to make a confused meaning clearer, the interpreter has to express the “same” meaning differently.
However, how can an interpreter express a confused meaning more clearly if, according to them,
there is no language without positing an original author? If an interpreter tries to express it in his
own terms, because of the inseparability of language from intention, it will be his own text, not an
interpretation of the original text. Therefore, they understand by the identity of meaning the unity
of intention and the language (namely, fixed expression).
Thus from their argument for the inseparability of expression from the author’s intention, the
problem of how the meaning of an author can be expressed differently by an interpreter arises.
There seems to be no basis for transferring the same meaning in different contexts and languages.
Hence, they seem to fall victim to a solipsism by reducing the identity of textual meaning to the
presupposed author as a rational entity. Reduction results from taking rationality of the author as
the basis of the intelligibility (meaning) of a text and reducing the (being of) language to the
particularity of author’s intention. Language, then, becomes the full determination of an individual
consciousness. Thus since outside the individual consciousness there is no meaningful expression,
there is no nexus or common ground between the individual consciousness, who can initiate preunderstanding.
This acute rejection of the social aspect of human understanding, which reflects itself in the
transcendence of the language of individual consciousness, must also be the rejection of the

possibility of meaning. If only the individual consciousness (posited rational entity) can be
responsible for the intelligibility (meaning) of a text, this means that meaning must exist in its full
actuality in the mind of the author. In this case, what would happen if an author failed to mean
what he intended to convey? 161
Since according to Knapp and Michaels, intention and language cannot be separated from
each other, in the case of the author’s failure, the original intention will not be in the text, and what
an interpreter understands from the text cannot be identical with the author’s meaning. Here a
dilemma arises: In the case of an author’s failure to mean, if the interpreter posits an “original”
author, the meaning the interpreter understood will not be his (interpreter’s) own production;
however if there is no language without the author’s intention as Knapp and Michaels assume,
then in the case of failure, since the author’s intention will not be in the text, what the interpreter
deals with should be nothing but the meaningless marks. If this is the case, what is “it” that an
interpreter understands?
Juhl could say that this “it” is the meaning of the “words” which are detached from the author’s
intention that makes them an utterance. In other words, by distinguishing speech acts (such as
literary works) from language, Juhl accepts the existence of intentionless but meaningful words
Thus he can argue that when a parrot utters the words ‘Water is pouring down from the sky,’ one
can understand that the words mean ‘it is raining’ but one can deny that the ‘parrot said that it is
raining.’162 Nevertheless, by the same token, he also seems to hold that intentionless meaning
cannot be subject to an interpretation since “an interpretation is a statement about the author’s
intention.”163
Argument for Coherence: Juhl
Juhl contends that there is a logical connection between statements about the meaning of a
literary work and statements about the author’s intention such that a statement about the meaning
of a work is a statement about the author’s intention. Thus he claims:
…we cannot even take the various parts of a text (its lines, sentences, etc.) as constituting
a whole, as forming a unit or as …belonging together, in the sense which our concept of a
literary work requires, without assuming that the text has been produced by a person and
with certain kinds of intentions.164
At this point, we should note that Juhl’s notion of an author is mostly as a “rational entity”
though he does not discard the concept of a historical author from his intentionalist theory, and
gives it a secondary place with respect to the author as rational entity. In this context, he remarks
that biographical evidence by itself does not have the same weight as textual evidence. An author
may change his mind as to what he wants to convey, he may forget what he meant, or he may
intend one thing before he begins to write and then, possibly without being fully aware of it, come
to do something else.165
Juhl seems to accept an indispensable relation between the coherence of textual meaning and
the author’s intention: if an author did not have a certain purpose or intention, the text could not
be coherent, thus subject to interpretation. Here, interpretation is not an external or additional
statement to textual meaning, but the means of revealing the existence of the author’s intention
behind the coherence of meaning.

According to Juhl, the logical connection between interpretation and the author’s intention
becomes explicit in the concept of “evidence.” An interpretation can account for a textual feature
if and only if this textual feature is an evidence of what the author intended to convey. In other
words, a textual feature can be an evidence for an interpretation if and only if it is an evidence of
what the author intended. From this it follows that a) one interpretation can be chosen as true
among others on its accounting for the internal evidence (textual features), b) which can exist only
as the evidence of the author’s intention, c) which is the basis of the coherence of the text. In other
words, Juhl seems to argue that there can be only one correct interpretation which reflects the
identity of meaning (the author’s intention) as the center (or reference point) of the coherence of
the textual features.
However, how can Juhl accept the author as the basis of the coherence of the text if the
historical author can make mistakes as mentioned above and the legitimacy of the author as rational
entity is based on the historical author? Is there not a circular relation between the coherence of
the text and the claim for the author as the basis of the coherence of a text? With respect to Juhl’s
approach, one might say that if we realize a coherence we should presuppose an author, and if we
presuppose an author we can realize that textual features are evidence through which we aim for
the coherence. If this is the case, should we argue that if we cannot realize a coherence in a text,
the text is authorless?
It seems that although accepting the author (the rational entity) as the fixed part of the intention
of the historical author in one moment, in the next moment, due to the possibility of fallibility of
the historical author, Juhl does separate them and makes the author as rational entity responsible
for the coherence of the text. Thus he seems to argue that if any text is to be a piece of literary
work, it is supposed to be coherent, i.e., reflect the author’s intention as the basis of its existence.
In this case, the real task of Juhl’s theory is to show the legitimacy of passing from the fallible
historical author to the seemingly infallible author as rational entity if it is to be argued that the
rational entity is embodied in the text itself. This casts a doubt about the identity thesis of Juhl.
Setting this problem aside for a moment, we can ask: does Juhl’s argument for rational entity
provide us indeed with a standpoint where we can know the identity of meaning with the author’s
intention? It seems that we can construe his argument for the identity thesis in two different
directions: 1) Since textual evidence functions as an evidence for the author’s intention, we can
choose correct statements, i.e., we can interpret correctly. Since we choose correct statements in
light of evidence, we reach at coherence. Thus coherence must stem from the author’s intention.
But the reverse is also true: 2) After reaching at coherence we can say that we chose a correct
statement. And since we chose correct statement, we can argue that textual features might imply
the author’s intention. Thus, the author’s intention can be based on the idea of coherence.
If this is the case, is Juhl justified in construing his argument in the former way and basing the
identity thesis on this construct? We showed that it is also logical to reverse his way of reasoning
and to say that the author is a determination of a coherent interpretation. In this case, one can argue
that the interpreter is responsible as much as the author for the coherence of the text. Therefore,
none of them is prior to any other.
Juhl argues that since the author’s intention remains identical with the meaning interpreted,
interpretation can disambiguate an author’s utterance. Thus there is a logical connection between
interpretation and the author’s intention. However, he does not show from where an interpreter
can have a sense of coherence and evidence, and thus the identity of text. He merely considers a
whole-part relation between coherence and evidence. Accordingly coherence and evidence
become what they are in terms of each other. However, the problem remains of how an interpreter

can enter into this circle from outside, since to say that meaning is identical with intention is to
argue that this circle is a ‘closed’ one. Nevertheless, when he contends that an interpretive
statement is logically connected with the identical meaning of a text, he seems to argue that the
circle is also an ‘open’ one. Thus since Juhl’s thesis of identity is based on two opposite arguments,
we can say with Bagwell that Juhl’s identification of understanding with intention tends to blur
the difference between author and reader, and falls victim to the so-called ‘interpretive fallacy.’
By interpretive fallacy, Bagwell refers to the assumption that “secondary interpretive texts are
semantically equivalent to literary text.”166
Moreover, by overlooking the interpreter’s own sense of coherence and evidence (i.e., preunderstanding, which is essential to Gadamer’s hermeneutic),167 Juhl’s identity thesis seems to
take the form of a petitio principii: it assumes in the premise that meaning is identical with the
author’s intention, which he wants to prove. In other words, meaning is what the author intends
and “whatever meaning interpretation yields is, ipso facto, what the author intends.”168
In addition, we should mention that the criteria of coherence and complexity can be only
formal requirements in understanding a textual meaning. Hence, they can refer to rational entities
(author and interpreter) only as formal requirements. In this case, since they cannot be the basis of
the concrete structure (content) of the meaning—this is visible in the fact that the same text can be
construed in different but coherent ways—Juhl’s argument for coherence and complexity to show
the identity of meaning with the author’s intention is not convincing.
From the Indeterminacy of Language to the Determinacy of Meaning: Hirsch
Separating himself from Knapp and Michaels on the ground that there can be an intentionless
language, and from Juhl by accepting that interpretation is a matter of choice (since interpretation
is not identical but just can correspond to the author’s intention), Hirsch hopes to show the identity
of meaning and the author’s intention by demonstrating that if meaning is to be determinate it must
be identical with the author’s intention. Thus, he takes his departure on the presupposition that
there are the author’s intention and textual meaning. Since, according to him, the identity of
meaning is but the identification of it with the author’s intention, he must also be presupposing
that the author’s intention is already a determinate, self-identical entity.
Precisely because of this fact, the main problem for Hirsch is to show how the identity
(determinacy) of the author’s intention can be the basis of the identification of meaning with it.
Knapp and Michaels fault Hirsch for accepting the intentionless meaning and for distinguishing
between the author’s intention and textual meaning while arguing for their identity. If they are
identical, Hirsch must accept that to talk about the author’s intention must be already to talk about
textual meaning.169 In fact, this objection gives us a direction to consider Hirsch’s concept of an
author in his relation to language as the preparatory level for discussing the problem of the
foundation of textual identity.
Hirsch seems to view the meaning of ‘author’ in terms of an interaction between individual
consciousness (the author) and the language in which he expresses himself. He argues that “a word
sequence means nothing in particular until somebody either means something by it or understands
something from it” (italics mine).170 In other words, since the conventions of language can sponsor
different meanings from the same sequence of words, language cannot be the determiner of
meaning of a text by itself. This fact according to Hirsch, reveals itself, for instance, in the
disagreement of interpreters on the same sequence of words. Thus, with respect to the conventions
of language, one interpretation can be as valid as another, so long as it is “sensitive” or

“plausible”.171 It seems that according to Hirsch, language is the realm of possible meanings to be
actualized.172
Here, the word “possible” does not mean that an individual consciousness (an author) can
form or create meanings as he wishes in a convention of language. In this context, Hirsch maintains
that when somebody does use a particular word sequence, “his verbal meaning cannot be anything
he might wish it to be.”173 All meaning communicated by texts is to some extent language-bound.
Therefore, “no textual meaning can transcend the meaning possibilities and the control of the
language in which it is expressed.”174 The phrase ‘the control of language’ should refer to the fact
that language is the source of the intelligibility of meaning. Accordingly, the sensitivity and
plausibility of different interpretations should stem from this characteristic of language. If this is
the case, Hirsch seems to accept that meanings175 in general are ‘pre-given’ to individual
consciousness (author or interpreter) by linguistic conventions which seem to represent ‘social or
traditional consciousness’.176 Hence, the description of language as the realm of ‘possible’
meanings must indicate the character of the ‘pre-givenness’ of meanings.
It seems, however, that, for Hirsch, since linguistic signs cannot speak their own meanings,
the pre-givenness of language refers to the abstract and general character of language. In other
words, Hirsch holds that language in its abstract structure does not refer to any determinate object
by itself, thus it remains detached from the particular reality until it is willed by an individual
consciousness. Consequently, an individual’s understanding of a particular reality is pre-linguistic
and his mind is the medium between the particular reality and language.177 In short, Hirsch
presupposes a correspondence between language and particular reality and this correspondence is
actualized by the individual (author)’s mind.
In this context, he remarks that meaning in itself (which he calls verbal genre) has no
‘entelechy’ or ‘will’ of its own. “It is not a living thing with a soul or vital principle. It is mute
inert matter that is given ‘soul’ or ‘will’ by speakers and interpreters. In other words, the purpose
of a genre is the communicable purpose of a particular speaker, nothing more nor less.” 178 Thus
due to its generality, language cannot generate the purposeful character of a particular meaning by
itself.
If this is the case, the process of transformation in the status of meaning from possibility to
actuality must occur in the interaction between the traditional consciousness and the individual
consciousness.179 While traditional consciousness provides individual consciousness with possible
(pre-given) meanings,180 individual consciousness actualizes these possibilities.181
Here Hirsch follows the Saussurean distinction between langue and paroles. Saussure defines
‘langue’ as the system of linguistic possibilities shared by a speech community at a given point in
time. However, this system of possibilities is distinguished from the actual verbal utterances which
he calls paroles. Paroles are uses of language and actualize some (but never all) of the meaning
possibilities constituting the langue.182
Nevertheless, according to Hirsch, the distinction between language and individual
consciousness is not an absolute distinction. If we look at the meaning as a ‘willed’ one, we
emphasize the individual consciousness behind it as the determining power, but when we consider
it as a ‘shared’ meaning, we pay attention to the social consciousness (language). Thus, ‘being
willed’ and ‘being shared’ look to be two sides of a single coin.183 For Hirsch meaning reveals
itself in this opposite but complementary relationship between individual and social consciousness.
If we are not mistaken, Hirsch divides the (human) world into two parts: a general reality
which is reflected by language in its abstract (pre-given) form, and a particular (concrete) reality
which can simply be referred to. In this case, the problem is how to mediate between these parts if

we are to communicate with each other. Hirsch seems to believe that only human consciousness
or intention can be a medium or nexus between general and particular. Therefore, ‘meaning’ or
‘intention’ in fact must refer to the mediative character of human consciousness between them. In
other words, meaning arises in the act of subsuming the particular under the general by human
consciousness.
From this perspective, we can see why Hirsch emphasizes individual consciousness (the
author) as constitutive for meaning. For him, the determinacy of meaning must stem from the
ability of individual consciousness to grasp the identity of a particular object and convey it through
language. Thus, he seems to give individual consciousness (the author) the power to insert his
intention, perspective or purpose into language. This must be how Hirsch understands the
actualization of the meaning possibilities.
From this perspective, we get the impression that for Hirsch, the author (individual
consciousness) must have a privileged (distant) standpoint with respect to the possible meanings
(pre-given language), and thus can transcend the boundary drawn by traditional consciousness. As
indicated above, this must be the logic behind Hirsch’s defense of the author’s intention in the
constitution of textual identity. The author is not the determination of tradition (historical or social
consciousness), but as the basis of the process of meaning, has his own space.184
This space reveals itself in the author’s free act of determining a purpose when using language.
Here Hirsch is following Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics of individuality. As Gadamer remarks,
Schleiermacher considers the statement a text makes as a free production: “The discourse of the
individual is in fact a free creative activity, however much its possibilities are limited by the fixed
forms that language has taken.”185
If what Hirsch asserts is the case, how can language be the source of the intelligibility of
meaning while individual consciousness transcends the boundaries of linguistic conventions
(social consciousness)? Hirsch seems aware of this problem, as he differentiates the ‘intelligibility’
of meanings from the ‘determinacy’ of meaning. He argues that even though different
interpretations can be ‘sensitive’ or ‘plausible,’ this does not mean that they all correspond to the
author’s intention. Consequently, for Hirsch the author’s function must reveal itself not in the
intelligibility or truth of meaning, but in the ‘origin’ and the ‘mediation’ of the particularity of a
meaning.
However, the mediational function of the author reflects another problematic aspect of his
theory with respect to the relationship between the determinate (particular) form of a meaning and
its indeterminate (general, pre-given) status. Does not Hirsch’s theory lead to the conclusion that
as soon as meaning is willed by an author (individual consciousness), it becomes determinate and
identical; yet, as soon as it is expressed, it becomes indeterminate again? Where is the basis of the
‘continuity’ of the mediation of the particularity of meaning after the author expresses his intention
if no linguistic code can determine the meaning of a text because linguistic codes by themselves
are too capacious and flexible to determine meanings for individual texts?
This difficulty is also manifest when Hirsch says that “Until the nature and purposes of a text
have been grasped, its meaning will remain inaccessible, because its meaning is precisely
something willed, something purposed.”186 It seems that Hirsch has to give social consciousness
the role of ‘continuing’ to actualize the meaning of the text on the basis of the author’s purpose.
Therefore, while moving from the indeterminacy of language to the author as the determining and
actualizing power of the possibilities of meaning, he has to turn back again to social consciousness
as the basis of actualizing the author’s purpose. However, in this circular movement, since the
indeterminacy (pre-givenness) of language is the main characteristic of social consciousness, the

community of interpreters has to take the pre-givenness of language as the starting point for
grasping the author’s intention. Nevertheless, since language is too general to refer to the particular
intention of the author, the interpreter cannot talk about the purpose or will of an author until it is
guessed or actualized. If this is the case, the gap between universal (general reality, language) and
particular (determinate object) occurs also between language and the author’s intention.
Accordingly, does not the author also become a matter of construction since the mind of the
interpreter has to be a mediator between language and the author’s intention?
This point refers to the distinction Hirsch makes between historical author (biographical
person) and speaking subject (rational entity, implied author)187, whose intention is present in his
expression, due to the fact that the actual (historical) author in his individuality is “inaccessible.”188
In this context, Hirsch says:
The speaking subject is not, however, identical with the subjectivity of the author as an
actual historical person; it corresponds, rather, to a very limited and special aspect of the
author’s total subjectivity; it is, so to speak, that ‘part’ of the author which specifies or
determines verbal meaning. 189
Hirsch gives ‘lying’ as an example of this distinction. When I want to deceive, my hidden
perception that ‘I am lying’ is irrelevant to the verbal meaning of my expression. The only correct
interpretation of my lie is, paradoxically, to consider it as a true statement, since this is the only
correct construction of my verbal intention. “Indeed,” Hirsch continues, “it is only when my
listener has understood my meaning (presented it as true) that he can judge it to be a lie.”190 If this
is the case, the author must detach himself from himself when he expresses himself. Thus he
concludes that for the process of interpretation, the author’s private experiences are irrelevant. The
only relevant “aspect of subjectivity is that which determines verbal meaning or, in Husserl’s
terms, content.”191
However, in light of the very possibility that authors can change their mind and ideas in the
course of time and thus reject their previous views, one can say that the relationship between the
historical author and the speaking subject is not an internal but an external relation. This is the
logic which stands behind the idea that the historical author becomes a reader or a critic of his
meaning after having expressed his ideas. Hirsch calls the meaning in its relation to the historical
author as reader ‘significance.’192 According to him, the point in the distinction of meaning from
significance is that the meaning of a text does not change when the author changes his mind with
respect to his text. What is changed is only the relationship between the meaning and its readers.
Nevertheless, despite the detachment, Hirsch seems still to accept a sort of interaction between
historical author and speaking subject. He indicates this in his polemic to anti-intentionalist authors
who complain about the misreading or the misunderstandings of their texts by some interpreters.
He says:
The question I always want to ask critics who dismiss authorial intention as their norm is
one that could be transposed into the categorial imperative or simply into the golden rule.
I want to ask them this: “When you write a piece of criticism, do you want me to disregard
your intention and original meaning? Why do you say to me ‘That is not what I meant at
all’? Why do you ask me to honor the ethics of language for your writings when you do
not honor them for the writings of others?”193

Behind this polemic lies Hirsch’s main tenet that textual meaning is determinate due to its
being identical with the author’s intention.194 He seems to base the interaction between historical
author and speaking subject on the assumption that to understand correctly is to understand the
author’s intention. In this context, he notes that “I was once told by a theorist who denied the
possibility of correct interpretation that I had not interpreted his writings correctly.”195
However, if we consider Hirsch’s ideas that “meaning is understood from the perspective that
lends existence to meaning”196 and that meaning is reproducible, we can say that the interaction
between historical author and speaking subject can be found between historical author and the
interpreters who reconstruct his intention as well. The interpreter is supposed to adopt the author’s
subjective stance “in order to make sense of the text.”197 This point becomes clear when Hirsch
argues that when the interpreter posits the author’s stance, “he sympathetically reenacts the
author’s intentional acts, but although the imaginative act is necessary for realizing meaning, it
must be distinguished from meaning as such.”198
Thus since the reader or interpreter must realize verbal meaning by his own subjective acts,199
the sympathetic interaction between historical author and reader should be restricted to the private
experiences of the interpreter. This is the subjective aspect of divination or guess. Accordingly,
the individuality of the historical author is not a part of meaning, rather, it is just the psychological
background of the identification of verbal meaning with intention (speaking subject). Hence, the
task of Hirsch’s hermeneutic theory is to show how this identification happens, i.e., how it is
possible to pass from the subjectivity of a sympathetic relation to the historical author to the
objectivity of the speaking subject as rational entity. From this perspective, Hirsch’s polemic with
the anti-intentionalists seems to take the form of a petitio principii: it assumes in the premise that
meaning is identical with the author’s intention, which is what he wants to prove.
Since for Hirsch the interaction (or the process of understanding) between the author’s and
the interpreter’s subjectivities has two sides, pre-conceptual and conceptual,200 he must be
adopting the Schleiermacherian view of the author as considered by means of Husserlian
intentionalism. As we saw above for Schleiermacher, since meaning is a free activity of
unconscious genius, the truth of what the author says can be hidden from himself. In other words,
an interpreter can understand an author better than he (the author) understood himself. 201 Though
Hirsch discards the concept of unconscious genius by accepting meaning as an intentional
object,202 he still follows Schleiermacher by distinguishing meaning from unique, concrete
content.203
Hence for Hirsch the idea of better understanding which stems either from the misidentification of meaning with subject matter204 or from the concept of unconscious genius205 has
no legitimacy. However, the main point in this rejection can reveal itself when we look at the issue
in terms of the problem of the author’s authority. From the idea that the author is unconscious of
his meaning it follows that the author is “not the appointed interpreter of it. As an interpreter he
has no automatic authority over the person who is simply receiving his work.” 206 Hence in order
to secure the identity of textual meaning through the author’s authority, Hirsch invokes the
Husserlian idea that consciousness is the consciousness of the identity of the object. In short,
Hirsch takes the directedness of consciousness to an intended object as the basis of the identity of
textual meaning. Therefore, he avoids identifying meaning with the givenness of the intentional
object since this would be to discard the author’s intention and the author’s authority.
However, at this point, since the distinction between historical author and speaking subject is
blurred, we should ask the question: who is the authority over the text, the historical author or the

speaking subject? We saw that the historical author is detached from the speaking subject since
the latter represents the fixed intention while the former can change his mind, feeling, etc. Thus,
though the speaking subject is a limited part of the consciousness of the historical author, once
fixed, it goes beyond the control of the historical author in the sense that the historical author can
be just an interpreter of it: the historical author cannot be the authority over the text. This point
comes out in Hirsch’s remarks about the relation between the meaning we get from the text itself
and the meaning or information we get from outside the text:
This extrinsic data is not, however, read into the text. On the contrary, it is used to verify
that which we read out of it. The extrinsic information has ultimately a purely verificative
function. The same thing is true of information relating to the author’s subjective stance.
No matter what the source of this information may be, whether it be the text alone or the
text in conjunction with other data, this information is extrinsic to verbal meaning as
such.207
If this is the case, how can the speaking subject be the authority over the text in the face of the
fact that the historical author can fail to mean what he wanted to convey?
Indeed, accepting the distinction between a mere intention to do something and the concrete
accomplishment of that intention, Hirsch says that “The anti-intentionalists are surely right when
they insist that an author’s aim is not to be taken for his accomplishment, his wish for his deed.”208
It seems that this distinction between intention and the accomplishment of it is related to the gap
between language (universal) and the particularity of the author’s intention as indicated above.
Since language is too flexible to refer to the determinate intention of the historical author, and
the accomplishment of the historical author is reflected in the language of the text, the
accomplishment is too ambiguous to refer to the determinate historical intention or wish of the
author. What we describe as “the accomplishment of the author” becomes a matter of construction
(interpretation), i.e., not a determinate given entity. Thus the speaking subject cannot be an
authority over the text either.209 If this is the case, who will make the decision as to what extent
the historical author’s intention and purpose was embodied in the text?
From this perspective, Hirsch’s theory seems to lead us to the assumption that the fate of the
speaking subject will be dependent on the interpreter’s reconstruction of textual meaning. Hence
Hirsch’s theory does not prove that the speaking subject is the basis of textual identity since it fails
to close the gap between language and the author’s intention. Precisely because of this gap, the
speaking subject, contra Hirsch’s claim, does not play the mediating role between the subjectivity
of the historical author and the objectivity of language. Rather, it seems to be nothing other than
the determination of the interpretation of a text, i.e., something which is added to the meaning of
the text in order to attribute meaning to the historical author.
Hirsch could object to this argument and contend that the speaking subject mediates between
the historical author and the textual meaning since it can account for the coherence or consistency
of the text by revealing itself as the ontological center of the organic unity of the text. In other
words, the function of the speaking subject (implied author) reveals itself in the coherence of the
meaning of the text by referring back to the unifying and purposeful consciousness of the historical
author.210 He makes the following argument for the author as the basis of coherence of textual
meaning. The quality of coherence of a text rests on the context inferred. Thus, it is necessary to
establish the most probable context or horizon. This is possible only if we posit the author’s typical
outlook.211

It seems that Hirsch does not start from the concept of coherence in order to show the identity
of meaning and the author’s intention as Juhl does; rather he grounds the possibility of moving
toward coherence on positing the author’s perspective or intention. Nevertheless, he also notes:
Of course, the text at hand is the safest source of clues to the author’s outlook, since men
do adopt different attitudes on different occasions. However, even though the text itself
should be the primary source of clues and must always be the final authority, the interpreter
should make an effort to go beyond his text wherever possible, since this is the only way
he can avoid vicious circularity.212
However, we saw above that external data or information remains secondary with respect to
the text. This means that secondary (external) sources which refer to the historical author cannot
be understood independently of the text, which for Hirsch represents the speaking subject. Thus
Hirsch does not seem to escape the circularity as he wishes, since if they are to be an evidence for
the text, they will be considered in the context provided by the text (speaking subject) itself.
However, if it is argued that secondary sources can be understood independently of the text, they
are viewed in a different context. Nevertheless, this different context must again be the author’s
perspective if they are to be an evidence. In this case, how can these different contexts be related
to each other? Do they not need a third context and so on?
Hirsch’s argument for the speaking subject as the mediation between historical author and
textual meaning, based on the concept of coherence is not convincing. We can say that since Hirsch
bases his contention, that the identity of the text can be established if the meaning is identical with
the author’s intention, on the mediative character of the speaking subject, his failure in showing
the basis of the speaking subject reveals also his failure on proving this identity thesis.
The Occasional Character of Author: Gadamer
Against this view of the author as a rational entity which represents dogmatic certainty and
priority of consciousness to meaning,213 Gadamer suggests another perspective of the author by
accepting “rationality” in the sense of knowing “the limits of one’s own understanding.”214 In this
view, consciousness (understanding) is drawn into the course of events when it actualizes the
“historical potential of what is understood.”215 Thus the author is not independent of the particular
aspect that the world shows him but, as a being who has ‘world,’ he is dependent on society and
tradition.
However, this dependency does not mean that he is imprisoned and restricted by the milieu in
which he lives. Rather since his being-in-the-world is primordially linguistic, he has a free and
distanced orientation to his environment which is always realized in language. Hence he is able to
raise himself to the world and move his world by the linguisticality of his understanding. The
linguisticality of understanding refers to the way in which the understanding is both determined
by its world (tradition) and also determines it through the mediation of language.
Precisely because of this fact, there is “no point of view outside the experience of the world
in language from which it [linguistic world] could become an object.”216 Since the linguistic world
cannot be viewed from above, individual consciousness has no pre-linguistic space. Hence with
respect to the human understanding, language is both immanent and transcendent. We can call this
the dialectic of immanent and transcendental aspects of language. This dialectic which we find in

Gadamer’s theory is not the same as the interaction between the pre-linguistic consciousness and
the linguistic conventions which Hirsch’s theory assumes. This is clear when Gadamer argues:
In fact there is no reflection when the word is formed, for the word is not expressing the
mind but the thing intended. The starting point for the formation of the word is the
substantive content (the species) that fills the mind. The thought seeking expression refers
not to the mind but to the thing. Thus the word is not the expression of the mind.217
The referentiality of an expression to the thing intended, instead of to the mind of the author,
shows why Gadamer views the author as occasional. The occasionality of the author can be
understood in terms of the occasionality of an interpretation (interpretive conditions) in which the
meaning of a text finds “its concretion (i.e., is understood) in its relation to the understanding I—
not in reconstructing the originally intending I.”218 As soon as meaning is expressed (especially in
written form), it enters into a new relation with its author: since meaning has its own being and
direction, the author’s intention stays in its subjective form, and the author enters into a relation
with meaning as an understanding I. Referring to the distinction between the understanding I and
the intending I, Gadamer remarks that occasionality of interpretation must appear as a meaningful
component in the work’s claim to truth and “not as the trace of the particular circumstances that
are, as it were, hidden behind the work and are to be revealed by interpretation.”219 In his view, if
the latter were the case, it would be possible to understand the meaning of the whole text only by
re-establishing the original situation.220
The point Gadamer makes is this: the condition (horizon, intention) within which the work of
art is originated should not be understood as the source of the so-called timeless identity of a text.
Otherwise because of the transcendence of meaning from its original condition, meaning loses its
determinate aspect given by this condition. Thus the priority is given to the work of art’s condition,
based on the presupposition that the work of art is dependent on its condition.
Thus for Gadamer, the occasionality of the author reveals itself in the fact that meaning
detaches itself from its original condition. This does not mean that Gadamer denies the plain fact
that the original condition is the way within which the work of art (text) actualizes its potentials.
Rather he asserts that the original condition cannot be the basis of the original manifestations of
the being of textual meaning. There is no logical and ontological basis for reducing the identity of
the textual meaning to its original condition, as the originality of meaning is in its speaking to
every space and time in a different manner by drawing them into its being: every condition is but
a moment or phase in the continuity of meaning. Hence as indicated above, there is not a big
difference between the textual meaning’s relation with the original condition and its relation to the
interpretive situations.
Accordingly, a condition (original or interpretive) does not have any priority to meaning as
the fixed reference point, but can be what it is only when meaning is actualized in it. Therefore,
meaning fills out its condition and makes it its own. Gadamer refers to this by his conception of
aesthetic non-differentiation.221 He opposes this concept to that of ‘aesthetic differentiation,’
which refers to the difference between the work of art and its representations (interpretive
conditions), which allows the work of art to be seen in its originality. He maintains that the work
of art (text) cannot simply be isolated from the “contingency” of the chance (interpretive)
conditions in which it appears. However, due to its “open indeterminacy,” i.e., its ability to
integrate itself constantly in different times and spaces,222 meaning cannot be restricted to any
condition.

Gadamer discusses this point in the context of a ‘play’. He remarks that the nature of a play
itself cannot be found in the player’s subjective reflection. In other words, the subject of the
experience of work of art is not the subjectivity of the person who experiences it, but rather the
work itself.223 Aesthetic consciousness is a part of the event of being that occurs in presentation,
and belongs essentially to the play as play.224 Gadamer concludes from this that the “play is not to
be understood as something a person does.”225 Thus, the author’s intention cannot be foregrounded
from what is meant (being of work of art).
It seems that Gadamer’s main purpose is to show that an author has no authority concerning
his meaning, due to his occasional character. However, if this is the case, how can we understand
Gadamer’s contention that:
Admittedly, it is primarily persons that have authority; but the authority of persons is
ultimately based not on the subjection and abdication of reason but on the act of
acknowledgment and knowledge—the knowledge, namely, that the other is superior to
oneself in judgment and insight and that for this reason his judgment takes precedence—
i.e., it has priority over one’s own. This is connected with the fact that authority cannot
actually be bestowed but is earned, and must be earned if someone is to lay claim to it.226
Does Gadamer fall into contradiction when he both rejects and accepts author’s authority?
Moreover from his view of personal authority, does it follow that Gadamer implicitly
acknowledges the inseparability of meaning (truth-claim of a text) from the individuality of its
author (authority)?
Gadamer argues that authority has nothing to do with blind obedience, as what authority says
is not “irrational and arbitrary but can, in principle, be discovered to be true.” 227 The prejudices
which they (what the authority says) implant are not in favor of a person but a content, because
they effect our disposition to believe something that can be shown in other ways and with good
reasons.228 Thus it seems that authority is not the basis of the intelligibility of meaning, but rather
is based on it. Hence, the sharability of meaning (truth-content) of a text plays an essential role in
providing an author with authority.229
From this perspective, authority has no relation to the individuality of the historical author.230
Rather, since authority understood in this way symbolizes the common acceptance of the content
of a text by a community of interpreters, it reflects only the social aspect of the author. However,
the social aspect of author in Gadamer’s theory should not be confused with the social (cultural)
aspect of author (speaking subject) in Hirsch’s view. As we saw, Hirsch’s ‘speaking subject’ has
a function of controlling the ‘determinacy’ of meaning in its teleological character. Therefore,
meaning is determined when it is reduced to a speaking subject.
In Gadamer’s theory, the social aspect of an author is a determination of the truth-claim of a
text. As long as the content of a text is not considered as true by the community of interpreters,
there is no reason for talking about the ‘authority’ of an author. Thus the concept of authority does
not refer to the private relation between author and meaning, as Hirsch assumes, but reflects the
common ground (meaning) of understanding in a society. From this perspective, it (the concept of
authority) takes its legitimacy from the concept of dialogue.
If this is the case, the personal character of authority should not be different from the
occasional character of an author since textual meaning is accepted first as ‘true’ independent of
its author and then attributed to its ‘author.’ Textual meaning refers to its author (authority) by
making a claim to truth (i.e., bringing a ‘being’ to the fore) which transcends the individuality of

the author. From this perspective, the referentiality of meaning to its author (authority) has nothing
to do with the ‘correspondence’ of meaning to the author’s intention—which is, according to
Hirsch, the main characteristic of an author’s authority. As indicated above, for Hirsch, if textual
meaning is to be determinate and identical, it has to correspond to the author’s intention.
However, if, according to Gadamer, an author is not an authority over his text, i.e., his
intention cannot be the basis of the identification of textual meaning with itself, what should we
understand by the identity of textual meaning? How can Gadamer give us an account of textual
identity if in human sciences, the ‘object in itself’ clearly does not exist at all?231

Chapter III

The Problem of Textual Identity
Some Objections to the Unity of Meaning and Significance in Gadamer
Gadamer views the interpretive conditions (occasionality) as the constitutive element of
meaning and rejects the distinction between meaning and significance. Significance does not refer
to an accidental relation between the interpreter and a meaning, but rather it discloses how meaning
affects the particular situation of an interpreter and is affected by it. Gadamer puts it as follows:
If we are trying to understand a historical phenomenon from the historical distance that is
characteristic of our hermeneutical situation, we are always already affected by history. It
determines in advance both what seems to us worth inquiring about and what will appear
as an object of investigation.232
From this perspective, ‘significance’ is nothing but the appearance of the historical continuity
of the effect (Wirkungsgeschichte) of a textual meaning.233 In this continuity, meaning and its
effect remain inseparable because the effect is nothing else than the text’s claim to truth according
to the different conditions within which it is understood. Therefore, in Gadamer’s eye, the
separation of meaning from its significance makes the meaning irrelevant for the changing
horizons. It cuts off the way by which the interpreter can draw the valid meaning (truth) of the text
for his situation.
Nevertheless, Gadamer’s insistence on the unity of meaning and significance was seen by
some of his critics as a threat to textual identity. In this context, Wachterhauser asks: if a text’s
meaning only arises from its significance for our historical and linguistic perspective, how can we
avoid the conclusion that there is no way to account for a text’s identity? 234 According to
Wachterhauser, Gadamer ultimately fails to present us with a convincing account of a text’s
identity which somehow underlies all its many varied historically influenced interpretations.235
The idea underlying Wachterhauser’s critique of Gadamer is this: Gadamer does not show
where to locate the principle of identity or continuity though he claims that meaning exists in the
many different acts of interpretation. There is nothing about textual meaning which precludes
mutually exclusive interpretations of the ‘same’ text arising over the course of its
Wirkungsgeschichte. “Nor does,” continues Wachterhauser, “there seem to be anything like a
‘core’ of textual meaning or a fixed and stable ‘essence’ of the text which guarantees continuity
between varying interpretations of the text.”236
The unity of meaning and significance in Gadamer becomes a subject for Hirsch’s critique of
Gadamer on the problem of textual identity. According to Hirsch, this unity can reflect only the
fact that the text is “determinate at any given point in time,”237 and this implies that a text means
something only for the particular interpreter. It cannot provide the principle for determining which
interpretation is “more nearly right.”238 From this he concludes that in Gadamer’s hermeneutic, a
text means whatever we take it to mean.239
In Hirsch’s view, Gadamer’s introduction of the concept of ‘tradition’ in order to avoid this
nihilistic conclusion still does not solve the problem. For ‘tradition’ implies that the changing
‘substance’ of a text is “determined by the wide spread cultural effects and manifestations it has

passed through, and that this wider significance is commonly understood and accepted within any
present culture.”240
Thus, Hirsch says, Gadamer’s concept of tradition leads to the conclusion that the
interpretation of the reader who follows the path of tradition is more nearly right than the
interpretation of the reader who leaves this path. However, since the concept of tradition lacks
hierarchical structure, or a “papal-like authority,” it cannot in fact save the day.241 It is merely the
history of how a text has been interpreted. Moreover, since every new interpretation belongs to the
tradition and alters it, tradition is a changing concept. Hence it cannot function as a stable,
normative concept.
According to Hirsch, neither can Gadamer’s concept of ‘repetition’ show the basis of textual
identity. Though, on the one hand, Gadamer argues that the meaning of a text is identifiable and
repeatable, on the other, he refuses to take the word ‘repetition’ in the sense of referring back to
the originating moment in which a text was said or written.242 For Hirsch this means that repetition
is not really a repetition, nor the identity really an identity. Hence, we have a self-contradiction.243
Hirsch believes that the main problem in Gadamer’s view of textual identity as the unity of
meaning and significance stems from his concept of the historicity of understanding. Gadamer,
following Heidegger, denies that past meanings can be reproduced in the present because the past
is ontologically alien to the present. The being of a past meaning cannot become the being of a
present meaning because being is temporal, and differences in time are consequently differences
in being.
Gadamer, in Hirsch’s view, should acknowledge that his concept of the historicity of
understanding is an argument not only against communication between historical eras but also
against every written communication. For it is merely arbitrary to hold that “a meaning fifty years
old is ontologically alien while one three years or three minutes old is not.”244 From this
perspective, to accept the possibility of communication within a relatively brief period while
denying it between different eras is the naïve abstraction of Gadamer’s historicism, the assumption
that any brief period in the past or present has a kind of homogeneity. Against Gadamer’s
historicism, Hirsch argues that we know that even though there are always some shared elements
in a culture which constitute its very substance, “all men in a culture do not share the same general
perspective on life.”245
Hence, according to Hirsch, Gadamer’s concept of the fusion of horizons
(Horizontenverschmelzung) cannot explain textual identity as long as one holds the Gadamerian
concept of the unity of meaning and significance. Gadamer argues that the real meaning of a text
as it addresses itself to an interpreter is always co-determined by the historical situation of the
interpreter. Hence textual meaning arises neither wholly in the interpreter’s own horizon nor
wholly in that of the author. It is rather the product of a fusion between these two.246
Nevertheless, “how can an interpreter,” asks Hirsch, “fuse two perspectives — his own and
that of the text — unless he has somehow appropriated the original perspective and amalgamated
it with his own?”247 Moreover, if the interpreter is bound by his own historical horizon how can
one talk about the fusion of horizons? If the fusion is accepted, it should be admitted also that one
“can break out of his own perspective.”248
Hirsch proposes the “resolution of Gadamer’s contradictions” by arguing that the fusion
always involves two processes that are in themselves separate and distinct no matter how entangled
they may be in a given instance of understanding.249 The first process is the interpreter’s act of
construing and understanding a textual meaning. This act of construing is prior to everything
else.250 The second process is the interpreter’s discovery of a way to relate this construed meaning

to himself. In this second moment, the interpreter recasts the construed meaning in his own
idiom.251 Thus this recasting could be called a fusion of horizons.252
Hirsch believes that in this solution he does not discard the concept of historicity insofar as
the text represents the fundamental difference between past and present cultures. Hence, his
solution is based on the assumption that a text remains identical with respect to the differences
between the different cultures within which it is re-constructed. For that reason, Hirsch later prefers
to call this approach ‘historicality’ in order to differentiate it from Gadamer’s concept of
historicity. In this context he remarks:
We may set against this [Gadamerian] principle of historicity the principle of historicality,
which asserts that a historical event, that is to say, an original communicative intent, can
determine forever the permanent, unchanging features of meaning. The doctrine of
historicality has a different scope from that of historicity. Gadamer’s historicity implies
that meaning must change over time; but historicality maintains that meaning can stay the
same if we choose to regard meaning as a historically determinate object. Historicality
concedes that we can, if we prefer, treat meaning in a Gadamerian way, but it assumes that
no necessity compels either choice. Historicality, in thus denying the quasi-metaphysical
claims of historicity, simply makes the claim that a meaning can be stable only if it has
been stabilized by a historical intention.253
However, how can a meaning remain self-identical when it is reconstructed in different
cultures and situations? To put it another way, if meaning, as Hirsch argues, can exist only by
reconstructing the original author’s perspective, how can one carry it to one’s own perspective
without changing its identity?
Perspectivism and Textual Identity: Hirsch
We remarked above that Hirsch appeals to Husserlian intentionalism in order to show that the
consciousness’ being directed to the identity of the object is the basis of the identification of
meaning with the author’s intention. For Hirsch, this implies that the identity of the intentional
object can be grasped only through the author’s perspective (horizon).254 Thus meaning refers to
how the impersonal identity of the object is given in the personal perspective of the author.
Nevertheless, Hirsch concedes that since the identity refers to the ‘sharable’ character of the
object,255 the author’s horizon within which the identity is given must also be sharable.256
However, from whence comes the legitimacy of concluding from the former argument (that the
identity of an object is the basis of its sharability) the second argument that author’s horizon must
be also sharable? Does not Hirsch’s argument fall into a vicious circle when he argues that meaning
(the identity of the intentional object) can be grasped only from the author’s horizon? For, while
the sharableness of the horizon is based on the sharableness of the identity of the object, in the
next step, the identity of the object can be grasped only if the horizon can be grasped.
It seems that Hirsch appropriates the Husserlian theory of intentionalism as one sided when
he argues that “Like any other intentional object, it [meaning] is in principle reproducible.” 257 By
intentional object, Hirsch understands the mental object which is “self-identical over against a
plurality of mental acts.”258 Thus he perceives three distinguishable aspects of the act of
understanding an object. “First, there is the object as perceived by me; second, there is the act by

which I perceive the object; and finally, there is (for physical things) the object which exists
independently of my perceptual act.”259
However, from the fact that the mental object remains self-identical over and against the many
different acts which ‘intend’ it, he concludes that verbal meaning has a supra-personal character.
“It is not an intentional object for simply one person, but for many—potentially for all persons.
Verbal meaning is, by definition, that aspect of a speaker’s ‘intention’ which under linguistic
conventions, may be shared by others.”260 Hirsch thinks that if an object can remain identical
against the plurality of the mental acts it must also be identical against the plurality of persons.
Nevertheless, we should note that in the former case there is only one horizon while in the
latter case there are multiple horizons. Though what is identical for the former case reveals itself
to have the same identity for the latter case, the ‘ways’ or ‘aspects’ within which this identity
reveals itself are different for each horizon. This is because no aspect can represent the total being
(the identity) of the object in itself even if the aspect is nothing other than the object itself.261 In
this case, does this not mean that to insist on the author’s horizon is to restrict the identity of the
object to its one aspect (as Hirsch does), and thereby to ignore the distinction “between the ‘object
which is intended’ and the ‘object as it is intended”?262
It seems that Hirsch ignores this distinction because he wants to save the determinacy of
meaning by identifying it with the author’s intention and distinguishing it from ‘subject matter.’
He insists that “if we do not make and preserve the distinction between a man’s meaning and his
subject matter, we cannot distinguish between true and false, better and worse meanings.”263 Even
though for Hirsch subject matter is the object which is intended,264 interestingly enough he also
argues that it is “in practice entirely relative to the knowledge or presumed knowledge of the
critic.”265 Hence, he argues both in favor of the position that the object which is intended (i.e., the
subject matter) has a supra-personal identity, and against it when he later deprives it of its
determinacy. This is a self-contradiction.
Hirsch evidently falls victim to this contradiction since, as indicated above, he wants to
guarantee the identification of meaning only with ‘the object as it is intended.’ Therefore, the
difference between Gadamer and Hirsch presents itself in the fact that while the former gives
priority to ‘the object which is intended,’ in order to emphasize the infinite richness
(inexhaustibility) of the Sache, the latter gives priority to ‘the object as it is intended,’ in order to
call attention to the determinacy of the intention (or horizon), and thereby deprives ‘the object
which is intended’ of its identity.
Hirsch believes that only by identifying meaning with the object as it is intended it is possible
to reconstruct meaning in every different condition and save it from the distorting effect of the
interpreter’s own perspective. The interpreter’s own perspective can be distorting if he falls victim
to “the fallacy of the inscrutable past,”266 which happens when one assumes that “the perspectiveridden meanings of the past are irremediably alien to us.”
This assumption reflects itself in the approach that we should ignore such alien reality as
irrelevant to our concerns and construct instead a usable past out of our own perspective.267
According to Hirsch, behind this assumption lies the presupposition that the present-day
perspective is homogeneous, which he calls the ‘historicistic fallacy.’ 268
The common point underlying these fallacies, Hirsch tells us, is the conviction that meaning
is something ‘out there’ to be approached from different points of view. Rather it is “not there for
the critic in any sense until he has construed it.”269 He continues:

Whatever a critic’s approach may be, it must necessarily follow upon his understanding.
An approach must be subsequent to a construing of what the written symbols mean. Nor is
a construction of meaning something that is altered by different critical approaches. It is
not a physical object that shows different configurations when viewed from different
positions. Meaning is an object that exists only by virtue of a single, privileged, precritical
approach. No matter how much critics may differ in critical approach, they must understand
a text through the same precritical approach if they are to understand it at all.270
Accordingly, the contention that the interpreter’s alien perspective distorts meaning is but an
evasion since it is “impossible to distort something that cannot even exist by means of an alien
perspective.”271
Hirsch asserts that if perspectivism (the theory that meaning is not independent of perspective,
i.e., that interpretation depends on the standpoint of the interpreter)272 is to be consistent with itself,
it has to accept the intentionalist idea that verbal meaning exists only by virtue of the author’s
perspective which gives its existence. Hence, every act of interpretation involves at least two
perspectives, that of the author and that of the interpreter.273 The perspectives are entertained both
at once, “as in normal binocular vision. Far from being an extraordinary or illusory feat, this
entertaining of two perspectives at once is the ground of all human intercourse, and a universal
fact of speech which the linguists have called ‘the doubling of personality.’ ”274
According to Hirsch, when we speak or interpret speech, we are never trapped in a single
matrix of spiritual categories. Further, we are never merely listeners or speakers; rather we are
both at once. He continues:
“Readers of this essay [Faulty Perspectives]—emphatically those who are disagreeing with
my argument—are here and now practicing both interpretation and criticism, are
entertaining two perspectives at once. For, my meaning exists and is construed only from
my perspective, while the simultaneous criticism of that meaning implies a different
perspective. The empirical actuality of this double perspective, universal in verbal
intercourse, calls in doubt a basic premise of hermeneutical relativism and, with it, most of
the presently fashionable forms of cognitive atheism. 275
Hirsch borrows the phrase corrigible schemata from Piaget in order to show that “unlike one’s
unalterable or inescapable pre-understanding [perspective] in Heidegger’s account of the
hermeneutical circle, a schema [intentional object] can be radically altered and corrected.” 276 A
schema sets up a range of predictions or expectations, which, if fulfilled, confirm the schema, but,
if not, cause us to revise it.277
It seems that the revisible or changeable character of the schema signifies the alteration not
only in the interpreter’s own horizon (value system) but also in his guess about the author’s
horizon. In Hirsch’s view, this reflects the possibility of an objective knowledge on textual
meaning (identity), i.e., the possibility of adopting two different perspectives at the same time.
Hirsch believes that because of this possibility we can resolve some of the disagreements in
hermeneutics, “particularly certain disagreements involving the concept of historicity.”278
According to him, the disagreements between the interpreters are not on the meaning of the text
but on the significance they give to that meaning.279 Meaning is a self-identical schema whose
boundaries are determined by an originating speech event, while significance is a relationship
drawn between that self-identical meaning and anything else.280

It seems that behind this distinction lies the presupposition that although the two horizons,
(i.e., that of author and that of interpreter) are basically alien to each other, nonetheless somehow
the interpreter can relate the author’s meaning to his own without distorting its identity. Hence, for
Hirsch, significance must be the act of overcoming the distance between the alien horizons.
However, since “the significance of textual meaning has no foundation and no objectivity unless
meaning itself is unchanging,”281 there is no total overcoming of this distinction. This implies that
the meaning which the interpreter is trying to relate to his own horizon remains in its own distinct
(isolated) realm. If this is the case, what is it that the interpreter relates to his own horizon?
We can put the same problem in a different way: If the meaning, as Hirsch argues, “exists
only by virtue of the perspective which gives it existence”282 how is it possible to carry, or
integrate, it into other perspectives and to sustain its existence in them? According to this
argument, the meaning, (logically speaking), once detached from its own horizon, must lose its
existence since there is no medium which can sustain it. We saw above that Hirsch insists on the
alien or distinct characters of the author’s and the interpreter’s horizon. And, as noticed, he does
not provide any medium between them. Therefore, what he asks of the interpreter is to leap over
the abyss between the two horizons.
However, Hirsch seems to believe that meaning can exist when carried to different contexts.
He argues that “In fact, if we could not distinguish a content of consciousness from its contexts,
we could not know any object at all in the world. The context in which something is known is
always a different context on a different occasion.”283 In this case, does he not have to accept that
meaning becomes like an object to be approached from different perspectives and hence has its
autonomy, i.e., it can exist independent of its author’s horizon?
No doubt, this last argument is in contradiction with Hirsch’s basic tenet that meaning is a
matter of consciousness. Trying to resolve this contradiction, one could argue that for Hirsch, as
soon as reconstructed from the author’s horizon, meaning becomes autonomous and goes beyond
his intention. However, this is to say that whatever the interpreter understands from the text
becomes independent of the author since the author’s intention (horizon) turns out to be no more
than the mere (extrinsic) ‘reference’ of what was already understood by the interpreter.
Therefore, when distinguishing meaning from significance, the problem with which Hirsch is
faced is how to provide a medium between the original meaning and its application to the
interpreter’s situation. How can he solve the dilemma arising from his theory? If he insists on the
author’s horizon as the constitutive element for meaning (since textual identity becomes a totally
alien, or isolated, entity) there is no possibility for overcoming the distance between the two
different horizons and applying it to future situations. If it will be open to future applications,
Hirsch has to accept the autonomy of meaning by giving up the identification of meaning with the
author’s intention.
Hirsch’s Notion of Application
Although Hirsch makes some important revisions to his approach, and in fact partially
disregards the author’s will (or particular intention) in the definition of meaning,284 he still accepts
the originating moment as the constitutive element of textual identity.285 This is to say that he does
not stop at the author’s mind but goes back to the historical and linguistic conditions where the
author willed to actualize some meaning. The point of this new approach is this: if meaning is to
be open to future applications, then the horizon which provides it with a borderline (identity)
should be broadened. The wider the scope of the historical horizon of the original meaning, the

broader can the meaning be applied in the future. Thus Hirsch starts to entertain two new terms in
his theory: the “future-directedness” and “provisionality” of intention.
Hirsch notes that “A future-directed intention is an explicit plan with areas of
inexplicitness.”286 Accordingly, a future-directed intention could be conceived as an instrument or
tool constructed for a broadly established application. Its purpose could embrace an indefinite
number of future applications that no human being could foresee in any precise detail. “A claw
hammer is intended to pound in and pull out nails. That purpose is fulfilled whether the nails are
iron or brass, threepenny or tenpenny, headed or headless.”287 This is to say, any future intention
necessarily comprises a degree of variability for its future-fulfillments.
According to Hirsch, the indefinite number of future applications does not require any change
in the identity of the original intention, because every new application is but a concrete
“exemplification” of the meaning-concept (universal).288 Hence, the true extension of a literary
intention is not restricted to its original exemplary element. As can be recalled, Hirsch was
previously accepting the author’s intention as the medium between universal concept (language)
and particular object. In this new position, Hirsch does not limit meaning only to the historical
(particular) object of the author’s intention, but also allows the possible (future) particular objects
to be subsumed under the same universal concept, as long as they fall within the borders implied
by the original meaning. 289 Hirsch notes that with this approach he comes closer to Gadamer.
While previously he held that the diverse future applications of meaning, each being different,
must belong to the domain of significance, now he accepts that certain present applications of a
text may belong to its meaning rather than to its significance.290
Nevertheless, Hirsch still dissents from Gadamer in holding that we first understand a concept
from a text and then apply it to our own experience. As we said earlier, Gadamer holds that since
application is a part of meaning, and it changes with each historical horizon, meaning must always
be different for each interpretation. Thus, meaning and significance are inseparable. Consequently,
while for Gadamer the inseparable relation between meaning and significance reveals itself as the
concrete universal (as we will show below), for Hirsch the relation between meaning and
application is like that between ‘class’ and ‘member,’ or between ‘universal’ and ‘particular’.
Hence, application (significance) is historically always a changing instantiation of the ahistorical,
changeless meaning-concept.
It seems that Hirsch adopts medieval allegorical interpretation as the basis of his theory.
Therefore, as mentioned before, the referentiality of meaning is not restricted to the original
historical possibilities, but goes beyond it by remaining true to the past. 291 Hence, according to
Hirsch, past meaning must be stretched into the present and future as long as the interpreter is able
to go behind the literal content (the author’s intention) by following the implications hidden
therein. Thus, this transformation of the literal content (the author’s intention) into the allegorical
one is not a distortion, but an extension of the border of the meaning. In other words, he seems to
say that past meaning is both stable, since the interpreter has to understand first how the (original)
author applied it to his own historical situation, and unstable, because the author did not intend to
restrict his meaning to his own condition. This is clear when Hirsch argues that “Historical
intention itself invites up-to-dateness.”292
From this perspective, the author’s intention seems to be a stable point or center around which
the interpretations (historical applications) establish an increasingly expanding circle. The circle
is established in three steps. First, the interpreter should go to the historical origin of a meaning;
second, he should abstract the universal concept from the particular meaning; third, he should
apply it to his own situation.293 Therefore, what Hirsch calls the ‘provisionality’ of meaning is

nothing else than the extraction of the universal concept from the author’s intention, and the
‘futurality’ of meaning, the act of bringing it to the present. Hence, Hirsch seems to distinguish
the general intention (purpose) of the author from his particular intention.294
If this is the case, then when accepting the particular intention as one of the (historical)
applications of the general intention (universal concept),295 he implicitly admits that the relation
between the general and the particular intention is in fact nothing else than the relation between
the end (goal) and the means (tool). However, how is it possible to abstract (differentiate) the
author’s general purpose (goal) from his particular intention (tool)? Where is the criterion for
differentiating them?
The Hermeneutical Autonomy of the Object: Betti
Like Hirsch, Betti distinguishes meaning from significance (application) on the basis of the
autonomy (identity) of the author’s intention. According to Betti, “wherever we come into contact
with meaning-full forms (sinnhaltige Formen)296 through which an other mind addresses us, we
find our interpretive powers stirring to get to know the meaning contained within these forms.”297
The meaning-full form should be viewed by all means in the wider sense of an objectivation of
mind.298 Hence, interpretation as the procedure of bringing something to understanding is a triadic
process. The active and thinking mind of the interpreter can come into contact, not immediately,
but only through the mediation of these meaning-full forms in which an objectivated mind
confronts the interpreter as an unalterably other being. Accordingly, understanding is the recognition and re-construction of a meaning.299
Nevertheless, Betti, following Schleiermacher, grounds the possibility of reconstruction of the
mind that is known through the forms of its objectivations on the basis of a shared humanity. He
believes that only on this basis is it possible for the interpreter to invert the creative process by
retracing the steps from the opposite direction and by re-thinking them in his inner self. Thus the
interpreter’s task is to recreate the meaning from within himself (i.e., to integrate it into his own
horizon) and to objectify it at the same time.300
In Betti’s view, objectification is possible since the meaning-full forms are autonomous and
understood in accordance with
their own logic of development, their intended connections, and in their necessity,
coherence and conclusiveness; they should be judged in relation to the standards immanent
in their original intention: the intention, that is, which the created forms should correspond
to from the point of view of the author and his formative impulse in the course of the
creative process; it follows that they must not be judged in terms of their suitability for any
other external purpose that may seem relevant to the interpreter.301
Nevertheless, Betti does not argue that total objectivation is possible. Since the recognition or
the reconstruction of the past meaning requires the active participation of the interpreter, the task
of interpretation can never be regarded as finished and completed. This entails that “no
interpretation, however convincing it may seem at first, can force itself upon mankind as the
definitive one.”302
How is it possible, then, to integrate actively the past meaning into one’s intellectual horizon
and to re-cognize it (meaning) in its unalterable otherness at the same time? Betti seems to argue
that even though meaning is grasped in its significance for us, there remains an objective moment

by which meaning is differentiated from its significance. In this case, significance does not follow
the mere reconstruction of the author’s meaning as a secondary phase (as Hirsch argues), but must
establish a unity with it (meaning), which is differentiated within itself. For Betti, this internal
differentiation must allow the interpreter to contemplate the historical meaning in its otherness and
to enjoy its significance for his horizon.303
It now becomes clear how Betti applies the Schleiermacherian notion of discontinuity (the
unsurpassable otherness of the individual) within continuity (common nature, shared humanity) to
his distinction (discontinuity) between meaning and significance within the unity (continuity) of
an interpretation. Thus what he calls the autonomy of the object must be the basis of the internal
differentiation within this unity. Betti fears that if one identifies meaning with its significance, the
dialogue that should occur between the interpreter and the mind objectivated in his sources would
fail completely and turn into a mere monologue since textual meaning would lose its autonomy
and be affected by the prejudices of the interpreter.304
In his view, a real dialogue with the text is possible only if the partner is represented as the
unchangeable mind of an Other. Only in this way can what the other mind says be known to us
and exist independently of our prejudices. The main point here is that even if the present furthers
and stimulates the interest in understanding, “it has no place in the transposition of the ‘subjective
stance’.305 The present cannot mediate the past meaning. Out of this we can conclude that in Betti’s
view, the primary purpose of the dialogue must be only to ‘understand’ the other mind, but not to
come to an ‘agreement’ with it.
However, can there be a real unity of interpretation or dialogue if the main purpose is only to
recognize the mind of an Other in its unchangeable character? It is obvious that Betti does not
accept the agreement between the partners as the primary purpose of the dialogue since agreement
presupposes common ground (Sache). This would both put the author’s intention in a secondary
place with respect to subject matter, and reject the distinction between meaning and significance.
However, if Betti’s hermeneutics does not propose ‘subject matter’ as the common ground, does
not what he calls ‘dialogue’ have to result in monologue?
If the other mind is to be grasped always in its unchanging aspect, this means that it remains
indifferent to the particular situation of the interpreter. And, as Betti contends, if significance arises
simultaneously with the reconstructed meaning, then the interpreter must assume also that the
meaning reconstructed is valid for his particular situation. If this is the case, how can the interpreter
assume that the meaning reconstructed is valid for his own horizon when he is supposed to be
suspending his own pre-conceptions or prejudices? If the interpreter has to suspend his prejudices
in order to understand the other mind, do not his prejudices remain as untested (unquestioned)? If
this is so, when the interpreter assumes that the meaning reconstructed is valid for his situation, is
not his judgment for its validity based on his untested prejudices and thus becoming purely
subjective?
It seems that while avoiding subjectivism by distinguishing meaning from its significance
(i.e., by rejecting the mediation of the past meaning by the present context), Betti still falls victim
into subjectivism. For, in his view, the prejudices or fore-conceptions of the interpreter should not
come into contact with the meaning-full forms. Thus the question of whether or not what the other
mind says is valid for the particular context cannot in fact be shown on the basis of the text since
its validity (significance) can be determined only by the present context. Hence the distinction
between meaning and significance in Betti’s hermeneutics results in the distinction between
meaning and its truth. For that reason, what Betti calls ‘dialogue’ turns into ‘monologue.’ While

he wants to secure the objective meaning of the text, he, in fact, secures (i.e., makes unattainable)
the prejudices or the pre-conceptions of the interpreter.
Gadamer believes that the genuine dialogue (true interpretation) between the past and the
present takes place when we are truly aware of the unity of meaning and significance. The
distinction between meaning and significance is based on the subject-object dichotomy and ignores
the ontological structure of understanding. According to Gadamer, since understanding is always
an event and the basic characteristic of this event is its finitude, i.e., temporality (thus the ‘essence’
of Dasein is its historicity)306, “it is enough to say that we understand in a different way, if we
understand at all.”307 If this is the case, how can he bring together the difference of understanding
and the oneness of the text or work?
Dynamic Identity of the Text: Gadamer
Gadamer argues that it is a mistake to make the endless multiplicity of the different
understandings “a denial of the unshakable identity of the work.”308 In his view, the artwork is a
challenge for our understanding because over and over again it evades all our interpretations and
puts up an invincible resistance to being transformed into the identity of the concept. 309 If this is
the case, even though the identity of the text is constructed in a dialogue between the text and
interpretation310 it is, at the same time, both immanent and transcendent with respect to
interpretation.
Precisely because of its immanent and transcendent character, some critics see a close affinity
between Gadamer’s approach to textual identity and the Husserlian concept of ‘identity within
manifold’. In a contribution to the Gadamerian notion of identity, Sokolowski notes that “the
identity needs the manifold to be and to appear, but the identity never becomes simply one member
of the manifold of appearances” (italics mine).311 Accordingly, although a thing itself can appear
as the same thing again in a new appearance, it can never be isolated from its modes of appearance.
Hence, even if each interpretation intensifies the being of the text, text and interpretation never
coincide.312
Like Sokolowski, Wachterhauser too tries to show the affinities between Gadamer’s and
Husserl’s perspectives with respect to identity. However, he calls attention also to the difference
between them by remarking that while in Husserl’s thought perception always involves spatial
Abschattungen (which are of the same object for all perceivers, as constituted by the
transcendental ego), in Gadamer’s thought these Abschattungen are historical and cultural, thus
“the only sense of the ‘whole’ text we can have is one which is constituted subjectively by the
historical ego.”313
Therefore, Wachterhauser seems to think that, in Gadamer’s theory, what we call ‘textual
identity’ must be nothing else than the uniting idea in a particular (historical) interpretation.
However, since the conditions of the historical ego are changing, textual identity is collapsed into
its historical appearance (interpretation). Therefore, while Sokolowski thinks that in Gadamer’s
thought the difference between interpretations of the same text stems basically from the difference
between the identity and its aspects, Wachterhauser believes that for Gadamer the difference arises
from the discontinuity (i.e., lack of identity) between the different interpretations of the same text.
Thus, while Sokolowski accepts that in Gadamer’s thought ‘identity’ is the game of sameness and
difference, Wachterhauser considers only the ‘difference.’
In Wachterhauser’s reading of Gadamer, the being of the text disappears in the being of the
interpretation and thus the otherness of the text is covered up by the otherness of the interpretation.

From this perspective, the dialogue between the text (past) and interpretation (present) is destroyed
in subsuming the past under the present. However, does this reading do justice to Gadamer’s
approach to identity? When arguing that “whoever understands must understand differently if he
wants to understand at all,”314 does Gadamer in fact reduce the identity of the text to the difference
of understanding? What is the meaning of ‘difference’ in this argument? Does it refer to the
absence of identity and thus reveal the self-contradiction in the argument, as Hirsch contends?315
When we look at Gadamer’s argument based on his other contention that understanding is
essentially dialogical, we realize that the process of interpretation is not in fact from the present to
the past but from the past to the present, since every interpretation presupposes that the text has a
claim to truth, i.e., the text has something to say. In this context, Gadamer notes that “to understand
it [literature] does not mean primarily to reason one’s way back into the past, but to have a present
involvement in what is said.”316 This is to say that every text is turned toward others (i.e., future
situations).317 He puts it thus: “To be sure, everything that is fixed in writing refers back to what
was originally said, but it must equally as much look forward; for all that is said is always already
directed toward understanding and includes the other.”318
Accordingly, the problem of difference of understanding stems from how the truth-claim of a
text relates itself to the insurpassable otherness of the infinite nows (presents). We should note that
difference here refers not only to the otherness of the nature of a particular situation with respect
to the text’s horizon, but also to the ‘time distance’ between them. Thus the word difference
signifies both the spatial and temporal otherness of the other. At this point, the difficulty we are
trying to call attention to lies in the fact that if one presupposes the identity or the essence of
meaning as separate from the infinitely different (possible) situations within which it is to be
understood, one can easily fall victim to the metaphysics of presence which ignores the reality of
the difference between the situations. However, if one takes the reality of the difference between
the situations as one’s sole starting point, then, one falls victim to collapsing the identity of the
text into its appearance (difference). Thus radical relativism and possibly nihilism follows.
Precisely because of the need of avoiding both this kind of relativism and the metaphysics of
presence, Gadamer accepts that the present is already open toward the past by finding a way to let
the historical text speak to itself. What Gadamer means is this: the present does not stand over
against the past (text) as something which first reflects the otherness (difference) of the past to
itself (like the disagreement between the partners), but as something which tries to come to an
agreement with it.319 Owing to this fact, the text “presents itself only in connection with
interpretation and from the point of view of interpretation.”320 Nevertheless, since “the standpoint
that is beyond any standpoint, a standpoint from which we could conceive its [text’s] true identity,
is a pure illusion,”321 the otherness of the text reveals itself also as insurpassable. Therefore, there
is no total penetration into the otherness of the other.
We should note that ‘otherness’ in Gadamer’s thought does not mean alienation, as subjectobject ontology assumes, but refers to the inexhaustible potentiality of the other. Hence, though
Gadamer accepts with Hegel that in the experience of being involved with someone or with a text,
there is “a potentiality of being other” [Andersseins], he disagrees with Hegel, who accepts the
total overcoming the otherness of the other in the further process, because he (Gadamer) argues
that this potentiality “lies beyond every coming to agreement for being other.” 322 In this context,
Gadamer remarks also that “an agreement in understanding never means that difference is totally
overcome by identity. When one says that one has come to an understanding with someone about
something, this does not mean that one has absolutely the same position.”323

Therefore, Gadamer rejects the monistic position which seeks to find the identity of the text
in the total agreement of the interpretation with the text324 by ignoring the infinite potentiality of
the otherness of each side. Hence we realize that the problem of textual identity cannot be
understood without considering how the otherness of the past and present come to an agreement
without being overcome totally by the other side (i.e., the problem of the concrete universal). We
saw above that whenever the otherness between the past and the present is assumed to be known
prior to their interrelation, (which presupposes the subject-object schema), the contradiction of
taking ‘the alien as the familiar’ arises. As Gadamer shows, this is due to accepting a standpoint
which is beyond any standpoint.
Gadamer argues that every process of interpretation presupposes the recognition of the
otherness of the text ‘through’ its familiarity (significance). If this is the case, we can say that any
discussion on the problem of textual identity should take into account the dialectic between the
familiarity and otherness of the text. However, what does Gadamer mean by familiarity? If
familiarity is the condition for recognizing the otherness of the past, does it not become a
conditionless condition?
When taking the dialectic between ‘familiarity’ and ‘otherness’ of the text as his starting point,
Gadamer seems to appeal to Heidegger’s identity-thesis. Heidegger understands identity as the
relation of belonging together.325 As Stambaugh puts it, “what is new about this understanding of
identity as a relation is that the relation first determines the manner of being of what is to be related
and the how of this relation.”326 According to Heidegger, since man and Being belong together,
Being is present to man neither incidentally nor only on rare occasions. Being is present
and abides only as it concerns man through the claim it makes on him. For it is man, open
toward Being, who alone lets Being arrive as presence. Such becoming present needs the
openness of a clearing, and by this need remains appropriated to human being. This does
not at all mean that Being is posited first and only by man. On the contrary, the following
becomes clear: Man and Being are appropriated to each other. They belong to each other.
From this belonging to each other, which has not been thought out more closely, man and
Being have first received those determinations of essence by which man and being are
grasped metaphysically (italics mine).327
It seems that Heidegger’s notion of ‘belongingness’ takes the form of the dialectic between
familiarity and strangeness according to Gadamer. This dialectic reveals the fact that there is a
dissoluble tension between the interpreter and the text. The text never presents itself in its total
being, nor does it remain in its total strangeness. Like the interplay between light and darkness,
familiarity and strangeness presuppose each other. In this context, Gadamer remarks:
“Hermeneutics must start from the position that a person seeking to understand something has a
bond to the subject matter that comes into language through the traditionary text and has, or
acquires, a connection with the tradition from which the text speaks.”328 Precisely because of this
connection (familiarity), it is possible to turn toward the original manifestations of the text. 329
From this perspective, the infinite potentiality of the otherness of the text stays in its coveredness
(strangeness) behind its uncoveredness (familiarity) through tradition. This tension between
familiarity and strangeness reflects itself as the text’s belonging to a tradition and its being
distanciated from the interpreter. “The true locus of hermeneutics is this-in-between.”330
Thus in Gadamer’s thought, tradition as the basis of the familiarity of the text is the only
manner to listen to what the text says to us. This is to say that tradition is the only place where the

past text can reach (make claim to truth) to different situations and these can be open toward its
claim. Due to this fact, tradition is not a unity but reflects the plurality of the perspectives. In this
context, Gadamer notes:
We accept the fact that the subject presents different aspects of itself at different times or
from different standpoints. We accept the fact that these aspects do not simply cancel one
another out as research proceeds, but are like mutually exclusive conditions that exist by
themselves and combine only in us. Our historical consciousness is always filled with the
variety of voices in which the echo of the past is heard. Only in the multifariousness of
such voices does it exist: this constitutes the nature of the tradition in which we want to
share and have a part.331
Since the text “speaks to us in terms of the significance of its contents”332 and since “the
subject matter appears truly significant only when it is properly portrayed for us,” 333 tradition is
not a neutral conveyor of the variety of voices but the place where the mutual mediation of past
and present takes place.
Gadamer calls this mutual mediation of the past and the present application. Application in
Gadamer’s thought refers not to subsuming the past under the present or vice versa, but rather to
how past and present become what they are through an internal tension between them. To speak
metaphorically, application between past and present has the same tension as that between the seed
and the soil which become what they are (i.e., they reflect themselves in their originality,
otherness) as long as they belong together (i.e., they establish a unity). Thus, the continuity of their
belonging together in an original manner is the condition for the continuity of manifesting
themselves in an original way. Owing to this inseparability of meaning and significance
(application), the text is always in motion, i.e., the text has an essentially dynamic identity.
By ‘dynamic identity’ we refer basically to the continuity of the text’s claim to truth according
to ever changing horizons. However, with respect to the diversity of opinions and changing
approaches to truth, how is it possible to base the argument for textual identity on the continuity
of the text’s claim to truth? Does this argument lead to the conclusion that the text has to make
different truth-claims to different situations since the text can exist only in interpretation? If this is
so, how is it possible to recognize the inner connection between different truth-claims of the text
if we argue for textual identity? In order to clarify those questions, let us discuss first what
Gadamer understands by truth.

Chapter IV

The Problem of Truth

General Remarks
As Risser remarks, “it seems ironic that in a book entitled Truth and Method little is said in
the book itself about truth.”334 Similarly, Gadamer does not give an explicit account of the problem
of truth in his articles entitled “Truth in the Human Sciences,” and “What is Truth?”335 According
to Jean Grondin, the fact that Gadamer does not have a systematic theory of truth is essential to
the message of Truth and Method. An explicit theory of truth in its inevitable distance from the
concrete experience of truth would consolidate the methodological approach that hermeneutics
seeks to undermine.336
This approach is confirmed by Gadamer’s own remark that “throughout our investigation it
has emerged that the certainty achieved by using scientific methods does not suffice to guarantee
truth.” According to Gadamer, what the tool of method does not achieve “must—and really can—
be achieved by a discipline of questioning and inquiring, a discipline that guarantees truth.”337
Nevertheless, Bernstein argues that “it is extraordinarily misleading—and betrays his [Gadamer’s]
own best insights—to say that there is any discipline that ‘guarantees truth’.”338 Bernstein’s point
is that to appeal to the Sache, which is the basis of the discipline of questioning, is not sufficient
to clarify the concept of truth. “For the question can always be asked, When do we have a true
understanding of the thing (Sache) itself?”339
It seems that Bernstein’s argument presupposes the distinction between true understanding
and, as Schmidt puts it, the enlightening, i.e., the shining forth of the Sache.340 When Gadamer,
following Heidegger, argues that “Truth is unconcealedness,” or the shining forth of the Sache, is
this concept of truth not a sufficient condition for true understanding? In other words, can ‘truth’
as unconcealedness and ‘true’ understanding be separated from each other? Before trying to
understand Gadamer’s approach to this problem, since his notion of truth is Heideggerian, we
should first consider Heidegger’s treatment of the question of truth.
Heidegger’s Notion of Truth in Being and Time
Heidegger leads the traditional conception of truth as the agreement of knowledge with its
object back to “its unthought presuppositions.”341 Since what is demonstrated in the assertion is
solely “the Being-uncovered of the entity itself,” truth must be understood in terms of
disclosedness. Disclosedness refers primarily to the world’s disclosedness as the ground of the
uncoveredness of entities. According to Heidegger, the discovering of anything new is never done
on the basis of having something completely hidden, but takes its “departure rather from
uncoveredness in the mode of semblance.”342 This is to say that entities have, in a certain way,
been uncovered already, and yet they are still disguised. Since they are disguised, truth as
uncoveredness must always be captured from entities. Therefore, Dasein is both in the truth and in
untruth.
However, what does Heidegger mean when he asserts that “the way of uncovering is achieved
only in distinguishing between these [truth and untruth]”?343 How can we achieve discovering by
distinguishing truth from untruth? In this argument does not Heidegger accept that we have a fore-

conception of truth by which we distinguish between truth and untruth, and thus achieve
discovering? And if this is the case, does not new uncoveredness have a future by which it differs
from the fore-conception of truth?
In Heidegger’s hermeneutics, ‘fore-conception’ of truth refers both to the fact that
uncoveredness of beings is grounded in the ‘world’s disclosedness’ and to the basic characteristic
of Dasein as ‘uncovering.’ Precisely because of this fact, as Versényi puts it, in Heidegger’s
philosophy man and world can never be separated or even discussed in separation.344 Accordingly,
since Dasein exists as being-in-the-world, it is always already dwelling with some being, that is,
the uncoveredness of such beings is equiprimordial with the being of Dasein and its
disclosedness.345 Out of this inseparability between man and world, it follows that entities can
never be true in themselves; what makes them true is the fact that they enter into a relationship
with Dasein in terms of Being-discovering and Being-discovered. From this perspective,
Heidegger’s contention that “‘Dasein is in the truth’ states equiprimordially that ‘Dasein is in
untruth’” can be taken to mean that Dasein is always aware of the boundary where truth differs
from untruth. If this is the case, we can argue that just as we know that we are in truth since we
have a fore-conception of truth, so we know that we are in untruth since we have a fore-conception
of untruth.
However, this does not mean certainly that the fore-conception of truth is discrete from that
of untruth. But rather this distinction reflects only the inner tension between ‘disclosedness’ and
‘closedness’ in the concept of truth itself.346 For that reason, there is no total concealment and total
revealment but, as Pöggeler argues, “truth is a co-presence of unconcealment and concealment, a
process of instituting and withholding of ground.”347 Since truth enters always into a ‘limited
opening,’ to bring “something into the light is to cast an aspect of it into shadow.”348
At this point to maintain both that ‘truth is co-presence of unconcealment and concealment’
and that ‘untruth is coveredness’ seems to be puzzling. How can we explain that ‘untruth’ is both
‘closedness’ and ‘present’ at one and the same time? If untruth as coveredness is the absence of
truth as uncoveredness, how can absence be described as present? It seems that the argument for
the co-presence of truth and untruth cannot be restricted only to temporal co-existence, since it
presupposes that the presence of truth is not at the same level as that of untruth. If this is the case,
the co-presence of truth and untruth must be both temporal and spatial co-presence. In our view,
this spatio-temporal ‘co-presence’ of truth and untruth cannot be understood if we do not look at
it as manifesting the internal continuity between them.
From this perspective, we can argue that Dasein can uncover entities only by following this
inner continuity which takes its departure from the limited disclosedness of entities. Accordingly,
to follow the inner continuity is to suppose that untruth is also truth to be uncovered. To put it
another way, to be aware of untruth is to propose a future (or possible) truth. If, as Tugendhat
remarks, “disclosure is to be understood as an occurrence that is actively related to its opposite
closedness or concealment”349 there must be a circular relation between truth and untruth. Since
we take our “departure. . . from uncoveredness” we realize that “entities. . . are disguised,” but
insofar as we are aware of untruth we can snatch entities “out of their hiddenness.” 350 Since we
have a fore-conception of truth we approach entities in their hiddenness, and insofar as we
approach such entities in their hiddenness we can release their truth, i.e., uncover them.
However, if, since we have a fore-conception of truth, we snatch entities in their hiddenness,
how do we realize the difference between the fore-conception of truth and new discoveredness? In
other words, if Dasein is Being-uncovering, i.e., discovering is a process, how does Dasein
appreciate the new occurrence of truth? The significance of this question shows itself if we look

at it from the point of view of the internal tension or circular relation between truth and untruth.
Accordingly, is the new occurrence of truth only a different aspect of a vicious circle or, reversely,
is it a new manifestation which occurs in a circular process?
At this level we can say that if the act of uncovering is a process, then the uncoveredness of
anything new should introduce itself as a manifestation of this process. In other words, even if
uncoveredness is the truth itself, every new uncovering should transcend or widen the horizon of
the truth which has occurred before. If this is the case, the internal tension and the continuity
(circular relation) between truth and untruth should not be a vicious circle. This is because we have
a fore-conception of truth that we are faced with untruth and every new uncoveredness becomes a
fore-conception for further uncovering.
When Heidegger remarks that, through uncovering, entities become “accessible in themselves
to Dasein,”351 he refers to the fact that truth is grasping the originality of anything behind the
semblance or cover. In this context, he also argues that “Dasein should. . . defend it [that which
has already been uncovered] against semblance.”352 By this he means that Dasein should preserve
the originality of uncovering in discourse and language.
From this perspective, it can be argued that if every truth is finite, i.e., limited, and uncovering
is a process, then originality of uncoveredness refers to nothing else than the distinctive aspect and
uniqueness of a being uncovered. This is to say that since no discovering can be reduced to another
discovering and replaced by another truth, so every truth as discoveredness has its own feature,
scope and limit.353 Heidegger’s argument that “disclosedness is essentially factical” calls our
attention also to the limit and uniqueness of every occurrence of truth. Precisely because of this
fact, we refer to the original feature of disclosedness by means of different words. For instance,
when we associate the name ‘Newton’ with the ‘laws’ we not only mention that ‘Newton first
discovered them,’ but also, and more importantly, refer to the fact that the truth of these laws has
been preserved (or handed down to us) in the originality of its discoveredness. For that reason,
through language entities become accessible in their originality to Dasein.
However, the originality here should not be confused with the originating moment of
uncovering or with the way the author understood what he uncovered. The ‘originality’ refers to
the fact that the identity of the entity uncovered cannot be based on something else since the
distinctive aspects and features of the uncoveredness cannot be reduced to anything else. 354 Since
every uncoveredness is finite and thus a phase in the endless process of uncovering, discontinuity
or difference is intrinsic to the identity itself. To put it another way, identity is not something to
which different aspects can be reduced and thus with respect to which difference between the
aspects disappears. Rather since the continuity of uncovering is grasped in terms of the occurrence
of the discontinuities, identity and difference reflects the internal conflict between force and
resistance within the entity itself. While the intrinsic force is the basis of the revealment of an
entity, the intrinsic resistance to this force is the basis of the limited revealment. As indicated
above, we refer to this conflict when we argue that revealment is the revealment of the irreducible,
unique nature of each aspect of the entity. From this perspective, since there is a counterbalance
between intrinsic force and intrinsic resistance within the uncovered entity we perceive a unity (or
identity) as the continuity between its distinctive aspects or features.
In other words, identity reveals itself in the opposite but complementary functions of the
aspects of the entity. By opposite but complementary functions, we refer to the fact that though
every aspect (uncoveredness) has its own distinctive and irreducible nature, it becomes a step upon
which further uncoveredness can be based. Heidegger refers to this function by ‘fore-conception.’
From this perspective, the co-presence of coveredness and uncoveredness does not mean that what

is known previously becomes unknown when an entity reveals its new aspect. Rather, it means
that since every uncoveredness is original and irreducible to another uncoveredness, it cannot be
subsumed under one general concept which reflects the timeless identity of the entity.
From this perspective, coveredness or hiding itself does not necessarily mean that when one
aspect of the entity comes to the fore its other aspect is obscured. But it refers primarily to the fact
that the identity of the entity reveals itself always in a finite, limited way. Therefore, just as foreconception paves the way for further (new) uncoverings, so the new uncovering makes us
anticipate future uncoverings. Thus ‘hiding’ is not a total darkness behind the light (revealedness)
but reflects the infinite possibilities or the depth of the future which invites Dasein to itself. For
that reason, the temporality (finitude) of truth as uncoveredness refers also to the temporality
(historicity) of identity. In this sense, the identity carries with itself the determinacy of the present
(the said) and the indeterminacy of the future (the unsaid). In other words, the identity of a text
cannot be realized without anticipating the future.
If our analysis of Heidegger’s concept of truth and identity is correct, we can also say that the
metaphor of sudden lightening which Heidegger employs in order to characterize the unexpected,
surprising nature of truth must refer not only to the temporality (the suddenness of the moment) of
truth but also to the original and distinctive features of uncoveredness itself. This is so because, if
the every occurrence of truth as an interplay of the way in which Being sends itself and its
withdrawal were not the occurrence of the new uncoveredness in its originality (irreducibility) and
thus in its surprise character, it would be only a mere repetition of what occurred before. In this
case, since we would have been already in the same light, i.e., familiar with it, we could not even
recognizethe occurrence of the truth and the argument for sudden lightening would be an empty
one.355
How can one solve the puzzle of the relation between fore-conception and the surprise
character of truth? Since we have fore-conceptions, we can anticipate or project into the future and
thus uncover entities. However, on the other hand, we argue that every truth is distinctive and thus
surprises us.356 In this case, we accept that truth does not occur exactly in the way we anticipated.
It is beyond our control and always transcends our expectations. It reveals itself as the negation of
our previous conceptions in the sense that it always reflects the narrowness of our foreconceptions.
Thus the temporality of truth is also the recognition of the temporality of our knowledge.
Obviously this is to say that a fore-conception cannot mediate the new truth since the new truth
negates the mediation of fore-conception by reflecting its limit. Thus finiteness comes not only
from the limit of our historical horizon but also out of the originality of the new truth which limits
our fore-conception of truth. However paradoxical it may seem, it is precisely because of this fact
that truth occurs also as a self-grounding movement. Nevertheless, the problem of the gap (the
discontinuity) between the old truth (the fore-conception) and the new truth remains open.
We noted above that there is an internal tension between the fore-conception and the new
truth. What was indicated there is the fact that, to use Hegel’s objection to the Kantian distinction
between noumenon and phenomenon, to recognize the limit is already to have gone beyond it. This
is to say that every new uncoveredness reflects the limit of the old coveredness (fore-conception)
and thus makes it possible for us to go beyond this limit and to recognize itself. Therefore,
Heideggerian truth, to use Gadamer’s language, is the self-presentation of the thing itself.
However, can this approach account for the continuity and identity between the
discontinuities? If there is no mediation between the discontinuities, does not what we call

continuity refer only to the leaping over between them? Let us try to find out whether Gadamer’s
hermeneutics can provide an answer to this question.
The Temporality of the Experience of Truth: Gadamer
Gadamer seems to apply the Heideggerian notion of the surprise character of uncoveredness
to his own theory of the negativity of experience.357 Like Heidegger, he also starts from the unity
of world and man as the basis of the possibility to experience (recognize) the future truth. As can
be recalled, we referred to this fact above by saying that in Gadamer’s hermeneutics every
interpretation takes its starting point from familiarity. In this context, Gadamer remarks:
There is always a world already interpreted, already organized in its basic relations, into
which experience steps as something new, upsetting what has led our expectations and
undergoing reorganization itself in the upheaval. Misunderstanding and strangeness are not
the first factors, so that avoiding misunderstanding can be regarded as the specific task of
hermeneutics. Just the reverse is the case. Only the support of familiar and common
understanding makes possible the venture into the alien, the lifting up of something out of
the alien, and thus the broadening and enrichment of our own experience of the world.358
It seems that the word ‘alien’ above does not have any negative significance but rather
characterizes the resistance of the new experience to our previous experience (fore-conception or
prejudice). In other words, it reflects how our expectations are challenged by the new experience
which occurs in an unexpected way. We experience this challenge especially in the fact that the
new experience forces us to look at our old experiences in a new way. This is to say that it makes
us to grasp our previous (familiar) experience from a different perspective and thus to realize that
we are not completely familiar with it. Therefore, it is the power of new experiences to make our
previous experiences both old and new at one and the same time.
For this reason, “experience is always actually present only in the individual observation. It is
not known in a previous universality.”359 This means that the particularity of experience as the
manifestation of unique truth cannot be surpassed.360 In this case, how is it possible to argue both
that the particularity of experience is unsurpassable and that new experience negates and limits
previous experience (which makes it possible for us to expect new experiences in the first
place)?361 Does Gadamer fall victim to a contradiction by arguing both that every experience is
unique (unsurpassable) and that “the nature of experience is conceived in terms of something that
surpasses it”?362
It seems that the nature of this problem can be understood better if we look at the notion of
experience (Erfahrung) as the relation between universal and particular. If experience cannot be
known in a previous universality, this means that a new experience has its own unique (concrete)
characteristic which cannot be represented by the universal concept. Thus every new experience
forces us to look at the universal concept from the perspective it (new experience) opens up before
us. In this context, Gadamer remarks that we cannot have a new experience of any object at
random, “but it must be of such a nature that we gain better knowledge through it, not only of
itself, but of what we thought we knew before—i.e., of a universal.”363
Obviously this productive aspect of experience is also the heart of the notion of application.
Application is not the correct application of general principles (universal concepts) to the concrete
case. Rather our knowledge of the general principles is supplemented and even productively

determined by the individual case. Therefore, since the rule does not comprehend (surpass) the
concrete individuality, it is corrected by it.364
However, even though experience reflects itself in this unsurpassability it “implies an
orientation toward new experience.”365 Otherwise, since there could be a total fulfillment of the
universal concept by one experience, this would be the self-annihilation of the experience, a selfcontradiction. From this perspective, new experience shows not only the limit of the previous
experience and thus of our knowledge of the universal concept, but also limits itself by referring
to the possible experiences. Hence the surpassability of experience does not mean that the
difference between the experiences disappears by being subsumed under the universal concept but
rather refers only to the self-negation or self-limitation of experience. It is essentially historical.
In this context, Gadamer remarks that “experience in this sense belongs to the historical nature of
man.” In other words, genuine experience is experience of one’s own historicity.366
However, can the dialectic between self-limitation and openness within the experience of truth
provide the basis of historical continuity (identity) of a work of art? If openness to new experience
is openness to the experience of unexpected truth, this means there is a discontinuity between
different experiences of a work of art. In this case, does not what we call identity become only the
temporal identification (determination) of the work of art if it is experienced each time in an
unexpected way? Can we think of the identity of a text without a historical continuity between the
temporal determinations (discontinuities) of it?
Gadamer writes that it is precisely continuity that “every understanding of time has to achieve,
even when it is a question of the temporality of a work of art.”367 In his view, continuity should be
understood as the togetherness of the timelessness and temporality of aesthetic being. However,
by togetherness he does not mean co-existence. If it is understood to mean co-existence, the
historical interpretation would be secondary with respect to the essence of the text. In this case, it
is presupposed that there is a “real” text which is distinct from the way in which it is later
interpreted.368 Obviously this leads to the conclusion that, since the true being of the text cannot
be realized in its historical interpretations, there cannot be a true interpretation of it. What is called
‘interpretation’ could be only an approximate repetition (appearance) of the “real” text. We
indicated above that all intentionalist views which presuppose the timeless identity of the text as
distinct from its historical interpretations fall victim to this antithesis.
Precisely because of this fact, “togetherness” should be understood as the belonging of
timelessness to temporality. In this context, Gadamer remarks that “timelessness is primarily only
a dialectical feature which arises out of temporality and in contrast with it.”369 From this
perspective, Gadamer seems to put the problem of continuity as the problem of the
contemporaneity and presentness of a past text to every age. This is to say that the actual being of
a text cannot be detached from its interpretation and that only in this interpretation do “the unity
and identity of a structure emerge.”370
However, does not a paradoxical situation arise in this argument? How can the identity of the
text (structure) emerge in the unity of text and interpretation? Does not the occurrence of the
identity of the text refer to the split (difference) in this unity? If so, does not what Gadamer calls
unity become the unity of the identity and difference?
In order to understand the nature of this paradox, we should see first how the identity of a
structure emerges in the act of interpretation. Gadamer remarks that a structure is “one insofar as
it presents itself as a meaningful whole. It does not exist in itself, nor is it encountered in a
mediation (Vermittlung) accidental to it; rather, it acquires its proper being in being mediated.”371

Thus, even though a structure (meaningful whole) is dependent on being interpreted, it can be
repeatedly presented as such and its significance can be understood.
In this case, since what we called ‘unity’ is nothing else than the total mediation of a text by
its interpretation, the identity of the structure (meaningful whole) must be the “pure appearance”
of what is essential in the mediated text. Hence the real paradox is how what is essential can appear
in its ‘autonomy’ by depending totally on the interpretive conditions. In other words, how can the
ideality of the text appear in its reality in different conditions? It seems that what we called
‘paradox’ is generated from Gadamer’s attempt to show the unity of the ‘reality’ and ‘ideality’ of
textual meaning. Since what is ideal is real and what is real is ideal, to separate them is to
presuppose an antithesis between them.
Gadamer refers to the manifestation of the unity of the reality and ideality of meaning by his
phrase “transformation into structure.” The point he makes with this phrase is this: when a game
is played, a text is interpreted, or a piece of music is performed, what is played, interpreted, or
performed detaches itself from the representing activity of the players or performers so that it can
be intended or understood as play, text, or music. This is to say that text or play does not acquire
a definite meaning through the particular persons representing or interpreting it since, when the
text or play are represented, they are disguised. From this perspective, the more the representing
persons or their activity are disguised (i.e., transparent), the more the play or the text achieves
ideality, namely, comes to its own truth (reality). Hence Gadamer teaches us the fact that only by
total mediation it is possible to have a real access to the meaning of the text. Only by transformation
into structure is what is otherwise constantly hidden and withdrawn brought to light.372
Therefore, the being of the text is its self-realization, its sheer fulfillment. This means that the
identity of a text consists in there being something to “understand.” It asks to be understood in
what it “says.”373 Hence what Gadamer calls “total mediation” is nothing else than participation in
the meaning (being) of the text. Only by being participated, i.e., by being understood, can what is
meant (die Sache) disclose its world and identity.374 This means that participation requires the
recognition of what is essential in the text. At this point, it is to be noted that recognition does not
mean to recognize what is already known as essential in the same way. This would make
participation a mere repetition. Rather the word ‘recognition’ refers to discovering what is closed
(strange, unknown) through what is unclosed (familiar), and to separating what is essential from
the contingent or occasional situation.375
From this perspective, since the recognition of the identity of the text is nothing else than the
experience of truth of the text in its originality or irreducibility, it occurs in a circular movement.
The recognition of it (identity) always takes its starting point from the partial disclosedness
(familiarity, significance) which is grounded in tradition. Undoubtedly this partial disclosedness
is also the possibility of its being mediated by the present horizon. Hence mediation is not the
mediation of something totally alien on the present horizon, but rather refers to the continuity
between past and present (which is called the ‘happening of tradition’). This continuity of tradition
in the truth of the present horizon allows the interpreter to look at the meaning from a different
perspective and to uncover what is hidden otherwise. Therefore, textual identity reveals itself in
the continuity (mediation) of its truth-claim.
Since the experience of the truth of a text is constituted by a dialectic of self-limitation and
openness, the recognition of the ‘essential’ (i.e., identity) refers to the recognition of the timeless
in the temporal. Here one should not assume that the temporal disappears when the timeless is
recognized. Rather, temporality is the horizon within which what is timeless reveals itself in its
distinctive and original (concrete) aspect. However, since every distinctive aspect or originality

has the character of negative experience (i.e., the dialectic of self-limitation and openness), the
being of the timeless is not collapsed into its temporal realization.
The disappearance of the interpretation in the being of the text refers to the fact that what is
disclosed takes place in a closed world. However, this does not mean that the interpreter is simply
transformed into another world. Rather, since transformation into structure takes place through
total mediation or participation, the closed world is the common world between the text and the
interpreter. It is closed in the sense that it is self-fulfilling, i.e., it is a unity which has its telos
within itself. Therefore, the closedness of the disclosed world is the ‘self-limitation of truth.’ In
this sense, however paradoxical it may seem, truth is the closedness of the disclosed.
Thus, the closedness of truth does not mean that the identity or unity of the work is closed off
from the person who reads or is affected by it.376 Rather it implies that there is no radical separation
between the work of art and the person who experiences it, and “between the way the work is
realized and the identity of the work itself.”377 Since truth happens in a closed world, i.e., as a
meaningful whole in the mediation of the historical horizon of the interpreter, the work as such
speaks to the interpreter in an individual way as the same work, even in repeated and different
encounters with it.
However, the fact that the text speaks to the interpreter in an individual way is not the
destruction of the identity of the text since the closedness of the world can take place if and only
if the autonomy of meaning is recognized, i.e., if the text is understood in its claim to truth. Hence
what we called the unity of the identity and difference can be taken to mean that there is a free
space in this closed world which allows the interpreter to recognize the autonomy of meaning. As
noted above, Gadamer calls this free space “aesthetic distance.”378 From this perspective, to use
the phrase ‘difference within the unity’ seems to be more appropriate for describing ‘hermeneutic
identity’ than the phrase ‘unity of identity and difference.’379
However, aesthetic distance should not be restricted to the spatial distance. We remarked
above that genuine experience belongs to the historical nature of man. In other words, genuine
experience is experience of one’s own historicity. What Gadamer indicates is the fact that
participation is a condition for self-knowledge. Just as the being of the text comes to its own truth
in terms of being mediated by the historical horizon of the interpreter, so the being of the interpreter
comes to its own truth (self-knowledge) through the experience of meaning. Nevertheless, selfknowledge does not mean that one is in full awareness of oneself. Rather, as Gadamer expresses
it, one’s being is more than one’s consciousness of it. This is because self-consciousness is bound
up with the historicity of experience of truth.
The priority of the ‘relation’ over against its relational members—the I who understands and
that which is understood—in Heidegger seems to lie behind this argument. Accordingly, “the selfunderstanding only realizes itself in the understanding of a subject matter and does not have the
character of a free self-realization. The self that we are does not possess itself; one could say that
it “happens.”380 Hence to understand a text is to come to understand oneself in a kind of dialogue.
Gadamer argues that this contention is confirmed by the fact that the concrete dealing with the text
yields understanding only when what is said in the text begins to find expression in the interpreter’s
own language. “Interpretation belongs to the essential unity of understanding.”381
Therefore, aesthetic distance reflects also the happening of self-consciousness. We indicated
this situation when discussing the role of ‘otherness’ in the occurrence of textual identity and in
application. We mentioned that since the otherness of the text cannot be subsumed under the
otherness of the interpretive condition and vice versa, textual identity is bound up with variation
and difference. However, if, only through mediation, text and the interpreter come to their own

truth, this means that otherness happens in the process of mediation, and not at the outset. Hence,
understanding involves a moment of “loss of self.” Gadamer puts this as follows: “One must lose
oneself in order to find oneself. . . one never knows in advance what one will find oneself to be.”382
Obviously, this is not to say that understanding takes place in a totally unconscious way.
Rather, as Gadamer emphasizes, “understanding includes a reflective dimension from the very
beginning.” In this case, what Gadamer implies is the fact that the reflective dimension has no
privileged standpoint apart from the temporal experience of the truth of the text. Through the
reflective dimension, we can bring to light what is hidden in our experience of the meaning and
thus realize the unsurpassable otherness of the text and of ourselves. Hence aesthetic distance must
be the reflective dimension of our understanding. In this context, Gadamer notes that “every work
leaves the person who responds to it a certain leeway, a space to be filled in by himself.” 383
Therefore, we realize that the problem of truth and textual identity can be approached both
from the perspective of ‘identity within difference’ and from that of ‘difference within identity.’
Accordingly, while the phrase ‘identity within difference’ refers to the problem of how the identity
of the text can be represented by different interpretations in different historical eras, the phrase
‘difference within identity’ reflects the problem of how textual identity is realized in each
interpretation. Hence, while the former calls attention to the historical ‘continuity’ of meaning in
general, the latter focuses on how this continuity takes place in the mediation of each ‘particular
situation.’
We noted above that Gadamer approaches the problem of continuity primarily as the problem
of contemporaneity or the presentness of the past text to every age. He taught us that total
mediation is the basis of the contemporaneity of the past text. Thus he indicates that the continuity
of the mediation is the possibility of the historical continuity of meaning. Since every mediation
happens on the basis of previous disclosedness (familiarity) which is tradition, contemporaneity
of meaning is not a mere connection between two totally distinct historical moments as
intentionalists and objectivists assume. Rather a text brings with itself the historical continuity of
its effects (disclosedness, significance), namely, a text is encountered on the basis of the history of
its effects.
However, even though this approach can account for the appearance of textual identity in
different historical moments, the problem of how the text can be identified in its self-sameness
among different interpretations still remains open. If, as Gadamer argues, the experience of truth
occurs in an unexpected way, i.e., the text must be understood differently if it is to be understood
at all, this means that the direction given by the text always changes. We learned from him also
that this change of direction stems not only from the infinite possibility (inexhaustibility) of the
text, but also from the difference or distance between the historical moments. Hence, since every
difference as the concrete reality is unsurpassable, it allows the interpreter to look at the past
meaning from the horizon it opens up before him. Therefore, difference is the basis of the
productivity of interpretation.
From this perspective, he maintains that there is no identity which lies behind every different
interpretation so that every interpretation stands in a secondary place with respect to it. Rather,
identity exists “in” each different interpretation. If this is the case, does not Gadamer presuppose
that ‘difference’ is not a ‘disconnection’ or ‘total discontinuity’, but somehow includes an inner
continuity with others?
Historical Continuity of the Mediations of the Text

It seems that our task is to show how different interpretations of the same text can have an
inner relation with each other if we want to argue for the historical continuity of the mediations of
the text. However, if, as Heidegger and Gadamer argue, ‘relation’ is prior to its relational members,
namely, to be in historical relation to each other is their mode of being, this means that the historical
continuity (or as Gadamer puts it, hermeneutic identity)384 cannot be shown by taking different
interpretations as ‘distinct’ entities to be related.
Nevertheless, if a text can exist only in its interpretations, historical continuity of meaning
cannot be viewed as the mere ‘relation’ between different interpretations either. Otherwise, to
focus on ‘relation’ itself already would presuppose that ‘relation’ itself can be viewed as a discrete
entity and thus could fall victim into a fallacy.
If this is the case, the ‘relation’ is not an object of investigation but must be the ‘experience’
of how a new interpretation arises on the basis of previous interpretations. In other words, the
problem of historical continuity is the problem of transition between different interpretations.
However, we are not arguing that a new interpretation is only the interpretation of previous
interpretations. This could be a third remove from the reality, given that the text itself is the
interpretation of reality and thus the interpretation of the text is the interpretation of the
interpretation. What we are saying is the fact that, since the meaning of the text is grasped in its
pointing in a certain direction, the interpretation points in the same direction. Therefore, all
interpretation comes to share in the being of the text. In this context, Gadamer remarks that
“interpretation seems to be a genuine determination of existence.”385
At this point, we should note that this argument (that interpretation points in the same
direction) does not contradict the previous one that the direction given by the text always changes.
Every interpretation brings the meaning of the text to light from a different perspective since
interpretation does not start from zero (total darkness) but takes its start from the truth (light) of its
own horizon which is effected by history. This means that the light of the present horizon gets
sourced out of history. Hence ‘present’ makes its difference not by separating (disconnecting) itself
from the past, but by presenting its source in its new dimension. Thus, “all relations appear to be
ordered in another way and to be joined to new forms.”386
Therefore, text and interpretation become what they are by pointing always in a new direction.
This is what makes the past text present to every age and what makes an interpretation different
from the other interpretations of the same text. Otherwise, the text could not be differentiated from
its previous (old) interpretations, and interpretations could be mere repetitions of what was already
said and thus could not be what they are. From this perspective, however paradoxical it may seem,
the text reveals its own being if it is presented in different interpretations. If there is no difference
between the interpretations, this means that the text has acquired durability by resting completely
in itself, i.e., by being separated from the truth of the present horizon. In this respect, to talk about
the historical continuity of the text would be meaningless, since to approach the text in its
changeless meaning is already to presuppose a radical discontinuity between past and present in
the sense that the past text is lifeless. It is not able to say something new since it is indifferent to
the different (changing) situations.
In fact, Gadamer accepts this kind of radical discontinuity in the sense that some texts can
cease to make a claim to truth, i.e., no longer be able to fulfill their tasks. For instance, some
ancient literary forms have lost their function today. Hence their renewal is no longer possible or
is only possible in the form of parody. Out of this he draws the conclusion that “not everything is
possible at all times. And does not the truth of art lie in this?”387

It seems that Gadamer calls our attention to the nature of the historical continuity of meaning
with respect to radical discontinuity (the temporality of truth). He seems to say that the temporality
of truth is the truth of temporality. In other words, since the being of the text presents itself in the
horizon of time, the content of time is determined by the being of the text. Therefore, the
disappearance of the text, i.e., its ceasing to make a claim to truth, is the beginning of a new
perspective on truth.
From this perspective, time or temporality is not something which measures the truth of the
text or is something measured by it—this would indicate the independence of time from what is
supposed to be measured or measures it, and thus time would be essentially empty—but rather is
something which is experienced in this transition. In this context, Gadamer remarks:
The transition of which we speak is not the same as the ‘now’ that couples together what
has preceded and what is to come, while it itself does not endure. It is in another sense that
being-in-transition in a strange way simultaneously causes separation and conjunction:
transition appears as the true being of time in the sense that everything is in it at the same
time such that past and future are together. Whereas the uniform passing of time is a
constant flux. It is clear that the experience of transition does not mean such a simple
passing of time. It means rather, a definite-indefinite being, which in the experiences of
departing and beginning brings the flow of time to a standstill.388
Hence transition, or the experience of time, takes place when the negativity of experience
happens.389 In other words, transition as the intermediate position establishes the distinction
between what is past and what is to come and at the same time establishes the union of both. In
this case, the problem of the continuity of the text as transition takes the form of the problem of
“how one is freed for the new by departing from the old.”390
Undoubtedly, the departure from the old does not mean necessarily the departure from the old
text which ceased to make a claim to truth, but can be also the departure from the old interpretation
(or, to use Kuhn’s favorite expression, paradigm). In other words, discontinuity can be observed
even on the interpretations of the ‘same’ text. For instance, in the history of the interpretations of
Qur’an, we observe a radical discontinuity in the case of Zâhirî (literal) interpretation.391 No doubt,
the discontinuity in a definite paradigm or in a certain model of interpretation does not mean that
text becomes obsolete. Rather, it is most likely that the truth of the text impinges in the new or
different interpretation.
In this case, how can the arrival of a new perspective or interpretation be experienced? Does
the acceptance of one model of interpretation obsolete and the other model true (or new) depend
on arbitrary decision? If so, this means that there cannot be a real historical continuity between
different interpretations of the same text. We saw that Hirsch’s argument that “interpretation is
primarily a matter of choice” involves this kind of discontinuity. After leading to this nihilistic
conclusion, he also argues that the author’s intention should be the basis of textual identity.
Therefore, he tries to solve one kind of discontinuity with another kind of discontinuity (in the
sense of lifeless meaning as we discussed above).
If this is the case, how can we show that the discontinuity of interpretation, i.e., the transition
between the interpretations, does not depend on an arbitrary decision but rather is generated out of
the historicity of meaning (the being) of the text? In other words, how can we show that
discontinuity is the mode of being of the text renewing itself in different conditions, and thus the
transition is not empty but is rather fulfilled by the experience of the text itself?

We saw above that for Gadamer, the word ‘transition’ does not mean the dialectical mediation
of the old and the new, as the word ‘now’ means in Greek ontology. From this ontology, “if one
looks to the old that passes away, the process looks like a downfall. If one looks to the new that
arises, the same process looks like an evolution, a genesis, a beginning.”392 However, the transition
between the different interpretations is certainly more than this dual relativity and two-sidedness.
This perspective accepts time as cyclical and has nothing to do with the real uncertainty and the
open infinity of the event itself. However, we learnt from Gadamer that the determinacy of
meaning cannot be separated from the infinite potentiality of the text. Hence every interpretation
as the historical determination of the text signifies the infinite potentiality of the text behind it.
This means that the past text which is determined in the present interpretation opens itself to the
future.
From this perspective, the problem of the historical continuity of the text seems to be the
problem of how the transition from the determinacy of meaning pointing in a certain direction in
the mediation of interpretation to the infinite potentiality of the text takes place. In other words, it
is the problem of moving from what is said to the unsaid. At this point, Gadamer seems to argue
that the insight into what is said (i.e., the past interpretation) gives its own existence to both the
past and the new interpretation which is supposed to follow the former. To put it another way,
precisely because the insight into the past interpretation paves the way for the existence of new or
different interpretations, the former is dissolved in the being of the latter.
Obviously, this does not mean that the past interpretation is forgotten or disappears, but that
it is recollected in its dissolution in the new interpretation. From this fact, the question we asked
above, “how is one freed for the new by departing from the old?” can be answered as follows:
Only by having insight into the infinite potentiality of the text behind the old interpretation, can
one be freed for the new by departing from it. However, as remarked above, departing from the
old interpretation is not to abandon or neglect it but rather, by following the direction given by it,
to go beyond it. If this is the case, we can say that the being of the text invites new interpretations
of itself through old interpretations. This means that new interpretations can mediate a text only
through old interpretations. Therefore, the difference between the interpretations takes place not
through disconnection but through the dissolution of the previous in the being of the new when the
text is mediated in its distinctive aspect.
It seems that, according to Gadamer, our knowing or coming to awareness of what is said in
the text through old interpretations is not a representation of it from the standpoint of the new, but
“such knowledge is itself a happening, is itself history.”393 This means that what we call new
interpretation happens as an event when something encounters us within the tradition in such a
way that we understand it. Therefore, the historical continuity of the text takes place when we
understand that which is given to us in the text (tradition) as addressing us (ansprechend) and
engaging us (angehend).394 From this perspective, what we called discontinuity is already the event
of understanding the continuity of the engaging power of the truth of the past text. In other words,
discontinuity is nothing else than a phase in a communicative event within a historical horizon.
Hence discontinuity contains continuity within itself owing to the fact that the past cannot be
a mere object for our representational thinking. When we are engaged with the truth of the past
text, the past reveals itself by opening up a new dimension before us. We realize that the continuity
of uncovering the past (i.e., its truth) is already projecting into the future. In this sense, pastpresent-future are only the different modes of the historical unity of man with his world. As
Gadamer says, in every event of understanding past and future are brought together and separated

at the same time. This is the meaning of the continuity within the discontinuity, the timeless within
the temporal, the identity within the difference.
From this perspective, we are better able to realize what Gadamer means when he says that
understanding includes a reflective dimension from the very beginning. To be conscious of the
historical unity of man and world, that is, to be aware of the historical belonging of understanding
to the being of that which is understood, is itself already differentiation. In other words,
differentiation is the mode of being of the historical unity of consciousness and being of the text.
Gadamer calls this ‘insight’ into unity and differentiation “historically effected (operative)
consciousness” (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewußtsein). As he himself notes, this is a somewhat
ambiguous expression. “This ambiguity is that it is used to mean at once the consciousness effected
in the course of history and determined by history, and the very consciousness of being thus
effected and determined.”395 Therefore, since our consciousness is determined by real events rather
than “left on its own to float free over against the past” to produce within ourselves the
consciousness of this determination is an historical event itself.396
The point behind this perspective is this: since the text engages us with its truth and thus is
mediated by its interpretation, and since every interpretation as the furthering of the truth of the
text becomes the link in a forward-rolling chain397 in this historical continuity, the truth of the text
is disseminated through its interpretations. Therefore, each interpretation determines the following
interpretation by being dissolved in it. As can be recalled, Gadamer refers to this fact with his
expression “history of effect” (Wirkungsgeschichte). He calls the content of this history of effect
‘tradition’.398
Certainly, in this respect, tradition as the content of the history of the effecting of the text
contains a repetition. But, as Gadamer remarks, even though the same text is repeated (identified),
since its truth is furthered in each interpretation, it is not the repetition of the same aspect of the
text. In this context, Hirsch’s charging Gadamer with falling into self-contradiction when he argues
that Gadamer maintains both that the meaning of text is identifiable and repeatable, and that
repetition does not refer back to the originary moment in which a text was said or written stems
from his missing this point. Hirsch’s other criticism that Gadamer’s concept of tradition leads to
the conclusion that the reader who follows the path of tradition is more nearly right than the reader
who leaves this path fails to see that to be in tradition is not a matter of choice.
However, this does not mean that the interpreter is in a closed circle or horizon. When
Gadamer accepts that tradition is not something which happened once and for all, but is a
happening itself, he refers to the fact that the horizon of the interpreter is always moving. As noted
above, every new interpretation takes place by means of an insight into the past text through its
old interpretations. This indicates both that the attempt to reconstruct the originating moment of
the historical text is a futile task and that the previous aspects of the text, which were uncovered
by the old interpretations, are dissolved in the new one.
Manfred Frank’s and Philippe Forget’s argument that Gadamer proposes a super subject or
collective subject who can collect whole tradition within his own experience cannot be held. This
would reduce the negativity of hermeneutical experience (historicity of understanding) to an empty
word. Gadamer rejects this argument by remarking that “I am in no way putting forward a
collective subject. Rather, ‘tradition’ is simply the collective name for each individual text (text in
the widest sense, which would include a picture, an architectural work, even a natural event.)”399
We can understand what Gadamer means by this if we consider it from the perspective of his
favorite expression “fusion of horizons” (Horizontenverschmelzung). To fuse horizons is not in
fact to merge two distinct horizons so that we could reach a third horizon including the two

previous ones within itself. This would be merely an appropriation of a Hegelian dialectic of thesisantithesis-synthesis and lead to the conclusion that Gadamer proposes a super subject. In this
context, he maintains that “when I speak in my own work of the necessity for the horizon of one
person and the horizon of another to merge into one for any understanding between them to take
place, I am not referring to an abiding and identifiable ‘one’ [Eines], but just to what takes place
in conversation as it goes along.”400
Fusion of horizons does not also propose that the interpreter first transposes himself into the
situation of the past so that he can acquire the right historical horizon and what he is trying to
understand can be seen in its true dimensions. As can be recalled, this is what Hirsch and other
intentionalists and historical reconstructionists suggest. Gadamer remarks that in this case, since
the person who tries to understand the past has, as it were, stopped trying to reach an agreement,
he himself cannot be reached. “By factoring the other person’s standpoint into what he is claiming
to say, we are making our own standpoint safely unattainable.”401 Obviously, this perspective
makes what is only a means an end in the sense that instead of understanding the truth-claim of a
text, it stops in reconstructing the past horizon. Thus it forces the text to abandon its claim to be
saying something true.
What Gadamer means by the fusion of horizons can be put as follows. We saw above that
consciousness of being affected by history is primarily consciousness of the hermeneutical
situation. This means that we are not standing outside it and hence are unable to have any objective
knowledge of it. Thus all self-knowledge arises from what is historically pregiven, which “both
prescribes and limits every possibility for understanding any tradition whatsoever in its historical
alterity.”402
As we can see, Gadamer’s account leads to the conclusion that there is a dialectical relation
between what is historically pregiven and self-knowledge. What is historically pregiven both
provides us with a connection to the past and limits our field of vision (horizon) at the same time.
Thus horizon, or hermeneutic situation (“world” in Heidegger), is closed (limited) disclosedness
(openness).403 We referred to this dialectic above when we remarked that old interpretations
determine new ones by being dissolved in them. Precisely because of this dialectic of opening and
limitation, the fusion does not result in the vertical movement (higher universality) of synthesis
taking its departure from the horizontal (historical) relation of thesis and antithesis as proposed by
Hegelian dialectic. Rather, it is Herder’s notion of the “link in a forward-rolling chain” which can
describe better the Gadamerian dialectic of opening and limitation.
In this case, the fusion takes place when
a truly historical consciousness sees its own present in such a way that it sees itself, as well
as the historically other, within the right relationships. . . Thus it is constantly necessary to
guard against overhastily assimilating the past to our own expectations of meaning. Only
then we can listen to tradition in a way that permits it to make its own meaning heard.404
What Gadamer is talking about is the process of the reciprocal foregrounding of the past from
the present and of the present from the past. This indicates that the present horizon does not consist
of a fixed set of opinions and valuations so that “the otherness of the past can be foregrounded
from it as from a fixed ground.”405 Rather, since the horizon of the present cannot be formed
without the past, there can be no isolated horizon for it. In this case, there is only an internal tension
between the text and the present in a single horizon. Gadamer notes that the hermeneutic task

consists not in covering up this tension by attempting a naïve assimilation of the two but in
consciously bringing it out.406
Accordingly, to fuse horizons is to project the historical horizon and to supersede it
simultaneously in the sense of coming to an agreement with its truth. Therefore, the process of
fusion takes place as follows: on the common ground, which is the pregivenness of the subject
matter (Sache), the past and the present horizons are projected in their otherness and are brought
together precisely because of the engaging power of the truth of the subject matter.407
However, since in every projection of otherness between the text and the present within this
pregiven unity (common ground), each side is put at risk in terms of another, a new (unexpected)
perspective to subject matter is attained and thus the new unity between them is not the mere
repetition or copy of the previous unity. And since this new unity is differentiated within itself due
to the projection of the otherness between the past and the present, it becomes a previous (pregiven)
unity for the following unity, and so on.408 Hence the fusion of horizons is the constant dialectical
relation of togetherness (unity) and otherness (difference) of the past and the present on the basis
of subject matter.409
Here one should not assume that this account abandons the future. Rather, as noted above,
since the projection of the past horizon brings to light something which was not known before
(unexpected truth), every fusion implies that a new possibility is opened up toward the future. In
this sense, the projection into the past truth is the projection into the future and the fusion is the
productive aspect of understanding. We can understand the following well-known passage from
this perspective:
When science expands into a total technocracy and thus brings on the “cosmic night” of
the “forgetfulness of being,” the nihilism that Nietzsche prophesied, then may one not gaze
at the last fading light of the sun setting in the evening sky, instead of turning around to
look for the first shimmer of its return?410
It is clear that the fusion of horizons describes how the transition from the past to the future
through the present takes place. It also shows that the identity of the text is not to be understood
as the constant reconstruction of an author’s horizon, but rather as the historical continuity of the
textual meaning (its claim to truth) through the constant mediation of the past and the present.
Since the textual identity cannot be differentiated from the way the meaning is presented, Gadamer
does not seem to differentiate the truth of the text from the true understanding of it.
Undoubtedly, this is to say that the true (correct) interpretation is the one which disappears in
the self-presentation of the subject matter.411 To separate them is to fall into a subject-object
ontology as we saw in the case of aesthetic differentiation. Therefore, according to Gadamer,
‘correctness’ of the interpretation cannot be the aim since it is to miss the point by confusing the
means (correctness, the disappearance of the interpretation) with the goal (the truth claim or selfpresentation of the text). Hence, in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, the canonization of any interpretation
does not have any legitimate place.412 However, with respect to diversity of interpretations of the
same text, is the question of the ‘correctness’ of any interpretation an illegitimate one?
At this point, Gadamer could reply to us by asking the question: do we not have a preunderstanding of the meaning of the ‘correctness’ of an interpretation? If so, how could one accept
the conditional as if it were unconditional, and thus determine or validate an interpretation through
it? This shows that even the determination of the meaning of ‘correct interpretation’ and, if any
criterion for correct interpretation is maintained, the application of this criterion will be subject to

interpretation.413 This means that since a possible criterion for correct interpretation is already
dependent on the primordial (interpretive) relation between man and his world, it will be historical
and tradition-bound. However, does this rejection of the timeless (fixed) criterion lead to a radical
relativism and arbitrariness (or subjectivism) in the act of interpretation?
Subject Matter (Sache) as the Transcendental Ground
As indicated repeatedly, one of the essential points Gadamer makes is the insoluble dialectical
relation between the autonomy of the text and the mediation of the text by different conditions.
This dialectic reflects itself in the fact that meaning is both immanent and transcendent to each
interpretive condition.
Undoubtedly, in this perspective a sort of relativism arises if one emphasizes the irreducibility
of each interpretive (concrete) condition. However, if we look at the relation between text and
interpretive context from another side, we realize that a particular context can make its difference
through its content (unexpected truth). Otherwise, it could be an ‘empty,’ i.e., ‘unfulfilled,’
context. Precisely because of this fact, giving priority to the ‘context’ with respect to the ‘content’
or vice versa is responsible for creating false relativism. We noticed this in the case of Hirsch’s
intentionalism which makes the present relative to the past and results in subsuming the former
under the latter. And in the case of the deconstructionism of Derrida, the past is subsumed under
the present. Therefore, the real danger of relativism which Gadamer tries to avoid takes place when
the past or the present is subsumed under the other.
From this perspective, if one has to see a relativism in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, it can only
be the mutual relativity (dependence) of content and context to each other. 414 Nevertheless, this
does not mean that the content is dependent on only ‘one particular context.’ Otherwise, there
could arise a solipsism in the sense that the content could not be known with respect to everchanging contexts. However, since a context can be known through its content, this means that if
the content were restricted to a particular context, this particular context could not be known either.
Therefore, the knowability of content and context is only possible if the context is always
changing.
Can we conclude from this with Hirsch that the ‘content’ (the author’s intention) is totally
independent of the changing context?415 If this were so, since the ever-changing contexts would
be only the external conveyors of the content, there could not be genuine difference and change
between contexts. Therefore, the indifference of the content with respect to the changing contexts
leads to the conclusion that the changing contexts are in fact indifferent to each other in the sense
that they do not have their original characteristics, given that the ‘context’ becomes what it is
through its content.
Hence, Hirsch’s argument for the total independence of the content results in the ‘radical’
semantic autonomy which he rejects. Moreover, if the context, according to Hirsch, is indifferent
to its content (the author’s intention), how can the author’s context determine textual meaning for
all times? Is not to argue both that the context of the author determines meaning at all, and that
other contexts stay indifferent to it, a contradiction? It is clear that Hirsch falls into this
contradiction owing to his presupposition that if the author’s context does not determine content,
then that of the interpreter will.
This means that the meaning will be re-determined in each context differently. Therefore,
Hirsch finds himself accepting two extreme arguments, ‘the total determinacy of meaning by the

author’s context’ and ‘the total independence of the meaning of the other contexts’ at the same
time.
However, as Hirsch fears, does the rejection of the total independency of the content from its
changing context lead in fact to the formidable conclusion that the content is re-determined in
different context from start? However, if this were the case, there could arise a radical discontinuity
and solipsism since the previous context and content could not be known as shown above.
Therefore, an absolute relativism (or subjectivism) which paradoxically accepts the self-certainty
and absoluteness of the present context is self-destroying since the internal continuity with, and
the dependence on, the previous contexts is rejected.
In this case, Hirsch’s intentionalism, which makes the changing contexts indifferent and thus
relative to the author’s context, seems to result just into another form of radical discontinuity of
meaning and absolute relativism. We saw before that his attempt to provide a continuity between
past meaning and changing contexts in terms of meaning’s relation (significance) to them results
in subsuming them and making them relative to the past. Hence, Hirsch fails to overcome the
relativism which he totally rejects.
Accordingly, the solution for the problem of relativism should not be looked for in the
‘absoluteness’ of the past or the present since either route leads to different forms of relativism.
The possible solution should base the effect and change relation (or mutual dependency) of the
present content (meaning) and context on its internal continuity (or mutual dependency) with the
previous historical contexts.
From this perspective, Margolis’ ‘robust’ (substantive) or moderate relativism does not seem
to be satisfactory. Robust relativism “entails that there be certain minimal constraints—in terms of
what is simply true and false—that relativistic judgments must accommodate.”416 Therefore,
Margolis distinguishes ‘descriptions’ of the literary work which are simply ‘true’ or ‘false’ from
the critical interpretations which provide an explanatory context with descriptions. Descriptions
are of the necessary substratum, or the properties, of the literary work which corresponds to the
‘facts’ in scientific theories. In this case, critical interpretations are like scientific theories whose
truth cannot be demonstrated.
This is because, according to Margolis, interpretations contribute toward the work by
extending it beyond those core descriptions of its undeniable properties. This never-ending
interpretive productivity takes its start always from the interpreter’s cultural or historical point of
view. This means, however, that since the properties of the work are approached from changing
cultural views, in each perspective they can support or justify different interpretations.
This leads to the conclusion that interpretations cannot be referred to ultimately by the relative
terms ‘true’ or ‘false,’ since this disregards the contributions or the imputations of different cultural
aspects into the work, but by the terms ‘plausible’ or ‘implausible.’ According to Margolis, the
criteria outlined for critical plausibility entail (1) compatibility with the describable features of
given art works and (2) “conformability with relativised canons of interpretation that themselves
fall within the tolerance of an historically continuous tradition of interpretation.”417
Hence, incompatible interpretations of the same text can be plausible at the same time relative
to a certain body of evidence while they cannot be true at the same time. The point is that the
nature (or the properties) of the art work cannot justify interpretive judgments passed on the model
of truth and falsity while they allow judgments on the model of plausibility or implausibility.
It seems that for Margolis the important thing is not aiming at canonical or exclusive
interpretations, which in the final analysis cannot be justified, but at the acceptable interpretations
which recognize their own historical and cultural relativity. Nevertheless, when accepting the

substratum as what is simply true and false of the text, to which relativistic judgments must
accommodate themselves, he seems to presuppose that the substratum is what is objectively given
to us, i.e., that the properties of the text speak for themselves. However, since they remain to be
explained by our culturally conditioned interpretive models, they are mute at the same time.
Obviously, this is to say that the text is always neutral or indifferent to the ever-changing contexts.
It is essentially lifeless in the sense that it has no claim to truth for a particular interpreter.
Therefore, in Margolis’ hermeneutics, interpretation seems to be only an intellectual activity
which does not result in (existential) self-understanding. This is because the task of the interpreter,
in his view, seems to accommodate his cultural perspective to the properties of the text. This shows
that the interpreter is, paradoxically, self-certain about his own relative perspective, i.e., he chooses
a certain set of interpretive concepts to be ‘applied’ before the performance of interpreting. Hence,
the historical continuity of the text is not dependent on the historical effect or engaging power of
the text, but rather, on the choice of the interpretive models. Obviously, this is a discontinuity in
the sense that there is no common ground between text and interpreter.
In our view, the given properties of the text cannot establish a common ground since they are
indifferent to the interpreter. Thus, the interpretive activity, in Margolis’ hermeneutics, seems to
start from a subject-object schema and ends up with relative explanation. It seems that the
superiority of Gadamer’s hermeneutics to the other models of interpretation, which we have
discussed before, lies in its calling attention to the fact that the past text is recognized primarily in
its claim to the truth which challenges our prejudices (pre-conception of truth). This refers to the
fact that even though the common ground (Sache) addresses each particular horizon in a particular
way, it cannot be restricted to any one of them. This shows that the past and the present are
dependent on each other in order to reveal their original and distinctive characteristics through the
truth of subject matter (Sache) so that they cannot be subsumed under the other. In fact, this is not
the rejection of the timeless character of subject matter since this mutual dependency between the
past and the present is an infinite process. Therefore, in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, timelessness
signifies the inexhaustibility of the truth-claim of the text by its interpretations.
Obviously, this perspective differs from the objectivist perspectives which take the timeless
as something which can be known always in its changeless character. However, the paradox in the
objectivist perspectives lies in the fact that when they take the timeless as changeless or something
which remains indifferent to changing particular horizons, the timeless is apprehended as
something which is ‘exhausted’ (completely understood in its identity) in each particular moment
of time. In this regard, the timeless is not something which transcends temporality of time with its
being but just stays outside of it.
This means that it has to be put in the changing contexts if its objective (indifferent meaning)
is to be made relevant (i.e., valid) to the present context. Nevertheless, since this secondary activity
of relating the timeless to the living context takes its departure from the untested (unquestioned)
conception of truth (prejudices), the timeless is not the ground or active partner in this activity but
rather is grounded by human subjectivity. This is why the objectivist perspectives fall prey easily
to subjectivism and relativism.
The mutual dependency of past and present in Gadamer’s hermeneutics reflects the fact that
subject matter (common ground) is not something to be objectified by representational
consciousness in its being, but rather makes mutual understanding possible. In this sense, Sache
remains always as transcendental ground which asserts its truth in the dialogical process between
the language of the text (tradition) and that of the interpreter. Precisely because of this, the

relationship between the text and the interpreter is primarily in the form of the I-thou (Ich-Du)
relation and cannot be “reduced to the epistemological relation between a subject and an object.”418
Hence, as Gadamer remarks, language is the form or the manner of mediation in which the
historical continuity of the text is able to occur in spite of all gaps and discontinuities. This means
that since language fulfills itself and has its proper fulfillment only in the give and take of speaking,
in which one word yields another, conversation is the “manner in which past texts, past information
and forms of human creative efforts reach us.”419 From this perspective, we can understand the
relation between the discontinuity and the historical continuity better. The existence of the
discontinuity is not in fact an obstacle which is to be overcome but rather makes historical
continuity possible since every discontinuity reveals itself as a partner in the dialogue with the
past.
In other words, a historical text can exist only in the conversation or dialogue, and since the
continuity of dialogue requires new partners, then discontinuity is in fact the manner of preserving
and experiencing historical continuity of the text. Gadamer puts this as follows:
Transmission and tradition have their true meaning preserved not by means of unyielding
grasp on what has been handed down, but rather by constituting experienced and steadfast
partners in that conversation which we are. Insofar as they answer us and bring up new
questions, they demonstrate their own reality and their own forward-moving vitality.420
It seems that the logic of question and answer is the basic characteristic of dialogue.421
According to this logic, “no subjective consciousness, neither that of a speaker nor of whomever
is addressed, already knows enough to fully encompass what comes to light in dialogue.”422
Therefore, the Logos is common to all and does not belong to a partner alone.
It seems that this subject matter is both the transcendental ground since it makes dialogue
possible, and the truth which can be reached at the end of true conversation which requires an
openness.423 Again we find ourselves in a circular movement in dialogue. Gadamer refers to this
circular movement with the term ‘anamnesis’ which is sought for and awakened in logoi.424
Accordingly, what is presupposed (transcendental ground) is brought to light in its new aspect
(logoi) in the give and take of conversation. Nevertheless, this process should not be confused with
dressing up and unmasking for the purpose of knowing better what we already know. Rather, as
Gadamer puts it, “it is the true carrying out of anamnesis.”425
What Gadamer means is the fact that through conversation the subject matter which is pointed
out by the past text is brought back to its original role within language. Undoubtedly, this is not a
historical reconstruction but to let the past text speak as a contemporary text. And since what comes
to light in conversation is common to all, “the dialogical character of language . . . leaves behind
it any starting point in the subjectivity of the subject, and especially in the meaning-directed
intentions of the speaker.”426
However, since what is brought to light (the truth of the subject matter) through conversation
is always limited and unexpected, relativism in its radical sense has no place in Gadamer’s
hermeneutics. As indicated above, when asserting the finiteness of its knowledge, radical
relativism presupposes paradoxically the self-certainty of the consciousness of itself. For instance,
in the relativistic expression such as I like it (the text) read this way the I becomes the starting
point, i.e., self-certain of itself before the performance of interpretation. Hence, this kind of
relativism takes the form of individualism or monologue.

Contrary to the self-certainty of consciousness of itself, dialogue requires an infinite process
of mutual testing of the truth-claim of the past text and that of the interpreter and does not allow
any criterion other than the logic of question and answer. One might ask whether we do not have
previously a criterion for asking correct question? Gadamer accepts this difficulty and says that
“to find and elaborate the question, that is the question! For it is the question which gives us access
to an adequate interpretation of a statement as a possible answer to the question.”427 Certainly there
is no criterion for correct questioning. However, do we not have a sense of the subject matter in
order to ask the right question? It is clear that there is a circular relation between the question and
subject matter (answer) which can never be dissolved in the sense that just as there is no final
question, there is also no final answer.
However, this bad infinity, to use Hegel’s expression, has, in fact, a positive aspect since it
allows us to grasp the unexpected truth and to see further in every experience a new truth. From
this perspective, we can argue that every genuine question reveals itself in the dialectic of selflimitation and openness of truth. In other words, we recognize the genuine questions when they
point in a certain direction by giving a limited answer. This means that the real questions are not
‘mere’ questions which refer only to the darkness on the subject matter, but since they are also the
limited answers posed by the previous questions, they give us a path to be followed. Hence, there
is not pure question and pure answer. Rather, every question includes a limited answer and every
answer includes a limited question.428
From this perspective, every genuine interpretation reveals itself in the dialectic of question
and answer. The genuine interpretation is the one which gives illuminating answers the questions
posed by the text and poses new questions to it. Just as there is no pure question and pure answer,
there is no pure interpretation which stands in a distinct position with respect to the text. Rather,
the relation between the text and the interpretation is the dialectic of question and answer itself.
Every correct interpretation is nothing else than experiencing the transition between past and future
in this dialectic. It both fulfills the space opened up previously and opens up new space to be
fulfilled by any possible interpretation.
As a conclusion, the charge that Gadamer’s hermeneutics leads to an unavoidable relativism
in interpretation is not convincing. In our view, Gadamer’s hermeneutics does not collapse the
truth (identity) of the text to the particular interpretive conditions. Rather it shows that every
genuine interpretation can share the truth of the text as it is based on the previous interpretations
(i.e., on the history of effect of the text) and invites the possible interpretations to share the truth
of the text by opening a new path for them. There is no dogmatism in this assertion in the sense
that every interpretation expects to be accepted as the only way to the truth of the text. Since every
genuine interpretation starts with the dialectic of question and answer, it includes a critical
(reflective) dimension from the very beginning. If this is the case, is not to look for a criterion for
the truth of the subject matter, which reveals itself in the dialectic of question and answer (text and
interpretation) like to try to shed light on the source of light itself?

Conclusion
In the course of our inquiry, we pursued the problem of how interpretation as a genuine
dialogue between past and present is possible in terms of the question of what constitutes the
identity of the text. We tried to call attention first to the discussion on the place of method in text
interpretation. We noted that Gadamer allows methods in order to avoid mistakes. What he rejects
is the subject-object ontology lying behind the scientific ideal of objectivity which limits the
knowledge of truth of the text by method on the basis of verification and certainty.
The universal claim of scientific method which presupposes a distanciation or alienation
between the subject and object is resisted by the human experience of truth (the world). This is so
because every experience of truth takes place as a unique (original) historical event which cannot
be subsumed under the universal concept. Hence, the problem of interpretation is not only a
problem of method, but is more basically the experience of the truth of the text. It is the problem
of how human understanding belongs to the being of what is understood. This implies that the
problem of interpretation can be the problem of method only in its secondary sense, namely, when
the text ceases to claim to truth for the interpreter’s present horizon.
We observed that Gadamer’s perspective of method reflects a parallelism with his view of the
author’s intention. He clearly argues that the interpreter should aim at understanding the author’s
intention in the case of the failure of appreciating the truth of the written text. This is to say that
when a distanciation occurs between the text and the interpreter, different methods should be
applied in order to reconstruct the author’s intention.
He also maintains that in a living conversation the aim should be understanding the partner’s
intention, since the meaning has not detached itself from the person intending it. However, this
does not mean that the truth of what the other says is a secondary issue in a living conversation.
Rather, the subject matter (Sache) as the common ground between the partners is brought to light
(truth) in the living conversation. Nevertheless, when the meaning is written down through fixed
forms, it (meaning) detaches itself from the intention of the author and gains its ideal character.
This does not mean that meaning has its own existence as distinct from its interpretation. It can
come to being only on the mediations of its interpretations. Therefore, the task of the interpretation
is to bring the past (written) text to its original function in the living conversation. In other words,
the interpretation is the living conversation itself between the past and present.
We demonstrated that Hirsch’s and Betti’s intentionalist models of interpretation cannot fulfill
this task. This is because their arguments for the objectivity of interpretation, based on the idea of
method, require an alienation between subject (inquirer) and object (meaning). This means that we
can understand the text only by assuming the subjective horizon of the author. They failed to
realize that the interpreter’s situation and his present interests have been introduced into a
supposedly objective reconstruction of meaning. By reducing the being of the meaning to the
subjective perspective of the author they created the problem of how the subject might bridge the
gap between past and present.
We have shown that their argument for meaning-full forms (Betti) and genres (Hirsch) as selfidentical entities mediating (i.e., bridging the gap) between past and present does not hold, since

Betti and Hirsch argue that these forms or genres can be understood only if the author’s horizon is
assumed. This is obviously a vicious circle. If the meaning-full forms or genres can mediate
between the past and the present since they are autonomous (i.e., self-identical), they have to accept
that they should be independent of the author’s horizon. A similar problem lies in Hirsch’s
argument for ‘evidence for the author’s intention.’ Hirsch fails to see that an evidence can function
only if it is viewed from an interpretive context.
We observed a paradoxical situation in Hirsch’s theory. While arguing that the object of
interpretation is independent of the interpreter’s subjectivity, Hirsch accepts the interpreter’s
subjective act of choice as the starting point of interpretation. While maintaining that meaning is
self-identical from one moment to the next, he also remarks that the nature of the text is to mean
whatever we construe it to mean.
Undoubtedly, this casts a strong doubt on Hirsch’s view of textual identity. In the final
analysis, Hirsch’s argument for identity takes the form that if meaning is to be determinate it must
be identical with the author’s intention. Nevertheless, in the next step, he presupposes that to show
the identity of the author’s intention is also to show the identity of the text. Hence, while treating
textual meaning and the author’s intention as different entities to be identified, Hirsch stops in the
discussion of the identity of the latter by taking that of the former for granted.
In this context, we referred to the one-sidedness of Hirsch’s appropriation of Husserlian
intentionalism. While Husserlian intentionalism presupposes the irreducibility of the perspective
and the intended object to each other and thus accepts the identity within the manifold, Hirsch
reduces the identity of the object to the subjective stance of the author. Hence he disregards the
distinction between ‘the object which is intended’ and ‘the object as it is intended.’ This is clear
when he deprives ‘subject matter’ (the object which is intended) of its identity. Therefore, he makes
the tool (author’s horizon) the end of the interpretation. This reveals the inconclusiveness of his
attempt to make the author the only authority on the meaning if we recall the Hirschian argument
that interpretation is a matter of choice.
We called attention to the problem, in Hirsch’s theory, of how meaning can be distinguished
from other contexts and yet be a matter of consciousness. It was noted that if meaning is
distinguished from changing contexts, it must be autonomous. This contradicts Hirsch’s basic tenet
that meaning is a matter of consciousness. Besides this, we found it unacceptable to argue both
that meaning is the determination of the author’s context and that it is totally independent of the
contexts within which it is reconstructed.
This amounts to disregarding the reality of the differences between contexts and to making
the changing contexts irrelevant with regard to meaning and each other. Hence in Hirsch’s theory
meaning is essentially discontinuous in the sense that it does not have any vital relation with the
contexts within which it is reconstructed. This discontinuity of meaning, which characterizes
intentionalist models of interpretation, is generated from reducing the being of the meaning to the
author’s intention.
We discussed whether Hirsch’s concept of significance (application) can provide the historical
continuity of meaning. Even though he accepts with Gadamer that application is part of the
meaning, he still differs from him in holding that we first understand a concept from a text and
then apply it to our own experience. Hence, while reducing the being of the meaning to its original
condition on the one hand, he concedes that it is open to future applications on the other. This is
both to reject and accept the autonomy of meaning from its original conditions (the author’s
intention) at the same time.

This paradoxical situation in Hirsch’s theory results in subsuming the present under the past
meaning and making the present relative to the past. This is clear when he reduces the particular
in the present context of the interpreter to an exemplification of the universal (past meaning). We
observed that Hirsch’s view of the relation between universal concept (the author’s general
purpose) and its original exemplification in the historical object (the author’s particular intention)
takes the form of the relation between means (historical object) and end (universal concept).
However, Hirsch fails to provide a principle to extract the general purpose of the author from
his particular purpose (intention). At this point, the determination of the universal concept through
the text seems to be dependent on the interpreter’s choice or decision. This leads to the very
subjectivism and relativism which Hirsch opposes. Therefore, the continuity of meaning in
Hirsch’s hermeneutics does not depend on the historical continuity of the effect of the text on the
changing horizons, but rather is determined by the subjective reconstructions of the interpreters.
His intentionalist arguments do not provide a basis for the identity and vitality of meaning.
Betti’s argument for the autonomy of the hermeneutic object and thus his distinction between
meaning and significance leads to the distinction between meaning and its truth. Hence, it cannot
escape from subjectivism and relativism because the validity or the truth of meaning for a
particular horizon is determined only by the untested prejudices of the interpreter.
In the case of Knapp’s and Michaels’ argument for the impossibility of intentionless meaning,
we noticed that there is no medium to carry the meaning between the author and the interpreter.
Their argument falls short of demonstrating that the reconstructed meaning is identical with what
the author intended since it presents the concept of author as only a formal requirement. The
inseparability of intention from the language leads to the conclusion that there is no interpretation
and only text, since interpretation attempts to make a confused claim clearer. This is a sort of
solipsism.
We found that Juhl’s argument for the coherence in order to demonstrate the identity of
meaning with the author’s intention is not convincing. This is because he disregards the
interpreter’s pre-conception of completeness (the unity) of the text and assumes it only as the
evidence of the author’s intention. On this assumption, he also forgets that coherence or the unity
of the text is only a formal requirement for the interpretation. The historical fact that the same text
can be reconstructed in different but coherent ways on the different presuppositions is enough to
show the inconclusiveness of Juhl’s argument for evidence.
Even though Beardsley and Wimsatt accept the semantic autonomy and thus reject the
identification of meaning with the author’s intention, they fail to see the fact that the interpretive
context is a constitutive element of textual meaning. They approach meaning like a physical object
to be analyzed in itself. The assumption that meaning is an objective entity leads them to conclude
that there must be only one correct interpretation. Hence they overlook the historicity (ontological
structure) of understanding.
The moderate or robust relativism of Margolis reduces the event of interpretation to mere
intellectual activity by suspending the truth-claim of the text. This is clear in his argument that we
can have only plausible interpretations relative to a certain body of evidence. Hence interpretation
takes its starting point from the subject-object ontology. By claiming that the basic properties of
the text can function as evidence for different interpretations, the robust relativism of Margolis
does not aim for a genuine dialogue between the past and the present but mostly focuses on
showing the impossibility of having a ‘true’ (one correct) interpretation. Hence, it is basically a
negative theory of interpretation.

We argued that Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics provides a transcendental ground for
textual identity in that the being of the text is its self-realization, its sheer fulfillment. The being of
the text can never be reduced to a particular interpretive condition, but reflects itself only as the
common ground between the partners in the dialogue. This means that in the constitution of textual
identity, neither the past nor the present is subsumed under the other. Rather, textual identity
reveals itself in the unity of the past and the present.
The constant unity of the past with the changing contexts reveals the dynamic identity of the
text. This dynamism of textual identity is grasped through the text’s claim to truth for the changing
horizons. Hence, each interpretive context stands as the partner of the dialogue with the text. We
noted that the present involvement with the truth of the text does not lead to subsuming the past
under the present and hence relativism, since the present is already the determination or the effect
of the past (tradition). The past cannot be grasped like an isolated entity but exists always in its
vital relation to the present.
This shows the basis of the inseparability of the effect of the past on the present and the
consciousness of this historical effect. We noted that, according to Gadamer, this does not mean
that consciousness (the present) is a mere determination of the past. Rather, the consciousness of
the historical effect is already an historical event itself within which the meaning of the past and
the present reveals itself. Hence, the truth of the past text is not an objective fact staying in its
distinct realm, but comes to itself on the mediation of the present consciousness of the historical
effect. This means that historically effected consciousness is also operative.
This reflects the fact that the unity of the past and the present is constantly differentiated within
itself. Every differentiation is the beginning of a new unity and every unity is the beginning of a
new differentiation. Through this indissoluble dialectic between unity and differentiation, the past
text is mediated and its identity realized. Since the meaning of the text is mediated through its
interpretations, every interpretation becomes like a link in a forward-rolling chain. Hence, what
seems to be discontinuity as the unique manifestation of the truth of the text becomes a step for
further manifestation of the text. In other words, every interpretation becomes a fore-conception
for the following interpretation.
We noted that when Gadamer argued that ‘tradition’ is the historical continuity of the effects
(the interpretations) of the text, he does not propose a super subject or collective subject who can
collect the whole tradition within his own experience, as Manfred Frank and Philippe Forget
contend. This would reduce the negativity of hermeneutical experience (historicity of
understanding and perspective) to an empty word. Undoubtedly, in this approach a sort of
relativism arises if one emphasizes the irreducibility of each interpretive (concrete) condition.
However, if we look at the relation between text and interpretive context from another side,
we realize that a particular context can make its difference through its content (unexpected truth).
Otherwise, it could be an ‘empty’, i.e., ‘unfulfilled’, context. Precisely because of this fact, giving
priority to the ‘context’ with respect to the ‘content’ or vice versa is responsible for creating false
relativism. Therefore, the real danger of relativism which Gadamer tries to avoid takes place when
the past or the present is subsumed under the other.
We observed that in Gadamer’s hermeneutics the constant dialogue between the past and
present (tradition) reveals itself in the form of the dialectic of question and answer. While this
dialectic of question and answer between the text and its interpretation opens the realm for the
truth of the text, the being of the text never shows itself up totally. We grasp this fact through the
mutual presupposition of the question and the answer for each other. The relation between them is
an ongoing process.
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Appendix

Some Remarks on Fazlur Rehman’s Hermeneutics
Fazlur Rahman’s hermeneutics revealed the problem of the historicity of the Qur’an to be one
of the most fatal problems confronting contemporary Muslims. While indicating the two
dimensions – temporal and historical – of the Qur’anic text, he failed to reconcile them due to his
adherence to a subject-object ontology in this method of interpretation. By his new method of
interpretation of the Qur’an, he tried to make the following three points:
1. the Qur’anic text can be understood objectively;
2. the historical Islamic tradition, i.e., the historical interpretation of the Qur’an can be
criticized from the Qur’anic view itself; and
3. the activity of interpretation of the Qur’an is a dynamic (i.e., endless) process.
In Rahman’s hermeneutics, the process of interpretation consists of “a double movements,
from the present situation to Qur’anic times, then back to the present.”1 The first of the two
movements consists of two steps. “First, one must understand the import or meaning of a given
statement by studying the historical situation or problem to which it was the answer.”2 Hence the
first step consists of understanding the meaning of the Qur’an, as a whole as well as in terms of
the specific tenets that constitute responses to specific situation. “The second step is to generalize
those specific answers and enunciate them as statements of general moral-social objectives that
can be ‘distilled’ from specific text in the light of the socio-historical background and the oftenstated rationes legis.”3
In the first movement, an interpreter moves from the broadest horizon which embraces all
kinds of historically and culturally significant events on the eve of Islam to the narrowest horizon
or problem to which a particular Qur’anic verse was an answer. This means that without taking
the historical problems into account, there cannot be any access to the meaning of the Qur’an.
Hence, the interpretation of the Qur’an is a dialectical movement of question and answer. In this
dialectical movement, the interpreter scrutinizes the particular meanings of the verses in terms of
the whole context of the Qur’anic text so as to grasp the most general principles (universal) of the
Qur’an.
The interpreter experiences a tension which emanates out of leaving his own present horizon
by plunging into the particular historical horizons of the Qur’anic verses to attain their historical
ground. It is clear that when the historical ground is attained, all kinds of distinctiveness
(temporality) of the Qur’anic verses disappear and the interpreter finds himself or herself in a
world of meaning not circumscribed or designated by any historical event. This is a world that has
no immediate relation to the temporality of the interpretation. Moreover, this is a world which each
temporal interpretation of the Qur’an tries to incorporate.4
Hence, Rahman’s hermeneutics appears, from teleological perspective, to be differentiating
between two levels or dimensions in the Qur’anic text. On the first level, there are particular
meanings of the verses, which consist of historical interpretations of the extra-historical principles.
More clearly, from the standpoint of Rahman’s hermeneutics, the Qur’an embodied its
transcendental principles in the form of historical interpretation. Hence it is a self-interpreting text.

On the second level, there are general meanings (principles) which underlie those particular
historical meanings (interpretations).
However, two levels (dimensions) can be distinguished when the Qur’anic text is subject to
cognitive interpretation. As the argument that the Qur’an is a divine response to the historical
problems at the time of revelation indicates, the two levels constitute a unity for an existential
interpretation. More precisely, only existential interpretation can grasp the historical meanings
(principles) in their concrete historical forms. Precisely because of this, Rahman’s hermeneutics
proposes that in the second movement of the process of interpretation, the general principles must
be brought into existence within the living temporal conditions of the interpreter.
Therefore, while the first movement of interpretation is cognitive, the second movement is
existential. In this existential movement, what is distilled from the text is applied to new living
problems as an answer. In other words, while in the first movement, cognitive interpretation
attempts to uncover the theoretical aspect of the Qur’anic meaning, in the second movement
existential interpretation endeavors to actualize its practical aspect. Hence, Rahman’s
hermeneutics moves from theory to practice in the dialectic of question and answer.
When viewed from this analysis, one can better understand why Rahman proposes two steps
with the first movement of interpretation. Since the Qur’an revealed itself in the beginning as the
unity of theory (historical meaning) and practice (interpretation or application of historical
meaning), the interpreter should grasp first this unity by reconstructing the original historical
situation. Nevertheless, due to the historicity of this unity, in the second step, the historical
meaning should be distilled from the historical meaning (interpretation) within the text. That is to
say, the original unity must be disunited if an interpreter wants to apply the Qur’an to his own
situations. Hence in the second movement of interpretation, another unity between the extrahistorical meaning and the historical (practical) situation of an interpreter is entrenched. This
openness of the Qur’anic text for future applications (unities) explains why the activity of
interpretation is an endless process.
This analysis shows also how Rahman hoped to establish a firm basis for criticizing the
historical Islamic tradition (i.e., historical interpretations of the Qur’an). It is clear that in
Rahman’s view, only out of the transcendental (theoretical) perspective of Qur’anic principles, can
the historical interpretations be made a subject for criticism.5 Nevertheless, in order to accomplish
such a task, as shown above, the transcendental meaning must be differentiated from the historical
meaning within the Qur’an. In view of its transcendental (historical) character, we endeavor to call
the former meaning ‘text’, and in consideration of its historical character we call the latter meaning
‘interpretation’. Hence, Rahman’s hermeneutics, in our view, proposes a radical dissolution of text
and interpretation within the Qur’an as well as between the Qur’an and its traditional
interpretations.
We assume that behind the idea of this dissolution between text and interpretation in
Rahman’s hermeneutics lies his belief that Qur’anic meaning is essentially functional. This means
that whenever meaning has some functions in a living condition, it can attain its real existence. In
this context, he remarks that “we must also remember that knowledge in Islam exists in order to
enable us to act, to change the current events in the world. The Qur’an is an action-oriented book,
par excellence.”6 However, this approach refers to the following technical problem, which
Rahman tried to overcome in his method of interpretation. How is it possible to bring the Qur’anic
text to its new function in the living context by overcoming the historical distance between the
past (Qur’anic times) and the present?

It is clear that in view of the historical distance, the function that Qur’an performed in its
original context cannot be identical with that which it can perform in the present context. By
approaching the rationes legis as the “telos” of the particular meanings of the Qur’an, Rahman
seems to admit that though the function of the response (particular meanings) is bounded to its
original historical problems, the intention (masqsad) of the text transcends any given historical
context. Referring to this fact, he notes “Any yet the message must – despite its being clothed in
the flesh and blood of a particular situation – outflow though and beyond that given context of
history.”7
However, how can one contend that the message can transcend its given historical context and
be applied to new problems if not in terms of one’s own present context? It seems paradoxical to
argue that the general meanings or extra-historical principles of the Qur’an must be attained
through its historical context. How can a given context be sufficiently determinative for a meaning
that transcends itself? Besides, in order to contend that the general principles must be distilled
from the particular meanings in the first movement of the process of interpretation, Rahman has
to presuppose that particular meanings of the Qur’an already have lost their adequate functions for
the present context. This is amount to saying that the present context (i.e., value-system) of the
interpretation is introduced into supposedly objective reconstruction of the past meaning.
Moreover, Rahman’s hermeneutics falls short of explain how a general principle can be
applied in a new condition. Since Rahman wants to separate the historical tradition not only from
the present but also from the Qur’anic principles themselves, it (tradition) cannot mediate between
the general principle and the new condition. In this case, because each application of the Qur’an
will be confined to a specific condition, the Qur’anic meaning will reveal itself in closed circles.
In conclusion, by following the basic tenets of historical criticism, i.e., appealing to the
subject-object ontology in his theory of interpretation, Rahman separates the tradition not only
from the extra-historical meaning of the Qur’an but also from the present context. Precisely, by
ignoring the effect of the tradition on attaining past meaning, he fails to explain how it is possible
to move from the present situation to Qur’anic times and then back to the present.
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