HERMENEUTICS‘INiANTﬂROPOLOGY

Malcolm Crick, in his book Explorations in Language ahd Meaning
(1976) stresses the importance of semantic powers, which make human
beings members of a self-defining species. He also stresses that a
recognition of the effects of the observerk presence within the field
observed makes social anthropology, the interpretation of alien systems
of thought and action, more a process of translation, between the
observed system and that of the interpreter, than a natural science in
which such effects can be taken to be minimal or non-existent. Crick
thus accepts the following description of .the social anthropologist,
from Bvans-Pritchard's Marett lecture of 1950:

JHe- goes Yo live for some months or years among a prlmltlve '
people. . He lives among them as intimately as he can, and he
- learns to speak their langu_ageD to think in their concepts
" and to feel their valués. He then lives the experiences
over again critically and interpretatively in the conceptual
“categories and values of his own culture and in terms of the
- general body of knowledge of "his dlsc1p11ﬁe In other words,
- he translates from.one culture into another. (Evans- 3
Pritchard, 1962 : 21 V)|

Crick rea*fﬂrms Evans Prltchard’s ‘Contention that soc1el anthropolony
is a kind of hlstorlogrqphy, not a form of natural science. This
,however poses the question: of what it is which distinguishes such non-
fnatural qc1ences, collectlvely knovn as humanities, or human sciences.
One answer, given’ by Wilheélm DlltheJJ is to identify the characteristic
method of the human sciences as the method called Verstehen, through
which the process of creating meanings is relived by the interpreter.
This however leads to a false opposition between a faculty of under-
the mode of explanatlon for theorising the natural sciences Dilthey
himself recognised that explanation is not wholly excluded from the
human sciences., Even by making o distinction, however, between method
and object, the observer or 1nterpreter is again excluded from the
field observed, leading to a misleading objectification, and a loss of
the insight that investigation in the human sciences, and in social
anthropology, is like & process of translation.

What follows is a pert of the history of an unintegrated domain,
loosely specifiable as 'hermeneutics' Tt will show scme of the impli-
cations of placing socilal anthropology among the human sciences, and of
likening it to a process of translation. This partial history will
take the form of an account of some of the differences between the
theorisings of hermeneutics in three authors, Dilthey, Heidegger, and
Gadamer, through a commentary on three texts: Dilthey's The Develop-
ment of Hermeneuties (1900); Heidegger's introduction to Being and
Time (1973); and Gadamer's second introduction to Truth and Method
(1)7)) This account cannct show the full inner dynamics of each
theorising, and of its production, but it will give a rough characteri-

sation of each. Thig, however, will be sufficient to show the looseness
of the term 'hermeneutics', by showing deep divergencies between three
of its principle twentieth century theorisations.

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) was concerned to show the possibility
of generdlly valid knowledge in the human sciences. He grounds this
possibility in the nature of the understanding, of Verstehen. He
defines 'hermeneutics’ in The Develcpment of Hermeneutics as the theory
of interpretation, the methodology of Verstehen, as opposed to the
exegesis of texts, which is the practice of interpretation. For Dilthey,
it is the possibility of understanding expressions of life, fixed in
writing, which is specified by the term 'hermeneutics'; for it is by
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successive engagements with fixed reidentifiable objects that general
rules of exegesis can be developed. Thus there is no contrast with
the reidentifiability of objects in the natural sciences. Plainly
- however there are problems with the suggestion that 'expressions of
life' can be durably fixed. There is not just the problem of estab .
lishing definitive <ewslons, »ut -lsgo of ecinhlishin~ the selation
between expression, its author, and the context in which it was pro-
duced. These are presumably the problems which generate Dilthey's
suvposition of the infinite nature of processes of interpretation, a
“W”*"on whlch is shared by Crick, Dilthey writes in the cited
[SIeERNN :

Theoretically we are here at the limits of all inter--
pretation:; it can only fulfil its task to a degree-
(1976 : 259 ).

his appears in the essay as a regrettable limitation, but becomes
rauspnsed into a necessary consequence of a precondition of any under-
tanding through Gadesmer's appropriation of Heidegger's writings.

It is the requirement for fixed reidentifiable objects of inter-
pretation which grounds the privileged status of texts in this essay.
Dilthey's emphasis on texts is of course not identical to any such
emphasis current in social anthropology. ‘There is in social anthropology
the distinction between the alien system of thought and action as text,
and the notebooks of the observer, which form the basis of his ethnography.
Dilthey's discussion of texts as written works holds only by strained
analogy for texts as alien systems, the major difference being the lack
of an author in the text. of the alien system. The significance of the
discussion.lies however in the attempt to validate the results of studies
in the historiographical mode. Dilthey writes:

Here lies the immeasurable significance of literature for
our understanding of intellectual life and history: in
language alone the inner life of man finds its complete,
exhaustive and objectively comprehensible expression. The
art of understanding therefore centres on exegesis or
interpretation of those remnants of human existence which
are contained in written works (1976 : 2h9),
(Trenslation altered.)

However, human 'inner life'! is not equally expressed in all texts; and
it becomes evident that there is an implicit ordering of texts on ‘the
basis of degrees of such expressiveness. Texts such as Goethe's Poetry
and Truth and Schiller's On Aesthetic Education are preferred to texts
such as property inventories and legal contracts, which express or des-
cribe human ‘outer life’ The contrast corresponds to that between
expressive and instrumental texts. The emphasis on inner life, on
intentions and consciousness,becomes clearer by considering the assertion
with which Dilthey concludes the essay:

The final goal of the hermeneutic procedure is to
understand the author better than he understood him-
self: a statement which is the necessary conclusion-
of the doctrine of unconscious creation (1976 : 260).

This might seem to be no more than the correct suggestion that by recon.
structing the context of the author's writings, it is possible to recon-
struct conditions and constraints on them, of which the author was not
or could not be aware. However, the implications of *the doctrine of
unconscious crestion® are not exhausted by this, as becomes clear in the
shift from privileging texts to privileging their authors as the objects
of hermeneutics. Dilthey writes:




- 76 =

But the work of a great poetvor exnlover, of a religicus

- genius or genuine philosopher can ‘only be the true
expression of his meéntal life: in human society, which

~is full of lies, such work is always true and can there-
fore in contrast to other fixed expressions be interpreted
with complete objectivity. Indeed it throws light on the
other artistic records of an age, and on the hl%tO”iCﬂl
-actions of contemporaries (1900 : 2&9) ‘

Thus it is not the historical context. whlch allows the 1nterpreter to
interpret the text, but the text which helps the interpreter to
Interpret the histcrical context. However, the assertion of the
possibility of first establishing the truth of the ‘great poet' or
"real philosopher', and then using this truth to develop understanding
of the context is entirely implausible on several eounts. It is only
less implausible than the suggestion that it is possible to identify
authors to represent particular eras, to make choices hetween, for
example, Dilthey and Marx. :

Dilthey describes the two parts of the process of exegesis as
follows: ‘

In the process of 1nterpretat10n we can distinguish only
two aspetts to grasplng an intellectual creation in
linguistic signs. ‘Grammatical’ interpretation proceeds
link by 1link to the highest combindtions in the whole of
the work. The psychological 1nterpretat10n starts with
penetrating the inner creative process and nroceeds to
the outer and inner form of the work, and from there to

a further grasp of the unity of all his works in the
mentality and development of their author (1976 : 259) .

This equal emphasis on 'psychological interpretation' is however
wholly misconceived, the mistake lying in the supposition that it is
possible to extend the reconstruction of the author‘s mental processes
beyond the evidence of surviving texts;- thus the use of such recon-
structions to explain the texts can only be a process of reading back
into the texts what has already been read out of them.  This unillu-
minating circularity is repr:oduced in the Pollow1nn descrlptlon of
Verstehen:

Understanding (Verstehen) is the process of recognising’
a mental state from a sense- glven sign by which it is
expressed (1976 2&8) '

Although the reldentlflable senqefglven sign is the ev1dence for the
recognition of the mental state, Dilthey suggests that the ground for
the possibility of this recognition is the interpreter®s own experience
of mental states. He writes: : .

The possibility of valid interpretation can he deduced
from the nature of the understanding. There the perscna-
lities of the interpreter and his author do not confront
each other as two facts which canncot be compared: both

"have been formed by a common human nature and this makes
common speech and understanding among men possible

(1976 : 258).

Dilthey dces not questlon thé influence on the’ process of 1h+erpretatlon
of the specific form of 'cormion” human nature’ which is present in the
particuler interpreter. Nor does he systematically discuss the possi-
bility and actuality of differences in the languages and categories of
interpreter and author. The danger of this neglect is well put by Crick,
following Evans-Pritchard:
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An insufficiewmt comprehensicn of the conceptual structures
of ones own scciety and an inadequate familiarity with the
complex resources of ones own language can easily be a
source of mistranslation and so cause misunderstanding of
“another culture. (Crick 1976 : 153)

By emnhasmlnb the importance of the author, Dllth@y submerges the role

- of the interpreter and the effects of his unders tqndlnv on his inter-
pretation of the other culture. For Dilthey the aim of hermeneutics

is to reconstruct the self- -expression which is given in the- text through
a process of identification with its author. As a result of this orien-
tation the problem of relativism emerges, because of the emphasis on the
specificity of the system to:be understcod, and of the attempt to con-
struct an understanding of that system from the standpoint of that system.
The impossibility of such identification can however lead tc a recognition
that the process of understanding the alien system ig not one of abhsorb-
tion into the: system, but of translation of that system into that of the
interpreter. There . is in the process of understanding a necessary
relation between the interpreter's self-understanding and the inter-
pretation of the system to: be understood. As Hanson concludes in hils
paper, 'Understanding in Philosophical Anthropology':

Furthermore a comparatjve perspective has characterised
my entire analysis. I found it easiest to think about
why Africans do not evaluate their assumptions on the
7oa51s of empirical evidence by thinking first about "
Testern seientists do (1970: 06)

As & result of the submergence of the interpreter, Dilthey cannot- begln

to give an account of the constraints on understandlng imposed by the
concevwtual structures implicit.din languages, nor of the possibilities

of altering those constraints. The constitution and development of the
interpreter's understanding is an issue explicitly taken up by Gadamer,

as a weakness in Dilthey's.theorising of hermeneutics; while Heldegger

is particularly concerned with the influence of the availahility of

- categories on understanding. The very opacity of his language is a
result of his attempt to break through preconceptions embedded in language
‘as glven to what he tock:to be the truth cof philosophy.

Martin Heidegger (188 9-1976) published Bclng and Time in 1926 1n the
journal set up by Husserl to develop his phenomenolnglcal programme. It
gradually became clear however that Heidegger's contribution was not so
much a realisation of a part of the programme, as a new proaramme. In
Being and Time itself it is not clear that Heidegger recognised this, and
there is thus throughout the work ‘a persistent but ambiguous appeal to
"phenomenology’ which'is.not sys tematlcaljy related to the developing use
of the term in Husserl's writings. The following is a brief suwmmary of
the introduction to feing i Pme; “Midy murt secessarily be sedgetivey _ The
significance of this selectlon can only be made plain by a further reading
of the text in question. There will he-no direct quotations because they
would probably be more confusing than illuminating, but the numbers in
brackets are the page numbers of the German edition, indicating the
passages on which sections of the summary are based.

'Heidegger's concern is to restate the question of Being, which
denotes the general category, and not a class of specific entltles,
because he takes this to be the precondition of DhllOSOﬂthQl investi-
gation. In this restatement the privileged entity is Dasein, the entity
which people are, because it has as & deflnlng characteristic the possi-
bility of understanding not just itself, but other kinds of entity too
(12). Heidegger stresses that Daseln is self~1nterﬁre’r1ng9 thus estab-
lishing the importance of self- definition and of semantic powers. Whut
Heidegger shows is that Dasein is always already engaged in a linguistic




cemmunity, and has structures of understanding priocr to the attemnt tn
understand. Thus the forestructures of understanding are prior to the
setting up of the subject/object dichotomy, which is the basis of the
dichotomy between human and natural sciences. Thus Interpretation and
understanding are not to be taken ag on the same level as causal expla-
natlon in the natural sciences, hut are presu"vosed in the very setting
' m of the dlchotomy Heidegger thus shifts the emphasis from the indi-
v1dual author of particuliar texts, to the linguistic cormunity, which,
in the terms of transcendental philosophy, is 1dent1f1ed as the
transcendental subject.

What Heidegger wishes to question are Dasein's forestructures of
understanding through the attenpt to reconstruct them. This reccn-
struction is designed to establish the actual horizon for an interprew

" tation of the meaning of Being in general., Heidegger indicates

temporality as the meaning of the entity which is called Qasein-(l7)g
but in so doing questions the concept of time. He writes that 'time'
has long functioned as a criteéerion for naively discriminating between
various realms of entities, with a questionahle distinction between
temporal entities, natural processes and historical happenings, and
non-temporal entities, spatial and numerical relations (18). There

is a customary ccntrast hebween 'timeless' meanings of propositions,

and the temporality of propositional assertione .,This however cbscures
the crucial role of temporal determinsteness in structuring human
understanding (19). This temporality is historical in the sense that
having a histcry is a determining characteristic of Dasein (20).

Daseln s being in the present is alweys dependent on its hav1ng heen

in.  the Uast as.a result of which it is emhedded in traditions carrying
over from past to present. The failure:to recognise the influence of
tradition in the present obscures the historical origins of categories,
and the suppressions implicit in them. By stating the full nature of
catéegories preserved through the mediation of traditions, it is possible
to recognise the influence in the present of the past, and to understand
what is of value in it (22). Heidegger represents the process of
investigation as phenomenological description which, he suggests, means
'interpretation'. The phenomenology of Dasein is hermeneutlc in a dual
sense of making the basic structures of Being known to Dasein (37) and
of working out the conditions for the possibility of philosophical
investigation.. Further as a result of working out, through this
hermeneutic, the conditions for the nossihility of reconstructing
historical processes, the methodology of the human sciences is indicated.
This can be ecslled 7hermeneutlc',accordlnp' to Heidegger, only in a
derivative sense. There is then a clenr contrast here between this and
Dilthey's specification of hermeneutlcs as the theory of 1nterpretation,
which 1s to be the methodology of the human sciences.

Heldegger s questiohing of the constitution of the- interpreter s
self-understanding, and of the categories in which that understanding
is to be articulated, is taken up and made more accessible by Hans-
Georg Gadamer (1900-). This grenter accessibility is achieved at the
cost of confusing the distinction between ordinary language and the
language in which ordinary language is theorised. Cadamer emphaslses
the temporal dimension of understanding, the temporal distance between
interpreter and interpreted, and the importsnce of the historical
determinations of the interpreter's unders tanding, the importance of
effective history. Gadamer's purpose in talking about effective
history is to show how the history of a community is present in the
constitution of a community at s particular point in time, not simply
in its practices, but in the structures of its members' understandings.
 This is & stronger version of Evans-Pritchard's claim:
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The claim that one can understand the functioning of
institutions at a certain point in time without knowing
how they came to be, what they are, or what they were
later to become, as well as the person who in addition
to having studied their constitution at that point of
time, has also studied their past and future, is to me
an absurdity . (Evans-Pritchard : 21).

Stressing that both the material studied, and the understanding of the
interpreter, have historical determinations 1s a different point from
suggesting that a discip llne such as anthropology, is histrriographical.
Gadamer's criticism of DllthLy'S failure to give an account of the
formation of the interpreter's understanding hinges on a rejection of
Dilthey's distinction between hermeneutics as the theory, and exeresis
as the practice of interpretation. It is the use, or application, of
understanding acquired through interpretation which constitutes that
understanding. There is nc distinction hetween the process of producing
understanding in the practice of interpretation, and the validation of
it by measuring the practice against the theoretical ‘norms articulated
in the théory of interpretation, hermeneutics. Gadamer ‘thus relocates
hermeneutics in the practical activity of developing systems of con-
ventions and codes, which constitute legal systems, religious beliefs,
and, more broadly, natural languages. An example of such practical
activity is the modification of an existing language in order to express
in i1t the thought aznd action of an alien communltv.

The precondition for such practices is the possibility of
communication between interpreter and internreted, but 1t is nrecisely
the pap between strangeness and fam171qr1ty in the text to be inter-~
preted which is the site of hermeneutics. The familiarity consists in
the presuppositions and HreJudices shared by text and interpreter: the
strangeness by the remaining pre-suppcsitions, which are not shared.

The familiarity is constituted, so far as Gadamer is concerned, by the
presence of some effect produced by the thing interpreted in the com-
munity of the interpreter. It is plausible that this provides access

to things to be interpreted in the instance where that thing is a part

of a history linking interpreter and interpreted. This however is plainly
not the case for the anthroplogist who is not a member of the community
studied. There is then a preblem of how in this instance the familiarity
required to provide access to the thing to be interpreted can be obtained.
If the community studied is contemporaryg then plainly this happens as
described by Evans-Pritchard, quoted at the beginning of this paper. If
the community is not contemporary, access can still be estahlished
through the reading and studying of the written and plastic remains. The
process of interpretation is thus generated by the challenge to pre~
“supposition made by the texts. Without this challenge to presupposition,
and therefore without presupposition, there would not be processes of
understanding. The encounter between text and internreter Lrings nre-
suppositions and prejudices to reéognition, and it 1z:7e to “the
“dissolution of all hut those which bring about genuine understanding.

By putting prejudice at risk in the encounter with the text, that text
can reveal its claim to truth. Thus the process of understanding begins
when a text addresses the interpreter and poses a question to prejudice.
Instead of reconstructing the self-expression which is given in a text,
by identifying with its author, Gadamer is suggesting that unuerstandlng
must affirm its own historical context. In the forcwo_'d o Zhe .:acond
edition of Truth and Method Gadamer characterises his investipgation in
the following manner: : v

At any rute the purpose of my investigation is not to offer
a general theory of interpretation, and a differential account
of its methods, bhut to discover what is in common to all modes
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of understanding and to show that. understanding is never
subjective behaviocur toward a given object, but towards
its effective history -~ the history of its influence; in
other words understanding belongs to the heing of that
which is understood (1975 : xix).

Gadamer is therefore not developing a methodology of the human
sciences. He writes: ‘I did not intend to produce an art or technique
of understanding in the manner of the esrlier hermeneutics. I -did not
wish to elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone direct, the
methodical procedure of the human sciences ' (b33 : xvi).  For Gadamer
truth is not the result of applying validating methods to processes of
investigation, and he endorses Heidegger's notion of truth as revelaticon.
He states his main direction of questioning as follows: ‘My real concern
was and is philosophical: what stands in gquestion is not what we do, nor
what ye ought to doy but what happens to us over and above our wanting

and doing ' (Lihia: xviii). The implication of transcendentalism becomes
more clear in the following: ‘'The investigation asks,; to express it in a

Kantian way, how is understanding possible' (.ibid: xviii). The pro-
cedure of German transcendental philosophy of going behind what is present
in consciousness, and inquiring for the condltlons of -its presence, is
transformed however by the systematic recognition of language, rather
than isclated categories, as the medium for the expression of ‘'what
happens to us over and above our wanting and doing'. This.shift alters
the nature of the transcendental claim, since although ‘consciousness’
may with some plausibility be supposed tc be unchanging, and atemnora]
allowing the derivation of one set of conditions of possibility, langque
may ‘nét. Gadamer identifies the consequences of this shift as follows:
"Hence the demand for & reflexive self-grounding as made from the vigw-
point of the speculatively conducted transcendental philosophy of Flchte,
Hegel and Husserl is unfulfilled® (ibif : xxiv). This failure Gadamer
takes tc indicate the impossibility of all reflexive self-grounding.
What is common to all understanding is the role of effective history, and
the mediation of tradition through the mediation of language, but the
necessary diversity of languages, traditicns and effectivities of hibtory
provides no basis for the postulation of a subject of & total process,
required for a grounding of transcendental philosophy. Thus Gadamer
carnot use this means for deciding which prejudices are genuine, refléqn
ting the historical determinateness of the prejudiced, and therefore
~klng understanding possible, and which are not.

The conecept of tradition plays a crucial role in Gaﬁamer s construc-
tion of understanding, and is the only possihle location for distinguishing
between prejudices. He writes: 'Tradition, part of whose nature is the
handing on of traditional material, must have become questionable for an
explicit consciousness of the hermeneutic task of appropriating traditicn
to have been formed’' ( iiid: xxi). The menner in which this questioning
becomes possible however is never clerified,; and thus the reason for the
emphasis on the apprepriation, rather than criticism and rejection of
tradition does not emerge. This is the result of there bheing concealed
in the notion of effective history a shift back from emphasising language
to emphasising consciousness. Gadamer remarks: 'Hence there is a certain
legitimate ambiguity in the concept of the consciousness of effective
history, as I have used-it. This ambipguity is that it is used to mean at
cnce the consciousness obtained in the course of history and determined by
history; and the very consciousness of this obtaining and determining’
(iu3d: xxi). This representation of effective history as primarily
effecting consciousness and not as mediated through language obscures the
possibility of articulating traditions, and the particular effectiveness
of history on particular understandings, through qnalv51np the Jlanguage
in Wthh they are mediated
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Even the emphasis on language is to an extent misplaced. It leads

to a suppression of the question of the conditions determining the devel-
opment of language. Gadamer's claim to the transcendental status of
philosophical hermeneutics suggests the possibility of developing an
account of those conditions; but he does not develop a distinction
between the ordinary language of intersubjective communication, in which
effective history is operative, and theoretical language in which an
account of the limits on the suspension of prejudice might be conqtructed
The distinction is between a language in which rules are followed, and the
" language in which the rules are specified, their social role specified,
their mutual compatibility discussed, and the poSsibilities for develop-
ment and change in the rules elaborated. The theoretical language must
of course preserve the structures of meaning present in the ordinary
language, but give in addition an account of their formation, and co-
hesion.: The failure to make this distinction is the basis for -Gadamer's
emphasis ou the appropriation of tradition, rather than its criticism,
because only through theorising the ordinary'language in which tradition

is preserved is it possible to do anything more than accede to it. The
problem is to specify conditions for the adequacy of theoretlca lang-
uages to ordinary languages. The following is a brief indication of the
form of such conditions. A thecretical language is ‘adequate to the domain
which it articulates, in this case the structure of the ordlnary language,
insofar as it can internalise its specification of the domain, not
grounding it in appeal to external elements, such as 'common human nature'.
Thus the process of validation is also internalised, since validity now
consists in the theory's capacity to perform that srticulation, The terms
of the theoretical language are not to be imposed on pregiven data, but
developed through an articulation of the domain and the specification of
its elements. The validity of the terms is thus established hy their
capacity to allow this articulation. If, instead of grounding theory,
with Dilthey, in the universal category of ‘common human nature' the
enterprise of interpretation were teken to be the sttempt to grasp the
mechanisms &t work beneath appearances, and to grasp the generation of
the complex opague forms which are present in discourse, through the con-
struction of such theoretical languages, the grounding by appeal to
external standard is no longer necessary. The development of the theory
is then governed not by the decision of the interpreter, constituted
independently of the engagement in theorising, but is governed by the
structure of the domain of objects to be interpreted, in which the
understanding of the interpreter is a variable and not s constant.

The. emphasis in the hermeneutic orientation on intersubjectivity tends
to obliterate the distinction between theory and everyday intersubjective
understanding. This obliteration is a precondition for the contention that
the critique and supersession of a theory can be reduced to a mere process
of criticising ideology. A critique of ideology reconstructs and criti-
cises the system of representations of relations, institutions:and prac-
tices in a society. This can be an isolable activity only if that system
of representations can give a coherent and complete account of what is
represented.’ This presupposes that what is represented is itself coherent
‘and complete., However if the relations represented ‘are mutually inconsis-
tent, the critique of ideoclogy cannot stop at the limits of the system of
representations, but must go on to give an account of why inconsistencies
occur in reality, of what the possible resolutions of the tension arising
out of them are, and of the manner in which those inconsistencies can
demonstrate themselves, both in reality, and in the system of representation.
The contention that =1l that is needed to eliminate misunderstanding is a
systematic critique of the discourse rests on the mistake of representing
discourse as unconditioned by the domain which it articulates. If, instead,
discourse is taken to reflect and represent inconsistencieés and contradic-
tions in the domain itself, then it is not Just the discourse, but the
domain which must be criticised. Thus if ideology is taken to he insep-
arable from, and grounded in the system of relations which it represents,
then it is not sufficient to discover tensions in the discourse in which
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the ideology is articulated, in order not tc be misled;  but the process
of criticisine ideology must go on to criticise that which i1s represented.
It is not: a question simply of discovering the rules according to which
ordinary language is constructed and developed, but nf le9v1nn open the
option of cr1t1c101np that ordinary language.

As a result of not maklng this distinction between ordinary language
and theoretical language, Gadamer is misled into grounding his theoriss--
tion of hermeneutics in an unanalysed, unanalyszable notion of 'tradition'®.
Gademer cannot articulate the difference hetween history as perceived, as
a nart of the conscious tradition of a people, operative in their every-
day life, and a systematic reconstruction of that history, in which -
divergencies hetween history a5 perceived, and history as reconstructed
can alsc be accounted for. The parallel between this relation and that
between ordinery language and theoretlcal language should he plain, " As a
result of this failure, Gadamer cannot ground his own theorisation in sn frti-
.cylation of the tradition from which 1t itself stems. He cannot specify
how the content of traditions is formed, nor of how it changes. If the
context of tradition can no lonpger be known in the Hegelian style as the
production of self-conceptualising reason, neither can the content and
develorment of the content of tradition be so known. In rejecting such
- forms of totalisation, Gadamer rejects the possibility. of estahlishing the
moment of truth and knowledge in understanding, through appeal to an
absolute moment in the process of self-concentualisation. This rejection
" seems to entail a rejection of all systems of relations which go beyond
the context of trqﬁ:tlon, through which that tradition might be grasped,
understood and criticised. There is however no need to supnose that with-
out a total context of history, in the Hegelian style, there can be no
move beyond specific contexts. Indeed Gadamer's rejection of the desira-
bility as well as of the possibility of final interpretations of texts
suggests as much. There can be no such total context of history, since
the very enterprise of understanding and reconstructing history presup-
poges the finitude of the understanding undertaking the enterprise.
Instead of leaving traditions to be specified by a total history to which
the finite interpreter can have no access, Gadamer's cwn specification of
necessary conditions for understsanding texts can he apnllied to the under-
standing of traditions. By recognising the distinctlon between the
ordinary language in which tradition is preserved, and theoretical lang-
uage in which that tradition can hbe articulated, this problem is of the whnlly
unspecifiable nature of traditions can be dissolved.

) Thus in Dilthey, hermeneutics is theorised as the methcdoloay -of the
human sciences. In Heidegger, hermeneutics hecomes the specification of
the forestrueturas of understanding, and of lanpuage, which are prior to
the making of distinctions between subject and object of discourse. On
this hasis Gadamer rejects the objectifying tendency in hermeneutics,
demonstrated in Dilthey, whereby the interrreter identifies with the
author, in order to reconstruct the objective self-expression given in a text.
. streésses instead the relation between text and interpreter,
mediated by traditicn. The question which remains, indiceting s possible
.line of development. in hermeneutic theorising, is how traditions, mediated
through language, are to be theorised. At this point it is clear that
Gadamer's form of transcendentdllsm grounding the ﬂmssiblllty of all
understanding, cannot be an invitation to the -construction of substantial
eternal structures of the conditions of the possibility of understanding,
but to direct engagement in understanding specific domains, by interpreters,
whose historically specific possibilities of understanding are the pre-
condition for such engagement. There 1s no more than a formal answer to
Crick's transcendental question of ‘what it is to know, interpret, under.
stand, and mean' (1976 : 129) and an understanding of that answer can be
gained only through such enpagement, which will be the more illuminating
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the more the effects—of-the interpreter‘*s-self-understonding are made
explicit.. As Crick himself concludes: since the human snecles is self-
defining, chanre is of its essence and the concent cannot be taken as a
pregiven- of 1nt°r“ret1n3, but. is always in the process of rédefinitinn.
It is thus clear that even the uefinltion of the humen syecies as self-
defining cannot be ‘taken &g ‘& given of theory, hut itself requires
theorlslnﬁ In.order to understand the mechanisms whéreby changés in
thc self deflnltlon come about, it is necessary to questicn the produc--
tion of such delnlthPo. . Both.the possitility of ‘the formatiscn of that
deflnltlon », and the nossibility of theorising it must be thenrlsed in
the theoretical Jdanguage.  There is certainly no reason to.sunpose that
a, recognition of the importance of semantic: powers is always present in
ordlnary lanpuahes, and in human self-understanding, and thus thecrising
of it must produge.an account of its presence or ahsence. ' The self-
definition of the human speciesras self-defining rust ‘itself be”put in
:quesﬁlon. Clearlf in the construction of an acedunt of Buropcanised
cultures - the. very refusal to recognise the importance of semantic DNOWErs
would hfwQ to, be theorised, and. the definition of ‘the humsn specles as
selfudeflnlnc would have to-be Juxtapcosed to marxist definitlonsof it
as nroduc1ng and reproducing its own means:of subsistence. A rore
deeisive. conclusion depends . of course on actually producing an ac00unt
of -such cultures, which has not been the condern: of thlé ﬂmher
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