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Abstract – As rational animals, human beings not only have the ability to think but also the 

capacity to understand. Human rationality, so to speak, is constituted by thinking and understanding. The 

immediate connotation of rationality, however, is almost always thinking. Hence to speak of man as an 

animal rationale is to speak of man as a thinking being. But following his mentor Martin Heidegger, Hans-

Georg Gadamer insists that man does not only think, but most importantly understands. To understand is 

an essential part of being human, of being rational. But what is understanding? What does it mean to 

understand?  

The issue of human understanding is not something simply epistemological; rather, it is 

something hermeneutical. That is to say, understanding always relates to the act of interpretation. In his 

monumental work Truth and Method, Gadamer diligently considers the matter of human understanding 

from a purely hermeneutical perspective. This paper, then, aims to synthesize Gadamer‟s hermeneutical 

theory and argues that for Gadamer, human understanding is essentially characterized by a kind of textual 

intercourse, that is, a dialogic interaction or an intimate exchange of horizons between an interpreting 

subject and a text which, in very broad terms, can refer to any object of interpretation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

 Wisdom has always been associated with old age even though old age in itself does not always 

equate to wisdom. That is so since there are people who grow older but do not grow any wiser. Wisdom, 

as it were, cannot really be measured by the longevity of a person‟s life; rather, wisdom is measured by 

the depth of a person‟s understanding. Thus he who is considered wise is always the person who shows 

some kind of deeper understanding. But how do we determine the depth of a person‟s understanding? 

Better yet, how do we attain deeper understanding? 

 Hans-Georg Gadamer contends that deeper understanding is the central concern of philosophical 

hermeneutics.
1
 But part and parcel of this concern is also the fundamental question about the constitution 

of human understanding (Verstehen) itself.
2
 Beginning with Schleiermacher, in fact, hermeneutics has 

always involved the “attempt to analyze the process of understanding and inquire into the possibilities 

and limits of it.”
3
 So although for Gadamer hermeneutics is ultimately aimed at deeper understanding, it 

primarily takes into consideration what understanding really is all about. On account of this, Gadamer‟s 
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hermeneutical theory stands as a complex examination of understanding
4
 – one that starts from the 

surface, then goes down to the depths.  

Because of its complexity, however, Gadamer‟s hermeneutics does not always yield understanding 

in spite of the fact that it is in itself an elaborate treatise on understanding. Hence, this paper attempts to 

come up with a new synthesis – and yes, a new understanding – of Gadamer‟s complex hermeneutical 

theory.  

 

II. GADAMER’S INITIAL DESCRIPTIONS OF UNDERSTANDING 

 

Gadamer readily recognizes that the easiest way to explain understanding is by describing the 

very event of understanding itself.
5
 This can be done by looking for those universal human experiences 

which best portray the event of understanding. Definitely, not all experiences qualify as descriptive of the 

event of understanding. Basically, only those which are essentially hermeneutical can capture best this 

particular event. By hermeneutical, we mean to say those experiences which involve interpretation, that is, 

those experiences where understanding comes alongside the act of interpretation. Now in Gadamer‟s 

view, two experiences stand out: aesthetic experience and the experience of play (spiel).  

 

Aesthetic Experience 

Most human beings have, at one time or another in their lives, experienced art appreciation. This 

experience is very commonplace. This ordinarily happens when one is face to face with a beautiful work of 

art and looks at it with awe and admiration. This is what Gadamer refers to as aesthetic experience. 

Aesthetic experience, no matter how ordinary, is all the time pregnant with meaning.
6
 The feeling 

of awe and admiration, for example, implies that on the part of the viewer, some sort of insight about the 

art has already dawned. This insight is like a key that unlocks some of the mysteries of the art itself.
 7

 As 

such, this insight is akin to a kind of understanding about what the art intends to convey. 

Moreover, what especially makes aesthetic experience representative of the event of 

understanding is its underlying hermeneutical character.  Unquestionably, it is not only the encounter 

between the viewer and artwork that results into aesthetic experience but also their interaction.  The 

viewer does not actually simply look at the artwork but interprets it. Similarly, the art does not simply 

stand there, fixed on a spot and passive to its viewer; rather, the art also speaks to the viewer, conveying 

some sort of message to him.
8
 The two, thus, always interact in this manner: the viewer relates to the art 

as an interpreter while the artwork relates to the viewer as a text, that is, as an object of interpretation. 

This peculiar interaction between art and viewer indicates that a hermeneutical relationship exists between 

them. And so every aesthetic experience tells us that the viewer‟s interpretation of the artwork always 

precedes his understanding of the art. That importantly signifies that the event of understanding is not 

occasioned by any objective scientific investigation but by hermeneutic interaction.
9
 

 

Play (Spiel) 

 Play characterizes the experience of children.
10

 There is not one normal child in the world who 

does not play. Even those who are no longer children play, or at least, love to play. So by play we mean 

that which we commonly associate with games; and not only that, since play can also refer to that which is 

normally staged in theaters. But what is in a play? How does it picture the event of understanding? Where 

does its hermeneutical aspect lay? 

 Certainly, every play is meant to be played.
11

 Though one can remain a spectator and appreciates 

a play without actually playing, the spectator has still to be partly involved in it or he will never appreciate 

it at all. How much more when it comes to the players? A whole play can transport its players into a 

different world, a world with its own sets of rules, challenges, and rewards.
12

 Each player, in effect, is in a 

unique position owing to his inimitable grasp of the play, to a perspective which is entirely his. This 
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explains why a player‟s understanding of the play can be invaluable: It is a byproduct of his participation, 

experience, and interpretation of the play – surely not an outcome of any scientific experiment.
13

  

Even when we consider theatrical plays, the actor owns a particular understanding of the play 

which greatly determines how “he plays his representing role.”
14

  In fact, it is a common expectation that 

the actor “knows very well what [the] play is.”
15

 Whatever the case may be, the play represents a different 

world which the actors need to enter into and be a part of.
16

 Entering this world, the actors act out the 

play but always according to how they interpret it. So play, whether by players or by actors, is always 

hermeneutical in character. No wonder, for Gadamer, play can typify the event of understanding in the 

same way as aesthetic experience can. 

 

III. THE HERMENEUTICAL SITUATION AND THE INFLUENCE OF HISTORY 

 

While aesthetic experience and play do not tell us fully what understanding really is, they do not 

leave us altogether clueless. One thing we can conjecture is that understanding does not take place in a 

void but always within a “hermeneutical situation.”
17

 This particular situation does not simply point to the 

presence of interpreter-to-text relation but more importantly brings to light how understanding itself 

develops from this relation.  

According to Gadamer, a hermeneutical situation reveals an interpreter‟s distinctive horizon. That 

is why “essential to the concept of situation is the concept of „horizon.‟ The horizon is the range of vision 

that includes everything that can be seen from a particular vintage point.”
18

 So to speak, a horizon 

“designates everything that can be seen from a particular position."
19

 In simpler terms, then, a horizon is 

the interpreter‟s perspective, his particular viewpoint.
20

 

Subsequently, Gadamer relates that an interpreter‟s present horizon “cannot be formed without 

the past.”
21

 “We are always already affected by history,”
22

 he says. This presupposes that underlying each 

horizon is a “historically effected consciousness” (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewußtsein)
23

 – that is, a 

consciousness affected, shaped, and developed by the effects of history. This explains why, “in all 

understanding, whether we are expressly aware of it or not, the efficacy of history is at work.”
24

 Because of 

this, Gadamer firmly asserts that: “Understanding is, essentially, a historically effected event.”
25

   

So if understanding is effected by history, a person interprets and understands according to how 

his “consciousness is situated in the web of historical effects.”
26

 That is to say, interpretation and 

understanding operate according to how consciousness is shaped, formed, and developed by history. In 

short, we neither interpret nor understand with a blank and empty consciousness. This implies that 

understanding is naturally biased and laden with presuppositions.
27

 For this reason, it is imperative to be 

more acquainted with these biases and presuppositions because they can shed light on how and why an 

interpreter arrives at understanding. Now to Gadamer, culture (Bildung) and prejudice (Vorurteil) are two 

defining elements that constitute every biased perspective (horizon), interpretation, and understanding. 

 

Culture (Bildung) 

The primary contributor to an interpreter‟s bias is culture. Though not exactly its English 

equivalent, the word “culture” nonetheless suggests what the original German word “Bildung” means and 

how it comes about. As Nicholas Davey shares: 

One meaning of Bildung is culture. Bildung haben can mean to be or to become 

cultured. To be cultured supposes an acquaintance with the various stocks of 

knowledge and attitudes that constitute a given culture. Yet acquaintance with such 

knowledge does not of itself enable one to become cultured. Once again, it is the 

process of becoming intellectually and spiritually tempered by the experiences one 

undergoes during the acquisition of such knowledge that matters.
28
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Simply put, culture pertains to what has been deeply ingrained in the psyche of an individual. The 

way he looks at things and interprets them is for the most part dictated by his culture. Culture, then, is at 

the very root of every interpreter‟s bias. Culture, of course, is not without its moral, social, and educative 

dimensions. All the same, culture is something that primarily conditions the outlook, attitude, and 

judgments of an individual or a community which, when put together, add up to what we call bias. 

 

Prejudice (Vorurteil) 

 Bias, apparently, is not only constituted by culture but also by prejudice. But what is prejudice? 

Gadamer has this to say: 

Actually “prejudice” means a judgment that is rendered before all the elements that 

determine a situation have been finally examined. In German legal terminology a 

“prejudice” is a provisional legal verdict before the final verdict is reached… [It is a] 

provisional decision… a prejudgment.
29

 

 

So there, Gadamer makes it plain to us that prejudice is basically a form of prejudgment which all 

human beings have and make from time to time.
30

 He even argues that “the human intellect is too weak 

to manage without prejudices.”
31

 As Richard Palmer notes, prejudices “are not something we must or can 

dispense with; they are the basis of our being able to understand.”
32

 “That is why,” stresses Gadamer, “the 

prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.”
33

 This 

unmistakably hints “that all understanding inevitably involves some prejudice.”
34

 

Gadamer further relates that “the concept of prejudice is closely connected to the concept of 

authority.”
35

 Indeed, we can liken all our prejudices to an authority insofar as our judgments are by and 

large based upon the dictates of our prejudices. The “essence of authority” is tightly knit to its inherent 

“capacity to command and be obeyed,”
36

 Gadamer claims. This is the reason why we follow the 

intimations and injunctions of our prejudices: they stand there like an authority to which we must submit 

and give our allegiance to. This is especially the case when we speak of “justified prejudices productive of 

knowledge.”
37

 We can tell without difficulty that their authority “is not irrational and arbitrary but can, in 

principle, be discovered to be true”
38

 precisely because they are prejudices that are founded upon what 

we already know. 

 

IV. THE CENTRALITY OF TEXTUAL INTERCOURSE 

 

Given that the interpreter approaches the text conditioned by his culture and prejudice, Gadamer 

maintains that “a hermeneutically trained consciousness must be, from the start, sensitive to the text‟s 

alterity.”
39

 Gadamer sounds this caveat because for him it is important “to be aware of one‟s own bias, so 

that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth against one‟s own fore-

meanings.”
40

 This attests why, in Gadamer‟s view, “hermeneutics calls instead for a dialogue between the 

text and the interpreter.”
41

  

A hermeneutical relation, therefore, fundamentally “implies the primacy of dialogue.”
42

  So if “acts 

of interpretation are dialogical, a ceaseless conversation,”
43

 this entails that the interpreter has to 

constantly engage himself in a kind of dialogic intercourse with the text. Thus it can be argued that textual 

intercourse signifies the consummation of the hermeneutical relation.
44

 But how does textual intercourse 

proceed? Better still, how does textual intercourse lead to understanding?  

 

The Art of Questioning as a Hermeneutical Foreplay 

If the interpreter is situated in a particular horizon, the text likewise stands on “its own horizon of 

meaning.”
45

So for textual intercourse to ensue, the interpreter has to penetrate into the text‟s horizon. 

Obviously, this penetration cannot be done without the interpreter opening first his partner‟s horizon. And 
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inasmuch as it is “openness [that] results in a dialogue,”
46

 this “opening act” can only be regarded as 

crucial and important.   

In any case, “because between the text and its interpreter there is no automatic accord,”
47

 there is 

another caveat to keep in mind. Nicholas Davey warns that “hermeneutical engagement requires 

something more: a willingness to pass through the risks and suffering of an initial encounter in order to 

achieve a profounder level of dialogical exchange.”
48

 Apparently, this suggests that “opening up” the text‟s 

horizon necessitates what we might consider a hermeneutical foreplay in order to minimize what Davey 

calls “the risks and suffering of an initial encounter.”
49

  

Now, to Gadamer‟s mind, only the art of questioning can possibly open up the text‟s horizon and 

allow the interpreter to penetrate into its depths. As he notes: “To question means to lay open… [because] 

questioning makes the object and all its possibilities fluid (emphasis mine).”
50

 Furthermore, Gadamer 

explains that:  

Only the person who knows how to ask questions is able to persist in questioning, 

which involves being able to preserve his orientation toward openness. The art of 

questioning is the art of questioning ever further – i.e., the art of thinking. It is called 

dialectic because it is the art of conducting a real dialogue.
51

  

 

 Questioning, then, is no ordinary prelude to textual intercourse. On one hand, it opens up the 

text‟s horizon and facilitates the interpreter‟s entrance into its depths; on the other hand, it excites the text 

to respond with a particular answer. “Thus the dialectic of question and answer always precedes the 

dialectic of interpretation. It is what determines understanding as an event,”
52

 Gadamer underlines. For this 

reason, “finding the right questions to ask”
53

 is imperative.  

 

The Fusion of Horizons (Horizontverschmelzung) 

  As soon as the interpreter succeeds in opening up the text‟s horizon and penetrates into its 

depths, textual intercourse commences. Consequently, the horizon of the interpreter merges into the 

horizon of the text. This merger is what Gadamer refers to as the “fusion of horizons.”
54

 Here, we no 

longer have two separate horizons but one. As Charles Taylor remarks: “The „horizons‟ here are at first 

distinct… The „fusion‟ comes about when one (or both) undergo a shift; the horizon is extended so as to 

make room for the object that before did not fit within it.”
55

 So just as Gadamer himself emphasizes, 

“understanding is always the fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by themselves.”
56

  

  Since understanding arises from the fusion of the horizons of the interpreter and the text, this 

fusion clearly represents the climax of every hermeneutical experience.
57

 So if “in the process of 

understanding, a real fusing of horizons occurs,”
58

 that is precisely because it is preceded by textual 

intercourse. Even as we recognize understanding to be the overall goal of any hermeneutical activity, 

textual intercourse remains indispensable because it is that which channels us into the depths of 

understanding.  

   

V. FROM UNDERSTANDING TO DEEPER UNDERSTANDING 

  

 The fusion of horizons is, without doubt, a sine qua non of understanding. But more than being a 

condition, the fusion of horizons is an experience of understanding itself.  It is the fundamental mode of 

how every understanding is experienced.
59

 Understanding, so to speak, is always tied to an experience of 

fusion, of communion, of dialogic intercourse, so much so that “we call this kind of experience 

dialectical.”
60

 The most important point here, however, is mainly this: understanding has the character of 

experience. That is to say, understanding has a manifest resemblance to experience. We commonly say, 

for instance, that one who has understanding is someone in possession of a particular experience; 
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similarly, we also normally say that one who has experience is someone who holds a particular 

understanding.  

 Because understanding and experience are closely related to each other, Gadamer explores at 

length “the nature of experience”
61

 and its subsequent implications – a fitting denouement to his complex 

hermeneutical theory, we may say, because it gradually unveils how understanding transforms into deeper 

understanding. 

 

Experience (Erfahrung)
62

 

 Gadamer straightaway asserts that experience “must be of such a nature that we gain better 

knowledge through it.”
63

 But as Richard Palmer clarifies, 

experience does not here mean some kind of informational knowledge preserved 

about this or that. As Gadamer uses the term, it is less technical and closer to 

ordinary usage. It refers to… [an] accumulation of “understanding” which we often call 

wisdom. For example, a man who has all his life dealt with people acquires a capacity 

for understanding them which we call “experience”… It is not a purely personal 

capacity, however; it is a knowledge of the way things are, a “knowledge of people” 

that cannot really be put into conceptual terms.
64

  

 

 So what experience generates is not simply knowledge of any sort; rather, what experience 

importantly brings about is insight. “Insight is more than the knowledge of this or that situation,”
65

 

Gadamer affirms. Insight signifies better or deeper understanding. It is for this reason that “the 

experienced person proves to be… someone who is radically undogmatic; who, because of the many 

experiences he has had and the knowledge he has drawn from them, is particularly well equipped to have 

new experiences and learn from them.”
66

 In other words, the insight, the deeper understanding of the 

experienced person, makes him constantly “open to new experiences.”
67

 

 Thus when we speak of hermeneutical experience, what holds true for experience in general 

(Erfahrung) certainly applies. The interpreter‟s constant engagement in textual intercourse will not only 

make him experienced, but will also give him insight and deeper understanding of the text he is 

interpreting.
68

 As a result, he remains open to what the text may have to say.  

  

The Linguisticality of Understanding 

 Although the experienced interpreter is open to what the text may say to him,   “no text and no 

book speaks,” Gadamer admits, “if it does not speak a language that reaches the other person. Thus 

interpretation must find the right language if it really wants to make the text speak.”
69

 This leads Gadamer 

to consider the linguistic nature of experience and understanding. He reflects:  

Experience is not wordless to begin with, subsequently becoming an object of 

reflection by being named, by being subsumed under the universality of the word. 

Rather, experience of itself seeks and finds words that express it. We seek the right 

word – i.e., the word that really belongs to the thing – so that in it the thing comes 

into language.
70

 

 

 Language, hence, cannot really be divorced from experience because experience in general is 

“verbal in nature.”
71

 That is why language “fundamentally embraces everything in which our insight can be 

enlarged and deepened.”
72

 

 Even more when we take into account hermeneutical experience. Gadamer emphasizes that 

“language is the universal medium in which understanding occurs.”
73

 There can be no textual intercourse, 

no fusion of horizons, without the mediation of language. As Günter Figal relates: “The relationship of the 

text and the interpreter is always a „conversation‟; the logic of which is the „logic of question and answer.‟ 
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All these concepts, central to Gadamer‟s hermeneutics, point to forms of language.”
74

 And so as expected, 

Gadamer himself confirms “that the fusion of horizons that take place in understanding is actually the 

achievement of language.”
75

  

 In every hermeneutical experience, then, “understanding is inseparable from language.”
76

  In fact, 

it is not the text per se that the interpreter understands but what the text communicates – that is, the 

“subject matter” (Sache)
77

 of the text wrapped in language. This is why Gadamer insists that “that which 

can be understood is language.”
78

 For one, it is language which gives form, expression, and being to the 

text‟s Sache. Then again, it is also through language that the interpreter acquires a better grasp, insight, 

and deeper understanding of what the text means to say.  

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 

 With his discussion of the linguisticality of understanding, Gadamer concludes Truth and Method. 

The point he wants to drive at is clear: deeper understanding is a fruit of one‟s experience with language, 

that is, a byproduct of textual intercourse. In any event, the mere fact that it is experiential entails that 

deeper understanding for Gadamer is not something abstract. Deeper understanding is instead 

something essentially practical. As Robert Dostal reports:  

The practical application of knowledge is inherent in the very understanding of 

something. Practical application is not, on Gadamer‟s account, an external, after the 

fact, use of understanding that is somehow independent of the understanding. All 

understanding is practical.
79

 

 

 So for Gadamer, anyone who claims to possess understanding must prove it by means of 

applying what he understands. “Understanding… is always application,”
80

 he avers. But what does it mean 

in practice? How does one apply his understanding?  

 To be sure, the experienced person is not without aid; his wealth of experiences is there to guide 

him what he needs to do exactly. But inasmuch as there is no perfect understanding, there is also no 

perfect application. Nevertheless, a man of deeper understanding, as we said in the beginning, is also a 

man of wisdom. According to Gadamer, this wisdom is not a purely cerebral type of erudition. Precisely, it 

is called phronesis – a term Gadamer no doubt borrows from Aristotle – because it is practical wisdom.
81

 In 

Latin, it is translated as prudentia because it denotes one‟s ability to apply rightly and properly what one 

understands. For Gadamer, then, the application of one‟s understanding is simply a matter of prudence. 
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