BEYOND THE “FUSION OF HORIZONS”
GADAMER'S NOTION OF UNDERSTANDING AS “PLAY”

The philosophical world has come to asso-
ciate Gadamer’s notion of understanding with
a “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschimel-
. zung). Bvery introduction to Gadamer’s phi-
losophy places a heavy emphasis on this
phrase, and Gadamer’s most influential critics
tend to focus closely on the notion as well. The
image of fusion appears to many of Gadamer’s
critics (from Betti and Hirsch,' to Habermas,?
to those of a Nietzschean-Derridean orienta-
tion such as Bernasconi® and Caputo)* to be
fundamentally opposed (in various ways) to
difference, tension, and even plurality: It ap-
pears to always make “one” out of “two,” and
even force “two” into “one” in a way that ulti-
mately does violence to otherness, alterity, or
resistance. Critics see it as a unifying and ho-
mogenizing force that aims to do away with a
diversity of perspectives—a process in which
one horizon is taken over or assimilated by an-
other dominating one so that a totalized,
univocal, or static end may be reached.
Though I am as mesmerized as the next reader
by Gadamer’s image of the fusion of horizons,
I suspect that the image considered alone is
much too susceptible to misinterpretation: We
would do well in avoiding a misrepresentation
of that “event” of understanding that consti-
tutes Gadamer’s account and practice of her-
meneutics if we move beyond our fixation on
the fusion of horizons, and expand our focus so
that Gadamer’s more pervasive concept
throughout Truth and Method—
“play”(Spiel)—may come into view. Recog-
nizing Gadamer’s notion of understanding as
“play” will allow us to see more clearly the
way in which understanding always remains a
dynamic process in which difference is the
life-blood. It will also allow us to retrieve the
contextin which we can better grasp the mean-
ing of the fusion of horizons.

In referring to “play” in the context of art
alone, much of the secondary literature on
Gadamer discusses the concept only in its local
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relevance.’ Those who sense that its signifi-
cance might stretch beyond the experience of
artworks to, at least, the reading of texts, still
find its larger implications to be vague or
merely “suggestive,” and in need of further ex-
plication.® T would like to claim here that
“play” has a global relevance in philosophical
hermeneutics and show that “play” elucidates
the very structure of understanding in gen-
eral—that understanding which stretches
through all of our hermeneutic experience, in-
cluding our encounters with art, text, tradition
in any of its forms, and with others in dialogue.

Essential to Gadamer’s concept of play, as
he explains at the outset of his discussion of the
ontology of the work of art in Truth and
Method,” is that play is not a subjective act or
attitude—not something that happens in the
mind, impulses, or conduct of the subject—but
is, rather, an activity that goes on in-between
the players, reaches beyond the behavior or
consciousness of any individual player, and
has alife, meaning, essence, or spirit of its own
that emerges from the players’ engagement in
their back-and-forth movement. This “spirit”
of a particular occurrence of play is what
Gadamer calls the true subject or “subject mat-
ter” (Sache) of play: It is the meaning of the
play, which reaches presentation (Darstell-
ung) only in and through the players’ pattern of
movement (Bewegungsordnung). The spirit,
subject matter, or meaning of play, according
to Gadamer, is the game itself (das Spiel
selbst), which has the character of an “event”
(Geschehen).

Crucial to Gadamer’s notion of play as
“event” is that it is a process whose character is
fundamentally dynamic. Gadamer perceives
that what is essential to the definition of “play”
is the spontancous back and forth movement
(Bewegung) that continually renews itself: it is
the occurrence of this movement that goes on
in-between the players that constitutes play.
Because of this, we can see that play itself can-
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not be a solitary event. The movement of play
itself requires a respondent for the motion to
continue and the game to go on. Furthermore,
it is crucial to the definition of play that its
movement not be fully determined or mechan-
ical, but involve the possibility of spontaneity
or variability in the movement of reciprocal re-
sponsiveness—a variability that only really
occurs if the players’ moves are not identical to
each other or totally predictable in advance.
We can see already from this brief sketch that
play is a process that is fundamentally interac-
tive in a way that relies on the engagement be-
tween things or players different from each
other. In fact, our preliminary sketch of these
characteristics of play already offers us clues
to unlocking the meaning of Gadamer’s dis-
tinct conception of understanding—which he
declares is “never a subjective relation to a
given ‘object’ (TM xxxi), as the Cartesian
model (upon which modern science was built)
would have it. It is, rather, a dynamic, social,
multi-vocal process of engagement in which
we—through our genuine encounter with the
Other—move beyond the nearsightedness of
our own individual perspectives and toward
more universal points of view that enrich our
grasp of some subject matter.

Though Gadamer recognizes the movement
of play to be present in all of nature, he per-
ceives that what is peculiar about human play
is that “the structure of movement to which it
submits has a definite quality which the player
‘chooses.” First, he expressly separates his
playing behavior from his other behavior by
wanting to play. But even within his readiness
to play he makes a choice” (TM 107). Human
play involves the intention, willingness, or
choice to constrain one’s own freedom to the
rules of a game: Human play has the special
quality of human freedom, which is not simply
the freedom of randomness or caprice, butis a
freedom that involves the intentional self-re-
straint that goes along with any effort to ac-
complish something. It involves what
Gadamer refers to as a profound commitment.®

Now, itis true that in his description of play,
Gadamer emphasizes the “primacy of play
over the consciousness of the player” (TM
104), and describes play as absorbing the play-
ers into itself so that play is less of a thing a per-
son does, and more of a thing done to him.
Gadamer declares that “all playing is a being-
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played . .. the game masters the players” (TM
106). We should not conclude from these re-
marks, though, that the players become quite
passive in play—but, rather, that they become
a part of an activity that is bigger than their
own personal, active roles in it. They must still
engage with the seriousness of a fully engaged
participant—for, as Gadamer observes, “seri-
ousness in playing is necessary to make the
play wholly play. Someone who doesn’t take
the game seriously is a spoilsport” (TM 102). It
is essential to the existence of the game,
Gadamer explains, that the player comport
himself in his playing in such a way that he,
with full seriousness and commitment, attends
whole-heartedly to the tasks required of him.’
Gadamer states: “A person playing is, even in
his play, still someone who comports himself,
even if the proper essence of the game consists
in his disburdening himself of the tension he
feels in his purposive comportment” (TM
107).!° To put this another way, one cannot
truly participate in play in a half-involved or
half-committed manner,

Just as play has the fundamental structure of
a dynamic movement that occurs in and
through the engaged participation of players in
a common game, understanding too must be
conceived as such an interactive “event” that
takes place in the basic back-and-forth process
of someone trying to understand someone else
about something. In language—whether the
language of art, text, or speech—interlocutors
become players in the shared game of a joint
articulation of truth. It is this activity that con-
stitutes the play-event of understanding.

In the encounter with a work of art,
Gadamer finds work and spectator to be play-
ers and participants in a continuous to-and-fro
dance of presentation and recognition, out of
which the meaning of the work of art emerges
and is understood. The work of art, according
to Gadamer, makes a “claim to truth”
(Wahrheitsanspruch) about our common
world, which it presents to us for our recogni-
tion. The work of art points to something in our
shared world and articulates it in a specific
way. But it is only in our ability to see or recog-
nize the subject articulated as “the way things
are” that the event of understanding takes
place and the achievement of communication
that Gadamer calls “total mediation” (totale
Vermittlung) occurs.



This communication requires, again, the
commitment of the engaged player. A true
spectator of an artwork is not one who simply
happens to be in the room in a quite casual way
while the performance is going on; rather, his
participation requires what Gadamer calls “a
subjective accomplishment in human con-
duct” (eine subjektive Leistung menschlichen
Verhaltens) (TM, 125, WM, 130),"" where he
must devote his full attention to the articulated
subject matter before him, and become com-
pletely involved in the truth claim presented to
him. His task is to lend himself to this truth,
and allow its claim to be made upon him.

The same is the case if the work that we are
encountering is a text; for the literary text also
finds its life in the event in which its meaning is
grasped by an audience. The reader has just as
much of an active role in the meaning of the
text, as the spectator does in the life of an art-
work. The artwork and text are conceived by
Gadamer as two forms of tradition that we at-
tempt to understand through the same play-
process, where grasping what tradition com-
municates is itself part of the event of its mean-
ing: In a broad sense “understanding must be
conceived as a part of the event in which mean-
ing occurs, the event in which the meaning of
all statements—those of art and all other kinds
of tradition—is formed and actualized” (TM
165). Gadamer explicates this process more
fully when he turns to his discussion of
Heidegger’s contribution to the “hermeneutic
circle,” which in Gadamer’s presentation (as 1
would like to point out) acts as aricher descrip-
tion of what happens in the play-process of
understanding.

Heidegger’s contribution to the hermeneu-
tic circle in which understanding occurs shows
us that the “circle” out of which meaning
emerges is not just a formal one that takes
place, for instance, within the text itself (as if
the text’s meaning were self-contained in the
circular relationship between its whole and
parts), but is a circle that takes place between
us, our historical horizon or context of mean-
ing, and that of the text. Heidegger’s descrip-
tion of the circular movement in which we
“work out our fore-structures in terms of the
things themselves,” shows us how it is that we
become aware of and revise our expectations
of the meaning of that form of tradition we are
trying to understand and achieve a mediation

between past and present.”” This mediation
Gadamer famously termed a “fusion of hori-
zons.” What I want to point out here is that the
back and forth process of working out our fore-
projections (Vorentwurfe) or fore-conceptions
(Vorbegriffe) of meaning is itself another artic-
ulation of that ongoing movement of play that
is the fundamental structure of all understand-
ing. In fact, Gadamer himself states that the
movement of the hermeneutic circle “de-
scribes understanding as the interplay
[Ineinanderspiel] of the movement of tradition
and the movement of the interpreter” (TM 293,
WM 298). This characterization of the herme-
neutic circle as the movement of play is too of-
ten forgotten because of the popular fascina-
tion with the image of fusion. The point here is
that if we understand what Gadamer really
means by “fusion” in terms of its larger context
of the play-process—that is, as another way of
describing the sharing of a common game (a
game of articulating a common subject matter
together) in which there remains an ongoing,
open-ended movement between two things
different from each other—then we can avoid
believing that Gadamer’s conception of under-
standing is one that tries to—to put it bluntly—
“kill” difference.

So, how is it that the process of the herme-
neutic circle is itself the movement of play? To
begin with, the text addresses us with its mean-
ing, with its claim to truth. We come to the text
with our own set of assumptions with which
we always begin and which make up a kind of
background of understanding or a context of
meaning in which we integrate new experi-
ences. We take a stab at interpretation based on
what we already know, and the text replies
(“that’s not yet what I mean”), Our own under-
standing now enters into play. Through our ex-
perience of the “other” meaning the text offers,
which resists or denies our projected presup-
positions that usually go unnoticed, our pre-
suppositions become foregrounded in a way
that we are able to examine them (their origin
and validity) and transform them so that we
may improve our understanding—so that we
may “know better.” Foregrounding (abheben),
Gadamer tells us, is the “way prejudices are
brought into play” (TM 306). Being brought
into play means that they are provoked out of
the unnoticed background of our constantly
operating assumptions, and brought to the ta-
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ble so that they are tried or, better, risked—a
risking which means opening them up to being
questioned. This provocation which brings our
prejudices into play, can only be accomplished
through our engagement with something else,
something different, some other meaning that
asserts itself and its own validity. We continue
a back and forth process of revising our preju-
dices until the meaningful whole we project is
confirmed by all the details of the text, We are
close, now, to grasping the claim to truth made
on us; but we must, finally, answer the claim by
interpreting its contemporary relevance to us.
We must critically appropriate it, or apply it:
We must understand it in terms of the world in
which we live. It is in this back-and-forth pro-
cess of engagement—of absorption in new
meaning and return to self anew with an
enriched sense of our world—that the event of
understanding takes place.

This understanding is only accomplished,
again, if we take on that unique commitment
that we saw is characteristic of the engaged
player—a commitment that Gadamer wants to
emphasize is rather distinct from the kind of
commitment that would be demanded of us by
modern scientific method. What we must do,
when entering into this hermeneutic circle, is
not attempt to do away with all our prejudices,
nor remove ourselves from what we are trying
to understand in order to avoid “infecting” it
with our own subjectivity (as modern scien-
tific method would have us do). On the con-
trary, we are to engage ourselves fully with that
other meaning we are confronting, test our
prejudices, allow them to be played out, and
risk ourselves and our prior understanding: In
short, we are to get in the game and allow our-
selves to be affected." Gadamer refers to this
willingness to allow ourselves to be affected as
a comportment of openness and tells us that to
achieve understanding, what is asked of us is
that we “remain open to the meaning of the
other person or text” (TM 268). A stance of
openness consists in a readiness to hear some-
thing different from what we already think, to
allow otherness to assert itself, and to become
aware of our own biases (TM 269). Gadamer
states: “A person trying to understand some-
thing will not resign himself from the start to
relying on his own accidental fore-meanings,
ignoring as consistently and stubbornly as pos-
sible the actual meaning of the text until the
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latter becomes so persistently audible that it
breaks through what the interpreter imagines it
to be” (TM 269). In his effort to understand he
will, on the contrary, guard vigilantly against
letting his prejudices go unchecked, untested,
untried, un-played—all for the very purpose of
making sure that his understanding does not
remain dominated by his preconceptions.

This play-process, along with its commit-
ment of openness, is required of us anytime we
attempt to understand meaning, whether that
be in our engagement with art, text, or some
“Other” in dialogue."* In fact, Gadamer refers
to the voice that speaks to us in tradition (in any
of its forms) as the voice of the Other, Tradi-
tion, Gadamer asserts, “is language [Sprache]
—i.e., itexpresses itself like a Thou. A Thou is
not an object; it relates itself to us” (TM 358).
Our understanding of tradition is not knowl-
edge of some “object.” It is not a subjective re-
lation to some dead thing; It is a relation be-
tween I and Thou (Ich und Du). In tradition we
hear the articulation of some other human be-
ing speaking to us across time, which makes
tradition, as Gadamer insists, “a genuine part-
ner in dialogue” (TM 358). The experience we
have with the traditionary work of art or text is
an experience whose play-structure is ulti-
mately that of dialogue (Gesprdch), and in
Gadamer’s shift to describing the event of un-
derstanding in terms of a conversation or dia-
logue, we hear his original description of au-
thentic participation in play reverberate. Just
as the genuine player had to engage the other
players and lend himself to the game, the genu-
ine interlocutor must listen carefully to the
Other and allow the subject matter and its truth
to be his guide in the conversation.” In dia-
logue-play

what emerges in its truth is the logos, which is
neither mine nor yours and hence so far tran-
scends the interlocutors’ subjective opinions
that even the person leading the conversation
knows that he does not know (TM 368). ... To
reach an understanding in a dialogue is not
merely a matter of putting oneself forward and
successfully asserting one’s own point of view,
but being transformed into a communion in
which we do not remain what we were. (TM
379)



The communion is a shared language between
I and Thou in which truth and understanding
emerge together.

By focusing on Gadamer’s concept of play
and its global relevance as the structure of un-
derstanding in general, we can see that under-
standing is for Gadamer an interactive, multi-
vocal, and ongoing process of engagement,
Despite the influential criticisms of Gadamer
that would aim to persuade us that his notion of
understanding is one that is fundamentally an-
tagonistic to difference or “otherness” in gen-
eral, we are able to recognize in our study that
our confrontation with something new and dif-
ferent in our encounter with the other is crucial
for there to be any understanding at all. Re-

trieving Gadamer’s notion of understanding as
play, and moving beyond the popular fixation
on the “fusion of horizons,” is a way of keeping
the dynamic character of understanding in the
foreground, and reminding us of the fact that
all understanding involves the necessity of at
least two distinct entities participating in a
back and forth movement. The very motion of
play needs a move and countermove, question
and answer, call and response to occur. We
don’t learn anything unless there is something
other confronting us and challenging our ex-
pectations and prejudices. When we remember
this, we can see that difference and alterity
remain the life-blood of understanding.
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for the structure of Dasein’s understanding as his
very mode of being-in-the-world. The circle for
Heidegger is, thus, ontological. It is also ontological
for Gadamer, but here he uses it to describe the un-
derstanding of history in the human sciences.

specifically human quality in our play is the self-dis- 13, Gadamer states: “Understanding is possible only if
cipline and order that we impose on our movements one keeps oneself out of play. This is the demand of
when playing, as if particular purposes were in- science” (Truth and Method, 335). The task of under-
volved—just like a child, for example, who counts standing as he sees it demands the opposite, Play,
how oftfen he can boupce the ba]l. on thé ground be- here again, reveals itself as the key to grasping the
fore-losmg contro].ofli.'. v ¥n this fas.hllon we actu- real alternative to the modern scientitic conception
;‘ny'('i“e“d so‘methnlg ;\;th effort, ambition, and pro- of understanding that Gadamer is trying so hard to
9 IoEm ‘conﬁmtgle(rjlt ( I) wslay” in the back articulate. If we are to understand the meaning of-
+ 1t1s true that Gadamer locates “p ay” m the back- fered to us by the voice of the other, we must engage
and-forth movement that occurs in-between the . . - .
. . . . it wholly, actively participate with it in play, and
players, and not in the intentional consciousness of .
. open ourselves to its strangeness.
any one of them. And yet, such a genuine movement R X X X
) § . ) 14. The question seems to always arise, at this point, of
cannot occur unless the players actively comport hat b hen the © , v
themselves in such a way that they become fully in- W at’ appens ?V hen the c?,n.lmltment 1s?not made.
volved or immersed in the game. Drew Hyland, in his Don t we. still “understand” in S.Omff way? If under-
book The Question of Play (Lanham, MD: Univer- standing is our very mode of being-in-the-world (as
sity Press of America, 1984), argues that Gadamer Gadamer declares following Heidegger), then don’t
denies the intentional character of play, and that for we still understand even if we don’t engage in play?
him “play SImp]y ‘happens’ to the player independ- Perhaps my best answer to this, in light of the fact
ently of his or her intentions” (88) and further that that Gadamer does use understanding to refer both to
“the attitude of the player has nothing to do with that thing we are always already doing, and that thing
whether or not there is play” (89). I think this depic- we are trying so hard to achieve when faced with new
tion misses a crucial aspect of play. Though the play- meaning, is the following: If you don’t make that
ers’ intentions and attitudes are not the locale of play, commitment to engage in play when confronting
no play can take place without (what we might call) new meaning (with all the “openness to the other”
seriously playful attitudes and intentions. The play- and “risking of prejudices” involved in that commit-
ers’ shared corr}portmept towzu‘.d. eagh other an(% tf" ment), then you will not build upon your current level
fvard the game isa crucial condition for fhe possibil- of understanding so that you come to “know better”.
}t);]ofdany 1gem(1imhe pla}; at alll.dThough 1t cannothbe You will remain with your prejudices un-risked, un-
't i
iy e,ve ope .ele, . wou \entur.e to s?y that tested, and un-played. Here it might be useful to dis-
Hyland’s own articulation of play as involving the o e
« . . 4 tinguish, then, between the preliminary or pre-un-
stance of responsive openness” actually shares . .
. . R . derstanding that we always carry with us (or that we
much more in common with Gadamer’s notion of R R
. always are), and the improved or cultivated under-
play than he recognizes. dine that al . bility £ :
10. “Comportment” is a translation of Verhalten, also stag lmg ¢ }?t always rf&mams a PossIot lt)f hm lus .m
meaning behavior or conduct. S alll. t]ro;lg] r;ew ge.numf: «lengagem‘ents with others.
11. WM refers to the German text of Truth and Method; 1>+ 11is model of genuine dialogue, dnver.1 by an open-
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Warheit und Methode: ness to t}:e other and focus on the subject matt‘er, is
Griidzuge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik dlstmgulshled by Gadamer frorrAx less-than-genuine I-
(Tiibingen: J. C. B. Molr (Paul Siebeck), 199@5; ’_) Thou relations where one might attempt only to
12, Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle is meant to account objectify the other, psychoanalyze the other, or beat

the other in an argument. Though it cannot be fully
developed here, these three models all involve alevel
of “closedness” to the other and his “claim to truth”
that prevents genuine understanding (as Gadamer
conceives it) from occurring.
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