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6 Gadamer and the game of
understanding

Dialogue-play and opening to the
Other

Monica Vilhauer

A breakdown in genuine dialogue and understanding increasingly plagues com-
munication today, in both political and personal contexts. The popular sense
that we simply cannot understand each other because of differences in gender,
race, class, religion, sexual orientation, political affiliation, etc. discourages us,
more and more, from even trying to communicate with those we consider to be
our ‘Other’. This leads frequently to the abandonment of dialogue, and to either
a kind of isolationism or resort to force as a response to conflict. Considering the
ever more global nature of our society, and the need to find ways to fully under-
stand and act upon shared concerns, the abandonment of dialogue has become
all the more troubling. We are thus faced with the pressing questions: What
causes dialogue to break down? And what do we do once it has broken down?
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics offers a philosophy rich
in resources for grappling with questions surrounding communication, under-
standing, and the varying approaches we might take to others whose lives and
ideas are considerably different from our own. While Gadamer’s magnum opus
Truth and Method (originally published in German in 1960) explicitly concerns
itself with discovering how understanding works and what makes understanding
possible, it simultaneously offers a distinctive philosophy of genuine human
engagement in which true dialogue and understanding can be achieved. It is in
the concept of play (Spiel) that we find the key, in Gadamer's_philosophy, to
understanding how it is that we must approach ‘the Other’ for dialogue to be a
fruitful and transformative event, in which interlocutors truly communicate
with each other and develop a higher shared grasp of the subject matter at hand.
It is by focusing on what is required to create and sustain the back-and-forth
linguistic play-movement between human beings, which represents the very
process of understanding itself for Gadamer, that one can best see the ethical
conditions' for genuine dialogue and understanding, and grasp what happens
when the game of understanding goes right, versus what happens when it gets
blocked or breaks down. Gadamer’s phenomenological (descriptive) account of
genuine play - that dance of presenting and recognizing meaning — is ultimately
meant to serve as move us past the recurring blocks to dialogue we set for our-
selves, and move us towards the sorts of interpersonal engagements that best
facilitate mutual understanding for our common good. I say ‘for our common
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good’ because I find in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics an implicit lesson
that preserving an authentic engagement in dialogue-play with the Other is
crucial for our education, development, and our very existence as human beings.
Implicit in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, I find an ‘ethics of play’ in
three senses. First, Gadamer’s phenomenological analysis of how understanding
works in terms of play reveals to us that there are crucial ethical conditions that
must be met for genuine dialogic play to succeed. Second, there is an implicit
value claim in Gadamer’s work that genuine play with the Other is ultimately
good for us, as the interactive path of our development as human beings. Third,
Gadamer’s theory of understanding as a process of play is meant, as practical
philosophy (in the style of the older Aristotelian tradition), to guide our concrete
dialogical relations with others so that we may understand better, and — insofar
as understanding is conceived by Gadamer as our very mode of being and devel-
oping in the world — so that we may come to live better.? This chapter begins
with a discussion of what play means for Gadamer and how it relates to the
process of understanding in all its forms. It then develops the ethical conditions
of dialogue-play by focusing on how it is that we must approach the Other for
genuine understanding to occur. Finally, the chapter illuminates how Gadamer’s
philosophy is itself a practical philosophy in the Aristotelian sense.

The concept of play

Essential to Gadamer’s concept of play, as Gadamer explains in his 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 between the players, reaches beyond the behaviour or con-
sciousness of any individual player, and has a life, meaning, essence or spirit of
its own that emerges from the players’ back-and-forth movement (Gadamer
2000: 101-110). This life or meaning of a particular occurrence of play is what
Gadamer calls the true subject or subject matter (Sache) of play, which reaches
presentation (Darstellung) only in and through the players’ movement. The
subject matter of play, according to Gadamer, is the game itself (das Spiel selbst),
which has the character of an event (Geschehen). This event must be under-
stood as a dynamic process, whose back-and-forth movement involves sponta-
neity and variability. As Gadamer emphasizes, no one knows ahead of time
what will ultmately come out of a particular event of play. Play, thus, is a move-
ment that is neither mechanical nor fully determined. The very movement of
play requires respondents whose movements are not identical, but differ from
each other enough to keep the game going.

Although Gadamer recognizes that the movement of play is present in all of
nature, he perceives that what is peculiar about human play is that ‘the struc-
ture of movement to which it submits has a definite quality which the player
“chooses.” First, he expressly separates his playing behaviour from his other
behaviour by wanting to play. But even within his readiness to play he makes a
choice’ (Gadamer 2000: 107). Human play, thus, involves the intention,
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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, but is a freedom that involves the intentional
self-restraint that goes along with any effort to accomplish something. It
involves what Gadamer refers to as a profound commitment.

Now, it is true that in his description of play, Gadamer emphasizes the
‘brimacy of play over the consciousness of the player’ (Gadamer 2000: 104), and
describes play as absorbing the players into itself. He explains that play is less of
a thing a person does and more of a thing done to him. Gadamer declares that
‘all playing is a being-played ... the game masters the players’ (Gadamer 2000:
106). We should not conclude from these remarks, though, that the players
become quite passive in play; rather, they become a part of an activity that is
bigger than their own personal, active roles. Each player must actively approach
the game with the seriousness of a fully engaged participant - since, as Gadamer
observes, ‘seriousness in playing is necessary to make the play wholly play.
Someone who doesn’t take the game seriously is a spoilsport’ (Gadamer 2000:
102). It is essential to the existence of the game that the player compore himself
in his playing in such a way that he attends whole-heartedly to the tasks
required of him. This comportment is, in fact, what allows him to become
wrapped up in the game. Thus, although Gadamer locates play in the back-and-
forth movement that occurs between the players, and not in the intentional
consciousness of any one of them, we must notice that such a genuine move-
ment cannot occur unless the players actively comport themselves in such a way
that they become fully involved or immersed in the game. They must have, we
might say, seriously playful attitudes and intentions in order to give themselves
over to the game and fully engage in it.’ 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’ (Gadamer 2000: 107). To put this another way, one
cannot truly participate in play in a half-committed manner. The game requires
the players’ full involvement.

The play-process of understanding: understanding art, text,
tradition and living speech

Just as play has the fundamental structure of a dynamic movement that occurs
in and through the engaged participation of players, understanding too for
Gadamer 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, tradition or
living speech — interlocutors become players in the shared game of a joint artic-
ulation of truth.

In the encounter with a work of art, Gadamer finds work and spectator to be
players 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
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understood. The work of art, according to Gadamer, makes a claim to truch
(Wahrheitsanspruch) about our common world, which it presents to us for our
recognition. The work of art points to something in our shared world and artic-
ulates it in a specific way. But it is only in our ability to see or recognize the
subject articulated as ‘the way things are’ that the event of understanding takes
place and the achievement of communication that Gadamer calls total medi-
ation (totale Vermittlung) occurs.

The same is the case if the work we are encountering is a text, since the lit-
erary text also finds its life in the event in which its meaning is grasped by an
audience. According to Gadamer, the reader plays just as much of an active role
in the meaning of the text as the spectator does in the life of an artwork.
Readers enter into play with texts, and through a back-and-forth movement of
speaking and listening they form a communicative event in which meaning is
shared. To begin with, the text addresses us (the readers) with its message, with
its claim to truth. We come to the text with our own set of assumptions, which
make up a kind of background understanding, or a context of meaning, in which
we integrate new experiences. We take a stab at interpretation based on what
we already know, and the text replies (‘that’s not yet what I mean’). Our present
understanding now enters into play. Through our experience of the other
meaning the text offers, which resists or denies our projected presuppositions,
our presuppositions become foregrounded, provoked, or called into question in a
way that makes us aware of them, able to examine them (their origin and valid-
ity), and finally able to transform them so that we may improve our understand-
ing (Gadamer 2000: 267) - so ‘that we may ‘know better’.! We continue a
back-and-forth process of revising our prejudices 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 inter-
preting 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
(Gadamer 2000: 308). It is in this back-and-forth process of engagement — of
absorption in new meaning and return with an enriched sense of our world and
ourselves — that the play-process or event of understanding takes place.

This event of understanding cannot take place without 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 accom-
plishment in human conduct’ (eine subjektive Leistung menschlichen Verhaltens)
(Gadamer 2000: 125), where he must devote his full attention to the articulated
subject matter before him. Likewise, a good reader of a text must involve himself
in the subject matter in a way that allows the other meaning coming from the
pages to speak to him and address him. This means he must be willing to hear
something different from what he already thinks, test his own prejudices, risk
himself and his prior understandin, , become aware of his old biases, and allow
himself to be affected by new meaning. Gadamer refers to this willingness of the
fully engaged interpreter as a comportment of openness. This openness is
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necessary if we are to understand the meaning of an artwork, a text, a tradition
or some Other in dialogue.

The artwork and text are conceived by Gadamer as two forms of tradition
that we attempt to understand through the same play-process. In the play-
process of understanding, grasping what tradition communicates in termns of our
own tithe and place is itself part of the event of its meaning. (Gadamer famously
terms this process of understanding a ‘fusion of past and present horizons’.) In
tradition, Gadamer asserts, a voice speaks to us. Tradition ‘expresses itself like 2
Thou. A Thou is not an object; it relates itself to us’ (Gadamer 2000: 358).
Understanding tradition, thus, is not a matter of an active subject knowing
some dead thing. Understanding is, rather, an interactive, communicative
process between I and Thou (Ich und Du). Tradition, as Gadamer insists, is for
us ‘a genuine partner in dialogue’ (Gadamer 2000: 358). The experience we
have with the traditionary work of art or text is an experience whose play-
structure is ultimately that of dialogue (Gespriich).

In Gadamer’s shift to describing the event of understanding in terms of a
conversation or dialogue, we hear his original description of authentic participa-
tion in play reverberate. Just as the genuine player had to engage the other
players and fully involve himself in the game, the genuine interlocutor must
listen carefully to the Other and allow the subject matter and its truth to be his
guide in the conversation. Gadamer explains:

To conduct a conversation means to allow oneself to be conducted by the
subject matter to which the partners in the dialogue are oriented (Gadamer,
2000: 367).... 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.

(Gadamer 2000: 379)

The communion is a shared language between I and Thou in which a common
understanding of some truth about our world develops.

Gadamer’s ethics of play

The ethical conditions of dialogue-play

Just as any play-movement is a dynamic process or event that takes place
between players, goes beyond any individual player, and allows something new
to reach presentation, dialogue-play requires that we move beyond a preoccupa-
tion with ourselves, and lend ourselves to a game that is larger than our own
individual roles in it ~ the game of articulating eruth. Just as any play-movement
has a life of its own that takes hold of the players, dialogue-play requires that
interlocutors give up a certain level of control and allow the subject matter to
guide them. Just as any plag-movement involves a reciprocal responsiveness,
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dialogue-play requires that interlocutors not hold back as observing spectators,
but instead contribute to the undertaking of the conversation. Just as any
human game demands that the players make a choice to play and deliberately
constrain their conduct and attention to the tasks of the game, dialogue-play
requires that we be willing to do the work of interpretation - the work of active
listening, of asking questions, and of trying, risking and revising our prejudices
until we finally comprehend what each other is trying to say. Just as any human
player must take the game seriously - as not to be, as Gadamer puts it, a spoil-
sport — the game of understanding requires of us a profound commitment — a
commitment to listen with care, to be sensitive to the alterity of what each
other has to say, to take seriously each other’s claims to truth, and to stand ready
to be challenged and truly transformed in our own thinking. Embodying these
commitments, these behaviours, these postures when approaching each other in
conversation is what Gadamer refers to (as mentioned above) as a comportment
of openness towards the Other. This comportment of openness characterizes in
a general way the ethical conditions which must be met by both/all parties
involved for genuine dialogue and a common understanding of some truth about
our world to take place.” Gadamer proclaims:

In human relations the important thing is, as we have seen, to experience
the Thou truly as a Thou - i.e., not to overlook his claim but to let him
really say something to us. Here is where openness belongs.... Without
such openness to one another there is no genuine human bond.

(Gadamer 2000: 361)

The open approach to the Other involves a fundamental recognition of the
Other as a crucial partner and participant in the process of articulating truth,
and produces a deep engagement in which the Other’s claim to truth receives a
full hearing (or is fully ‘played out’ as Gadamer puts it). Only when the Other’s
claim receives a full hearing can it truly affect us, educate us, and contribute to
building a common ground of meaning that puts us in an even better position to
communicate and act with others.

This ‘open’ approach to the Other is contrasted by Gadamer with three other
approaches or [-Thou relations, all of which are characterized by levels of ‘clos-
edness’, distance and postures of dominance over the Other that hinder the
back-and-forth movement of dialogue-play and the understanding that can be
achieved in it.5 I refer to these three I-Thou relations (or forms of ‘foul play’) as
(1) the scientific approach to the Other, (2) the psychological approach to the
Other, and (3) the sophistic approach to the Other.

In the scientific approach to the Other, the Other is treated as an object to
be observed and examined from a distance, for the purpose of anticipating its
future behaviour and developing some sort of mastery or control over it. By
approaching the Other as a thing, rather than as a person who has something
significant to say, one immediately closes one’s ears to the Other’s claim to truth
and blocks the sort of conversation that would allow for a mutual understanding
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to develop. The Other, under this approach, is allowed to make sounds but not
to speak meaningfully; he is used as a means to the end of one’s own knowledge
or one’s own control, and is denied the kind of recognition that is involved in
taking seriously what he has to say. The posture of dominance taken in this
[-Thou relation, which is really reduced to an I-It relation, severs the basic
moral relation (of subject to subject), according to Gadamer, which is needed if
we are to enter into a mutually transforming dialogue. Gadamer states: ‘From
the moral point of view this orientation toward the Thou is purely self-regarding
and contradicts the moral definition of man’ (Gadamer 2000: 358).

The psychological approach to the Other is a derivative of the scientific
approach. Although it appears to treat the Other as a human being rather than
as an object, it really just treats the Other as a peculiar kind of object — a ‘psy-
chological thing’. In this I-Thou relation one hears what the Other says as a
meaningful statement — even as a unique enunciation of meaning other than
one’s own — but one takes the Other’s statement to be the expression of his per-
sonal attitude, an expression of his life (Lebenstiuferung), or of his life experi-
ence (Erlebnis), and attempts to understand it only as his idiosyncratic point of
view. The ‘T, under this model, does not recognize the ‘Thou’ as a being that
has something meaningful to say about the way the world is, about the truth of
things, but only as a being that is capable of expressing the way he feels, or the
way he sees things as a result of his personal life history. The ' even claims to
know the ‘Thou', through a psychological-biographical study, better than the
Thou knows himself. But, Gadamer explains: ‘By understanding the other, by
claiming to know him, one robs his claims of their legitimacy .... The claim to
understand the other person in advance functions to keep the other person’s
claim at a distance’ (Gadamer 2000: 360). The problem, in short, is that the I,
here, does not take what the Thou says seriously — that is, as a potential truth
that could apply to any of us and transform the way we think and act. Rather,
the I sees what the Thou says as a mere attitude, a subjective reflection, or a
product of some life event which colours all of his thoughts. The psychological
approach to the Other, like the scientific approach to the Other, is character-
ized by a kind of distance in which the I remains removed from a real engage-
ment with the Thou due to the I's unwillingness to recognize the Thou’s truth
claims. This distance keeps the [ from being affected, transformed or educated
in his encounter with the Thou.” The psychological approach to the Other, like
the scientific approach, is a relationship in which mastery, control and domi-
nance is attempted over the Other. The I takes himself to be the knower while
the Thou is the known. What the Thou knows himself, and what might be
learned from him, is ignored. A relationship of mutual understanding, teaching
and learning is neither recognized nor achieved.

Finally, the sophistic approach to the Other, as we know from its depiction
in Plato’s dialogues, is one of argumentative attack and conquer. The goal,
simply, is to overpower the Other in a debate and to ‘win’ for the purpose of
acquiring honour, money, votes or some other award. In this case, the Other is
listened to only long enough to discover the vulnerable spot in his argument, so
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that he may be refuted. The sophist, instead of engaging and taking seriously
what his adversary says, stands back at a competitive distance where he remains
unaffected by the possible truth of his partner’s words. This sophistic, com-
petitive game is contrasted by Gadamer with the play of dialectic, or that ‘art of
conducting a real dialogue’, of which Socrates is quintessential master. In the
case of the dialectical dialogue, the aim is not to outdo each other but to reach
agreement at every step in the argument, so that there is always a common
subject matter being worked through. Socratic dialectic

consists in not trying to discover the weakness of what is said, but in bring-
ing out its real strength. It is not the art of arguing (which can make a
strong case out of a weak one) but the art of thinking (which can
strengthen objections by referring to the subject matter).

(Gadamer 2000: 367)

Simply put, the goal is a joint grasp of truth. As the example of the Socratic dia-
lectical dialogue shows, this cooperative and collaborative pursuit requires what
[ like to call a ‘double openness”: an openness to the Other and what he has to
say (what Gadamer often refers to as a ‘good will to understand’) and an open-
ness towards truth as the ultimate goal. Interlocutors’ shared double openness
creates the kind of friendship, in Plato’s texts, that lies at the root of the
upward-moving Socratic philosophical conversation. This friendship is the
model for the ethical conditions of genuine dialogue-play we find in Gadamer —
conditions that must be met if a higher, joint understanding of some truth is to
take place. In the end, it is the comportment of openness that leads us, as
Gadamer puts it (appropriating Hegel, but echoing insights found in Plato), to
move beyond the nearsightedness of our own individual perspectives and
towards more universal points of view with regard to the subject matter.

The value of dialogue-play

There is an implicit lesson in Gadamer’s hermeneutics that preserving an authen-
tic engagement in genuine dialogue-play with the Other is crucial for our educa-
tion, development and our very existence as human beings.® The movement in
which we open ourselves to new and strange meaning, offered by the Other, is
the very activity in which human beings undergo rich, transformative experience
(Erfahrung) and cultivation (Bildung). It is the path by which we learn, grow and
flourish as human beings. A failure to engage in play, or a refusal to work through
new meaning with others (with all the risks and growing pains involved) results
in a kind of stunted growth, alienation, and even a limitation of our own possibil-
ities (as a higher understanding and comfort level with the subject matter is
related to a higher freedom by Gadamer, again appropriating Hegel). Genuine
dialogue-play, I think we are justified in asserting, is ultimately good for us!
Furthermore, since understanding is considered to be our fundamental mode
of being in the world, according to Gadamer, being a participant in genuine
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dialogue-play with the Other is crucial for what it means to be a human being,
or to live a fully human life. This life is not the life of a subject at a distance
from the objects and other subjects of the world. It is not the life of an obsery-
ing spectator, nor the life of a mind alone enveloped in its own thoughts (as the
Cartesian tradition has tratned us to believe). It is the life of a fundamentally
open, involved, receptive and responsive being-in-the-world, primordially in
contact with the meaningful subject matter of the world, moving in a back-and-
forth communicative dance with others, Now, although we may always be
understanding beings-in-the-world — or, as [ would like to put it, understanding
‘beings-at-play-in-the-world’ with others — we can always enrich this under-
standing and this way of being. This enrichment is, I take it, one of the primary
goals of hermeneutics as a theory and practice of understanding and correct
interpretation. When we consider that understanding for Gadamer represents
both what or who we already are and, simultaneously, an achievement that we
want to reach with each other, we can see that in an important sense the goal of
hermeneutic understanding is to be who we are more genuinely, more authenti-
cally — to be who we are better. I do not know of a goal more ethical in
character. '

Phenomenology of dialogue-play as practical philosophy

Finally, in connection with this last point, Gadamer’s laborious efforts to
develop a phenomenological analysis of genuine dialogue-play is offered to us,
in the form of a practical philosophy, as a guide to help us improve our dialogic
relations with Others so that a higher shared understanding can truly develop.
This is not a guide in the form of a ‘how-to’ book that offers rules or formulas for
us to follow. It is a guide in the (distinctively Aristotelian) style of a description
of the kinds of practices (that we know from experience) promote and preserve
the process of dialogue and understanding, and a description of the kinds of
contrasting practices (that we know from experience) lead dialogue and under-
standing to break down. As with Aristotle’s ethics — which can only offer guide-
lines in the form of an outline or sketch, due to the ever-changing reality of
situations in which humans must act — Gadamer's hermeneutics also offers an
outline for how we can best approach the Other in dialogue. Just as Aristotle
teaches us from observation and experience that virtue is preserved by ‘the
mean’ and destroyed by excess and defect, Gadamer teaches us from observation
and experience that genuine dialogue-play and understanding are preserved by a
comportment of openness to the Other, and are destroyed by various attempts
to objectify or overpower the Other. This truth communicated to us about the
ethical conditions of dialogue and understanding, like Aristotle’s truth about
the mean, is meant to be recognized and applied by us in our own lives, and so is
offered as a guide to praxis, a practical philosophy, or an ethical philosophy in
its distinctively ancient form. This reading is confirmed by Gadamer in his
‘Hermeneutics as Practical Philosophy’, written in 1976, where he states: ‘The
great tradition of practical philosophy lives on in a hermeneutics that becomes
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aware of its philosophic implications ... in both cases we have the same mutual
implication between theoretical interest and practical action’ (Gadamer 1981:
111). In this essay Gadamer establishes explicitly the connection between
hermeneutics and practical philosophy, which both ask ‘the question of the
good’ (Gadamer 1981: 93).

Conclusion

Gadamer shows us throughout his Truth and Method what is really at stake in his
project of developing an accurate account of understanding. He shows us that a
proper notion of understanding is needed if our efforts to grasp the subject
matter of our world with others, in a more complete and profound way, are to be
given proper direction. In accounting for the ethical conditions that make the
play-process of understanding possible, Gadamer guides us past the sorts of road-
blocks we set for ourselves that cause communication breakdown - in particular,
those that occur when we approach the Other in various postures of dominance
and close ourselves off from being affected by what the Other has to say.

What is particularly troubling, though, is our more and more frequent experi-
ence of a kind of ‘radical closedness’ to the Other; a flat refusal to even try to
speak or listen to those who one considers to be their Other. In political, reli-
gious or ethical debates in particular, we encounter a popular attitude that one
should not even want to understand their Other out of a belief that either such
understanding is impossible (so that there is ‘no point’ in even trying), or that
reaching an understanding with one’s Other would mean having one’s own
beliefs somehow ‘perverted’ by those one already knows one disagrees with.
Although Gadamer is able to offer guidance to those who still want to develop
understanding with each other, and who generally view mutual understanding
as a valuable pursuit for our common good, he is unable to help us past the obs-
tacle of radical closedness, since he always begins his discussion where a shared
‘willingness to try’ is already in place. Thus, our biggest and most threatening
contemporary obstacle to genuine dialogue and understanding — the refusal to
take part in dialogue, and the immediate withdrawal or use of force that follows
it — remains unexamined and undealt with. Our new task must be to find a way
to reopen dialogue where it has become radically closed, and go beyond
Gadamer to develop an ethics of human engagement that can cultivate dialogue
where it has been totally blocked. We stand in need of a broadened ethics of
play.

Notes

1 I call these conditions for dialogic play ‘ethical’ conditions because (1) they represent
the manner in which human intetlocutors must treat each other for dialogic play to con-
tinue and flourish; (2) these I-Thou relations create an encounter with the Other that
is characterized by mutual respect (i.e. treating the Other like a human being who has
something meaningful to say, rather than as an object to be dominated); (3) these
I-Thou relations require a shared commitment and self-disciplined conduct to be
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achieved; and (4) these [-Thou relations ultimately provide for a process in which

mutual human growth can occur, making them 1~Thou relations that are ultimately

directed towards our common human good.

I offer my thanks to Lexington Books for allowing me to borrow sections from my book

Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (2010) in order to craft a con-

densed version of some of my main arguments in a form that is meant for a broad

interdisciplinary audience.

Drew Hyland, in his book The Question of Play, argues that Gadamer denies the inten-

tional character of play, and that for him ‘play simply “happens” to the player inde-

pendently of his or her intentions’ (Hyland 1984: 88) and further that ‘the attitude of

the player has nothing to do with whether or not there is play’ (Hyland 1984: 89). 1

think this depiction misses a crucial aspect of play. Although the players’ intentions

and attitudes are not the locale of play, no play can take place without seriously playful
attitudes and intentions. The players’ shared comportment towards each other and
towards the game is a crucial condition for the possibility of any genuine play at all.

Although it cannot be fully developed here, I would venture to say that Hyland’s own

articulation of play as involving the ‘stance of responsive openness’ actually shares

much more in common with Gadamer's notion of play than he recognizes.

4 Although Gadamer is often accused of promoting a theory of understanding that does

not adequately preserve difference, we can see that difference is really the life-blood of

the play-movement of understanding in which we revise our prejudices and enrich our
knowledge. See the last section of Chapter 5 in Gadamer's Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics
and the Other (Vilhauer 2010) for the full argument.

Although Gadamer often speaks from the perspective of what the ‘I’ does (or must do)

in relation to the ‘Other’ for genuine dialogue to occur, we should remember that both

interlocutors must operate with a reciprocal openness and shared commitment to
understanding for the play-process of genuine dialogue to occur. Certainly, I only have
control over my own behaviour in a dialogue and I cannot control whether the Other
is open towards me, is committed to understanding each other, is a good listener, etc.

But what the Other does (or does not do) is just as important for the functioning of

the dialogue as what 1 do. I cannot create genuine dialogue-play on my own. The

movement of genuine dialogue will only occur if there is a shared openness between
interlocutors, and if their commitment to understanding each other is reciprocal.

6 Although Gadamer is often accused of being generally ignorant of the power relations
that underlie dialogue, we can see in Gadamer’s description of less than genuine dia-
logues that he is, in fact, concerned very much with the problem of uneven power
relations and their effect on dialogue. All three forms of what I call ‘foul play’ are
driven by an attempt to dominate the Other. This means that it is in fact an imbal-
ance of power, caused by the way in which one person approaches another, that is a
main root of communication breakdown. Gadamer’s goal in his phenomenological
study of genuine dialogue is to take the phenomenon of genuine dialogue as it actually
occurs in our experience, to describe it, and to analyse what it is that makes such
genuine dialogue possible. One of the important conditions of genuine dialogue that
comes to light through Gadamer’s analysis is that interlocutors (regardless of the
social/political standing they might hold in their culture) treat each other in the con-
versation as equals (as human beings worthy of respect, and as people whose ‘claims to
truth’ deserve serious consideration).

7 The problems Gadamer sees with the psychological approach to the Other are
developed also in his critique of Schleiermacher'’s influential conception of, and
approach to, interpersonal understanding, which suggests that understanding the
meaning of a text requires understanding the intention or psychological state of the
author — or, in other words, who he or she was.

8 See Chapter 7 of Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (Vilhauer 2010)
for the full argument.
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9 See Chapter 8 of Gadamer's Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (Vilhauer 2010)
for the full argument.

Bibliography

Aristotle (1962) Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald. New York: Macmillan.

Gadamer, H-G. (1981) Reason in the Age of Science, trans. F.G. Lawrence. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

Gadamer, H-G. (1986) The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, trans. N. Walker,
ed. R. Bernasconi. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gadamer, H-G. (2000) Truth and Method (2nd edn), trans. ]. Weinsheimer and D.G.
Marshall. New York: Continuum.

Hyland, D. (1984) The Question of Play. Lanham, MD: University Press of America.

Ormiston, G.L and Schrift, A.D. (eds) (1990) The Hermeneutic Tradition: From Ast to
Ricouer. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Schmidt, L. (ed.) (1995) The Specter of Relativism: Truth, Dialogue, and Phronesis in Philo-
sophical Hermeneutics. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Vilhauer, M. (2010) Gadamer's Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other. Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books.

7 Language at play

Games and the linguistic turn after
Wittgenstein and Gadamer

Niiria Sara Miras Boronat

Wittgenstein and Gadamer: the impossible encounter

If there ever was a philosopher whose petsonality could be exactly the opposite
of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s radical temperament, it must be Hans-Georg
Gadamer. Wittgenstein’s life was intense and often dramatic, whereas the days
of Gadamer were joyful and calm. When Wittgenstein attained fecognition in
the philosophical world he was barely thirty years old and had not applied for
any academic positions, while when Gadamer received major attention he was
more than sixty and occupied a comfortable position as a professor in Heidel-
berg. These differences in temperament become more obvious when comparing
the pathos of their ‘official’ biographies: Ray Monk’s (1991) thrilling examina-
tion of Wittgenstein’s life contrasts with Jean Grondin’s (1994) symphonic
account of Gadamer. But there are more than just differences in their respective
personalities; these two thinkers differ in philosophical style. Gadamer was a
scholar: erudite and meticulous. Wittgenstein, on the other hand, was an anar-
chistic spirit who wrote in feverous floods of thought, without giving them any
systematic form.!

Despite the fact that they were two of the most important philosophers of
the twentieth century and that they were, specifically, two major thinkers of the
so-called linguistic turn, Wittgenstein and Gadamer never had any personal
contact. It is doubtful that they had even been aware of each other's existence.
It was not until Wittgenstein died in 1951 and became world famous that
Gadamer became aware of Wittgenstein’s revolutionary philosophy. Both phi-
losophers also had a major influence in parallel but separate schools of philo-
sophy. Philosophy departments all over the world declared Wittgenstein the
founding father of analytical philosophy. Gadamer saw his philosophical herme-
neutics as a possible development of a tradition of more than 2000 years of con-
tinental thought (although it was not called ‘continental’ until ‘analytic
philosophy’ invented these labels).?

For all of these reasons, it might seem nonsensical to try and compare these
philosophers. In fact, few writers have attempted to do so,’ although such com-
parisons across traditions are becoming not only common, but interesting and
desirable. A pluralistic tone is dominant nowadays and this is good news for




