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Abstract 

 

In this paper, I aim to defend Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics against 
what I call the radical hermeneutic critique, specifically the critique developed in 

Robert Bernasconi’s article “’You Don’t Know What I’m Talking About’: 
Alterity and the Hermeneutic Ideal” (1995). Key to this critique is the claim that 
Gadamer’s account does not rise to the ethical task of embracing the alterity of 
the Other, but instead reduces it to a projection of one’s self. The implication is 
therefore that Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics has to be rejected on 
ethical grounds, as it does not appreciate but assimilates the alterity of the Other. 
In contrast to this radical hermeneutic critique, I argue that Gadamer’s 

philosophical hermeneutics can accommodate an Other that is not assimilated 
but appreciated, on the condition that the unique status of a dialogue with the 
Other as a person is no longer neglected, as Gadamer does, but instead truly 
distinguished from a dialogue with the Other as a text. 
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Introduction 

 

 My aim in this paper is to defend Hans-Georg Gadamer against what I call the 

radical hermeneutic critique
1

, specifically the critique developed in Robert Bernasconi’s article 

“’You Don’t Know What I’m Talking About’: Alterity and the Hermeneutic Ideal”
2

. Key to 

this critique is the claim that Gadamer’s theory of understanding via the fusion of horizons 

does not rise to the ethical task of embracing the alterity
3

 of the Other, but instead reduces it to 

a projection of one’s self. The implication is therefore that Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics has to be rejected on ethical grounds, as it does not appreciate but assimilates the 

alterity of the Other. In contrast to this radical hermeneutic critique, which rests on an 

equivocation of the Other both as a text as well as a person, I argue that Gadamer can 

accommodate an Other that is not assimilated but appreciated. My claim is thereby not that 

Bernasconi’s reading of Gadamer is completely misplaced. Rather, I suggest that we should no 

longer neglect the unique status of a dialogue with the Other as a person, as Gadamer himself 

does, but instead truly distinguish it from a dialogue with the Other as a text. In the absence of 

such a clear distinction, both certain Gadamerian insights that appreciate the other person’s 

ethical status, on the one hand, but also radical hermeneutic insights that illuminate the 
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problematic and limited role of the text as the Other, on the other hand, are misinterpreted if 

not altogether dismissed. Once this special status of the interlocutor and more generally the 

dialogue between two people is realised, I argue, we are in a position to distinguish between a 

fusion of horizons with the Other as a text and with the Other as a person. I conclude that it is 

the latter that opens up the possibility of a dynamic, constant dialogue between the self and the 

Other, where the Other’s Otherness will never be fully appropriated. Hence, instead of 

reducing the Other to a projection of one’s self, its ethical status is respected. The radical 

hermeneutic critique thus ultimately does not succeed in undermining Gadamer’s attempt to 

appreciate the Other’s alterity whilst preserving the claim to understand the Other.   

 

Radical Hermeneutic Critique 

  

According to Hans-Georg Gadamer, we can reconcile the alterity of the Other and the 

claim to understand the Other by following the path of philosophical hermeneutics. The 

starting and focal point of this endeavour is an analysis of the dialogical structure of 

understanding the alien in a text. Only by being open towards the Other, thus putting ourselves 

at risk, we can “experience the other’s claim to truth”
4

. In other words, without such openness 

to the Other, thus its Otherness, we cannot attain understanding. The radical hermeneutic 

critique questions the extent to which Gadamer manages to reconcile these two different 

commitments, namely to appreciate the Other’s Otherness whilst preserving the claim to 

understand the Other. Robert Bernasconi’s paper “’You Don’t Know What I’m Talking 

About’: Alterity and the Hermeneutic Ideal” questions both of these commitments. He does 

not only call into question whether Gadamer’s “notion of otherness … [is] sufficiently other to 

put me radically in question?”
5

, which however would be required to attain true understanding 

of the Other. He also, and in response to this question, argues that Gadamer’s concept of 

understanding via the fusion of horizons “seems fundamentally antagonistic to alterity”
6

. In 

Bernasconi’s critique, and in radical hermeneutics more generally, we can identify two distinct 

levels of debate. The first is about the Other’s ethical status and its recognition thereof. We can 

call this the general normative level. There is something to the Other which is different to one’s 

self and denotes the Otherness of the Other, which ought not to be assimilated but 

appreciated. The second follows from the former and denotes the extent to which Gadamer’s 

theory of understanding via the fusion of horizons is able to appreciate the Other’s ethical 

status. We can call this the particular interpretative level. This two-fold distinction helps to 

assess whether Gadamer meets Bernasconi’s standards, whether Bernasconi meets Gadamer’s 

standards and ultimately, where and why both of their standards converge and or diverge.  

 

We can divide Bernasconi’s critique into three different parts: firstly, a critique of 

Gadamer’s account of tradition against which we come to understand texts; secondly, a critique 

of Gadamer’s model of dialogue based upon such an account; and finally, an alternative 

conceptualisation of what a dialogue ought to look like. The principal reason for Gadamer’s 

failure to appreciate the Other’s Otherness, Bernasconi claims, is his Hegelian concept of 

tradition as a single historical horizon that underlies his model of how we are to understand the 

Other in general. He writes that on the Gadamerian view “I can recognize myself in what 

appears to be other only insofar as the other is a reflected other, the other of myself”
7

. Put in 

context, this passage refers to Gadamer’s account of how one can fuse horizons with a text, 

which turns out to be the paradigmatic case upon which understanding any Other is modelled.
8

 

For Bernasconi, a Gadamerian interpreter can reconstruct the texts voice and make it speak to 

her on the condition that she is able to recognise the text as ‘the other of herself’. Such 

recognition of the text from the standpoint of the interpreter, he continues, is made possible if 

not inevitable because of the all-encompassing reach of tradition, something Gadamer captures 
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with “the unity of the One and the Other”
9

. What this reveals, Bernasconi argues, is that 

Gadamer himself has not managed to preserve alterity. Instead his paradigmatic model of how 

to understand a text runs risk of what Gadamer himself elsewhere rejects as a “form of self-

relatedness … reflectively [outdoing] the Other”
10

. Bernasconi’s reading of Gadamer thus 

problematises what we might call the ‘violent’ force of tradition in that, albeit bridging the 

historical distance between the text and the interpreter, it does not provide room for an 

“sufficiently other to put me radically in question”
11

. That is to say, it reduces alterity to 

familiarity.  

 

It is in light of this that Bernasconi, it seems to me, takes issue with Gadamer’s model 

of dialogue. It is certainly the case that Bernasconi’s main focus of analysis lies on a critical 

reading of Gadamer’s account of tradition against which we come to understand texts. 

Furthermore, it is Gadamer himself, as Bernasconi rightly points out, that draws on different 

ways of experiencing another person so as to illustrate what a hermeneutic approach to 

tradition and texts looks like: “The indications are, therefore, that Gadamer employs the 

parallel between dialogue and the hermeneutic text in order to diminish the sense of alterity 

and thereby maintain his resolution to the problem of historical distance.”
12

 Underlying 

Bernasconi’s critique of Gadamer’s account thereof, I nonetheless contend, we can locate a 

separate critique of a dialogue between two people. In fact, it is this critique that forms the basis 

for his alternative conceptualisation of what a dialogue ought to look like, which is why we shall 

tease it out first.   

 

 Bernasconi is careful to point out that, on the Gadamerian model, any two interlocutors 

are united by a number of factors, including a mutually shared subject matter and a common 

language.
13

 Whenever two people enter a dialogue, they are always already united by a common 

subject matter and thus, in a sense, move within a mutually shared backdrop, allowing them to 

enter the dialogue in the first place. It is this principal assumption underlying Gadamer’s 

thought that Bernasconi wants to call into question. He introduces the example of a person 

claiming: “You don’t know what I’m talking about”
14

, by which I take him to refer to a 

Lévinasian radical Other beyond understanding.
15

 Anticipating a response on behalf of 

Gadamer, Bernasconi writes: 

 

Gadamer would still be committed to anticipating an agreement that is being 

refused. Furthermore, what would this agreement be about? To suppose that 

there is a position to be appropriated, or even a common theme or topic to be 

addressed, is to impose a hermeneutic model without listening to what is being 

said.
16

  

 

Bernasconi is right to point to the fact that for Gadamer understanding is always possible. For, 

as we have shown before, dialogue can bridge the distance between the self and the Other once 

it is realised that both interlocutors share a common language and subject matter. When 

Bernasconi refers to Gadamer ‘anticipating an agreement’, we therefore cannot take him to 

refer to a psychological unity of minds. That is to say, a Gadamerian agreement between two 

interlocutors does not require the self to know what it feels like to experience the world in the 

way the Other does, sharing the same first-person experiences.
17

 Conversely, we can infer from 

this that Bernasconi’s claim ‘You don’t know what I’m talking about’ does not translate into the 

claim ‘You don’t know what I’m experiencing’. For, Bernasconi acknowledges that Gadamer 

moves away from Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics of transposing oneself into another’s mind 

towards a hermeneutics centring on a common subject matter.
18

 We can therefore conclude 

that the aforementioned anticipated agreement denotes the common subject matter that is 
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shared by both interlocutors, but more importantly, that thus unites both interlocutors. 

Recalling Gadamer’s account of tradition, this is ensured so long as there is present a ‘unity of 

the One and the Other’, guaranteeing a familiarity and overlap between the two positions 

endorsed by the interlocutors.  

 

With respect to Bernasconi’s example and the very absence of such a common subject 

matter, the Gadamerian precondition of agreement prior to entering the dialogue seems not to 

be met. This becomes problematic insofar that Gadamer would nonetheless claim that 

understanding and thus a fusion of horizons is possible. Thereby, however, he would end up 

claiming to understand the Other better than herself and thus not engage with her claim of 

refusing the possibility of understanding. Such an attitude would amount to an act of self-

relatedness, something Gadamer himself rejects. He warns: “A person who reflects himself out 

of the mutuality of such a relation changes this relationship and destroys its moral bond. A 

person who reflects himself out of a living relationship to tradition destroys the true meaning of 

this tradition in exactly the same way.”
19

 Bernasconi thus appears to repeat a move we have 

already seen in the context of his critique of Gadamer’s account of tradition against which we 

come to understand texts. For Gadamer to be consistent and appreciate the Other as a moral 

phenomenon, he would have to accept the impossibility of understanding.
20

 Yet, the 

Gadamerian model of dialogue commits him to the position of an always-present common 

subject matter, which entails the possibility of understanding. Hence, we can infer that, for 

Bernasconi, Gadamer would fail to truly listen to the Other and instead reduce her to a 

projection of himself.  

 

Against this, we encounter Bernasconi advancing a vision of dialogue in which the 

Other is beyond the reach of understanding. The radical Other confronts the interlocutor with 

her statement ‘You don’t know what I’m talking about’, thus precluding the possibility of being 

understood. Instead, she constitutes a radical force that ruptures into the interlocutor’s 

framework, leaving the interlocutor ‘shattered’ without any familiar terms of reference to make 

sense of her. As Bernasconi puts it: “Then the phrase says, ‘You cannot be yourself and 

understand me.’ It not only says ‘this is you’; it also implies ‘you ought to change’ yet at the 

same time acknowledges that the change won’t – in a sense can’t – take place.”
21

 Whilst the 

radical Other and her claim cannot be cognitively comprehended, it puts the interlocutor into 

question, calling her into responsibility to respond to its normative call in an ethical fashion, 

and yet, this call can never be truly understood. In other words, Bernasconi’s Other thus 

questions the Gadamerian dialogue as such, including its violent force of subjugating the Other 

to something the self can understand whereby however its alterity becomes diminished. 

Recalling the two levels of the radical hermeneutic debate, we can conclude that, on the general 

normative level, the Other is conceptualised as a radical Other outside the self’s framework 

and thus Gadamerian hermeneutics. On the other hand, this is why, on the particular 

interpretative level, Gadamer’s theory of understanding via the fusion of horizons fails to 

appreciate the Other’s ethical status. For Bernasconi, the Gadamerian Other is nothing but a 

projection of the self, an assimilation of the Other into terms the interlocutor is familiar with.   

 

Gadamer’s Genuine Dialogue 

 

Drawing on Bernasconi’s reading of Gadamer has allowed us to sketch a radical 

hermeneutic critique of Gadamer’s theory of understanding via the fusion of horizons. On 

such a reading, Gadamer does not manage to reconcile the two commitments of appreciating 

the Other’s Otherness whilst preserving the claim to understand the Other. The Other is 

reduced to nothing but a projection of the self, which again prevents an understanding of the 
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true Other. For Bernasconi, the Other resides outside the Gadamerian framework and 

conduct of dialogue. The radical hermeneutic critique therefore moves beyond the 

Gadamerian notion of dialogue by considering the possibility of non-understanding. In contrast 

to this radical hermeneutic critique, as it has been construed here by referring to Bernasconi’s 

claims, there have been a number of attempts to defend Gadamer’s project of reconciling the 

alterity of the Other and the claim to understand the Other by following the path of 

philosophical hermeneutics; amongst others to be found in the works of Lawrence Schmidt, 

Lorenzo Simpson or Monica Vilhauer.
22

 However, I shall focus on the most recent defence, 

advanced in direct response to Bernasconi’s position, by Joseph Gruber in his article 

“Hermeneutic Availability and Respect for Alterity”
23

, which I take representative of a pervasive 

tendency in the scholarship on Gadamer and his treatment of the Other.  

 

Gruber responds to Bernasconi’s criticisms by stressing the never-ending challenge of 

the Other, amounting to a constant dialogue between both parties, where the Other’s alterity 

will never be fully appropriated but instead will always remain a challenge to one’s own 

position. Drawing on the parallel between the Other and tradition, Gruber argues that 

“Gadamer’s concept of the other can account for what Bernasconi demands of the other both 

in terms of her unending difference and constant and continual claim”
24

. Whereas Bernasconi 

problematises Gadamer’s account of tradition, Gruber locates resources in Gadamer’s account 

thereof that open up the possibility of a dialogue appreciative of what he calls ‘true alterity’, 

denoting an Other that can be understood albeit never completely. He refers to the relation 

between an interpreter and a text and identifies two elements to this relation upon which to 

model his defence of Gadamer’s treatment of the Other in dialogue. Firstly, as the text cannot 

speak itself, the interpreter must bring it alive and make it speak, which, however, secondly, is 

only possible against a mutually shared backdrop, allowing the interpreter to be affected by the 

text’s alterity.
25

 Whilst agreeing with Bernasconi on tradition’s importance as key to 

understanding Gadamer’s treatment of the Other and his model of dialogue more generally, we 

can infer that Gruber deviates from Bernasconi’s negative characterisation of Gadamer’s 

account of tradition. Bernasconi claims: “[The] hermeneutics of the text appeals to tradition to 

render understanding possible without resorting to the model of an alterity that has to be 

overcome.”
26

 In other words, it is tradition that allows bridging the historical distance between 

the text and the interpreter, whereby however the text’s alterity is diminished. On Bernasconi’s 

reading, distance has thus to be understood as something problematic in that it renders 

understanding impossible, which is why, Bernasconi follows, Gadamer introduces tradition and 

the notion of one historical horizon. Gruber takes issue with this reading by rightly reminding 

the reader of Gadamer’s positive account of distance: “In fact, the important thing is to 

recognize temporal distance as a positive and productive condition enabling understanding.”
27

 

This quote is revealing with respect to the importance of alterity for Gadamer’s hermeneutic 

project of understanding the Other, forming the starting point and thus calling forth the need to 

bridge such distance in the first place. Furthermore, and more importantly, without the 

distance introduced by the Other’s Otherness, a productive fusion of horizons could not take 

place, allowing both parties to question their own position. Gruber is thus right to conclude that 

“Gadamer’s model of understanding entails a meeting of different perspectives, not the 

assimilation of one viewpoint into another”
28

.  

 

Following this reading, the alterity of the text is not something to be reduced to one’s 

own projection, but rather to be brought alive so that it can challenge the interpreter’s position, 

allowing her to advance further. To recall, Gadamer diverges from Schleiermacher’s 

hermeneutics by rejecting a subjective interpretation of the text that focuses on the author’s 

intentions. Instead, we can identify a shift in focus from the author’s subjectivity to the subject 
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matter that provides a common orientation for the interpreter and the text, as both stand in 

relation to it. That is to say, Gadamer leaves behind a Cartesian subject-object distinction.
29

 The 

text does not merely constitute a passive object to be understood by the interpreter as an active 

subject. Rather, the text and the interpreter enter a relationship, in which both are guided by 

the mutual orientation towards the subject matter. This suggests that the Gadamerian 

interpreter does not deliberately anticipate what the author would have wanted to say. Rather, 

she attempts in a Socratic manner to “[bring] out its [i.e. the text’s take on the subject matter] 

real strength”, aiming at a “logos, which is neither mine nor yours and hence so far transcends 

the interlocutors’ subjective opinions that even the person leading the conversation knows that 

he does not know”
30

. The fact that Gadamer portrays hermeneutic understanding as a Socratic 

endeavor has crucial implications for the fusion of horizons. Being willing to strengthen the 

text’s point of view presupposes what I shall call two hermeneutic virtues
31

 on behalf of the 

Gadamerian interpreter for understanding and thus the fusion of horizons to take place.   

 

For Gadamer, “knowledge of oneself can never be complete”
32

, which is why we need 

the Other to advance and challenge our own position. If the Other were to be completely 

assimilated, as Gruber points out, she could no longer constitute a challenge to the self.
33

 We 

can construe such assimilation also as a state of absolute self-knowledge, insofar that there is no 

Other to challenge the self’s position any further. In light of this, we can infer that the fusion of 

horizons seems to be driven “by a Socratic acknowledge of one’s ignorance - … of the finality of 

reason”
34

. Key to the hermeneutic experience of the Other is thus the realisation of one’s own 

finitude. Hence, the first hermeneutic virtue needed on part of the Gadamerian interpreter is 

what we might call a form of epistemic humility, being aware of one’s own epistemic limits. As 

Gadamer puts it, “[the] experienced man knows that all foresight is limited and all plans 

uncertain” but also that she “acquires a new openness to new experiences”
35

. 

 

Underlying such openness we can identify what Gadamer calls a “good will to try to 

understand one another”
36

, which, I want to suggest, constitutes the second hermeneutic virtue. 

The interpreter wants to understand the text and therefore strengthens the text’s point of view. 

We thus encounter the Gadamerian interpreter as someone who respects the Other’s alterity 

as something that is worth paying attention to, despite the risk of being challenged. She is 

“constantly recognizing in advance the possibility that [her] partner is right, even recognizing the 

possible superiority of [her] partner”
37

. This anticipatory structure refers to what Gadamer calls 

‘fore-conception of completeness’, i.e. the interpreter presupposing the text to form a coherent 

unity of meaning and to be true.
38

 Only if the interpreter anticipates the completeness of the 

text, the text is given enough space to express itself, and can break the interpreter’s “I-

centeredness by presenting [her] something to understand”
39

. Hence, Schmidt concludes that 

without this anticipation the Gadamerian process of understanding could not take place, 

because the text could not possibly break into the interpreter’s position, resulting in a fusion of 

two unique horizons.
40

 

 

These two hermeneutic virtues help us make sense of Gadamer’s claim that Bernasconi 

himself cannot consistently endorse a notion of the Other as radical as being beyond dialogue 

and thus understanding. Gruber is right to point out that once we conceptualise the Other as 

radically other, we are left in a position where “nothing can be said about her, thereby saying 

everything about her and reducing her to that incommunicability”
41

. What this reveals, however, 

is that Bernasconi himself reduces the radical Other to a projection of one’s self, insofar that 

she is understood in advance from the self’s point of view as something unintelligible, whereby 

the self “reflects himself out of the mutuality of such a relation” and thus “changes this 

relationship and destroys its moral bond”
42

. What might initially appear to be a hermeneutically 
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virtuous attempt to appreciate the Other’s alterity turns out to have reverse effects. 

Acknowledging one’s own finitude and thus being aware of the impossibility of complete self-

knowledge, the self assumes the Other’s claim to be meaningful and true, approaching her with 

the anticipation of being challenged. Yet, in doing so, we take the radical Other by its word and 

end up pushing her even further aware. This also means that we adopt a stance close to that of 

absolute self-knowledge in that we assume the Other to be incapable of teaching us anything, 

irrespective of whether or not she refutes the possibility of being understood. We can therefore 

conclude that Bernasconi himself is left in a position in which he cannot possibly meet his own 

standards. He does not and cannot consistently manage to reconcile both of his commitments, 

namely to posit and defend a radical Other on the one hand, whilst simultaneously refuting the 

possibility of understanding such on the other hand. As soon as we encounter a radical Other, 

as construed by Bernasconi as residing outside dialogue, who claims to be beyond 

understanding, we cannot help it but reduce it to such so as to appreciate its claim. Yet, thereby 

we miss the opportunity both of seriously engaging with its alterity, and as a result, of potentially 

being challenged and changed ourselves.   

 

Two Fusions of Horizons 

 

We can therefore conclude that Gruber makes a convincing case as to why, on the 

general normative level, we should not conceptualise the Other as completely and radically 

Other, but instead as an Other that is other enough to call us into question whilst 

simultaneously being familiar enough so as to be recognised as an Other in the first place. 

However, it is not yet clear, I contend, as to whether or not Gruber has succeeded in what he 

sets out in his paper, namely to show that “Gadamer’s concept of the other can account for 

what Bernasconi demands of the other both in terms of her unending difference and constant 

and continual claim”
43

. Since the Other refers both to a text as well as to a person, we have to 

ask: Does a Gruberian reading, drawing on the two hermeneutic virtues, help to avoid the 

possible exhaustion of the Other in both cases, that of a dialogue with the Other as a text as 

well as with the Other as a person?  

 

On the Gruberian reading, the answer must be in the affirmative insofar that we have 

shown that we will never be able to gain finite knowledge of ourselves, but instead are 

continuously open to the challenge of the Other, enabling an understanding albeit never of 

complete nature. Such an answer, it seems to me, therefore rests on the claim that we can treat 

the Other as a text and as a person exchangeably. Indeed, this is what Gruber, following 

Gadamer, seems to imply when explicating his approach towards defending Gadamer’s 

treatment of the Other against Bernasconi’s criticisms: “… the comparison between the 

tradition and the other that Gadamer presents in Truth and Method is taken seriously.”
44

  

 

Gadamer acknowledges that a text cannot address us in the same ways a person does, 

which is why, as we have seen before, it is the interpreter’s task to bring the text alive and make 

it speak to her, thus calling her into question. He writes:  

 

Texts are ‘enduringly fixed expressions of life’ that are to be understood … [by] 

the interpreter. Only through him are the written marks changed back into 

meaning. Nevertheless, in being changed back by understanding, the subject 

matter of which the text speaks itself finds expression. It is like a real conversation 

in that the common subject matter is what binds the two partners, the text and the 

interpreter, to each other. … Thus it is perfectly legitimate to speak of a 

hermeneutical conversation.
45
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We can take this quote as representative of Gadamer’s overall ambiguous attitude towards the 

relation between conversing with a text and with another person, something already touched 

upon. Despite the differences, Gadamer considers both cases as a dialogical encounter between 

two partners giving rise to a fusion of horizons. What unites both is the mutual orientation 

towards the subject matter: “[The] chief thing that these apparently so different situations … 

have in common is that both are concerned with a subject matter that is placed before them.”
46

 

He goes as far as claiming that “[everything] we have said characterizing the situation of two 

people coming to an understanding in conversation has a genuine application to hermeneutics, 

which is concerned with understanding texts”
47

. In light of Gadamer’s own words, it thus 

appears reasonable for Gruber to treat the Other as a text and as a person exchangeably. In the 

remainder of this paper I want to propose, however, that such treatment is problematic insofar 

that it downplays the special status of the interlocutor and more generally a dialogue between 

two people.  

 

As aforementioned, Gadamer himself acknowledges that texts differ from people as 

they are “enduringly fixed expressions of life”
48

. That means a text is neither in the position to 

change its words nor to speak for itself. In contrast, what a person says constitutes the 

‘perpetually open expression of her life’. A living person is thus able to change and correct 

what she has said, i.e. she can respond to us independently of our speaking on her behalf. To 

clarify the implications of these two fundamentally different forms of life, we can draw on a 

phenomenological analysis of what it feels like to be in a dialogue with a text and with another 

person respectively. 

 

In the essay “Subjectivity and Intersubjectivity”, Gadamer criticises Husserl for artificially 

constructing intersubjectivity, “insisting that the Other can first be given only as a perceived 

thing, and not as living, as given ‘in the flesh’”
49

. For, “[in] the living relationship of life to life, 

the givenness of the senses of a perceived thing is a quite secondary construct.”
50

 This is why he 

calls the other person a moral phenomenon, as it is more than an object. A text however is 

object-like, thus given ‘as a perceived thing’ first and only secondarily it comes alive through the 

interpreter’s reconstruction. In keeping with this, we can infer that the text fails to be a moral 

phenomenon, but instead is a somewhat artificially constructed Other calling us into question. 

We might therefore question the extent to which the Cartesian distinction between subject-

object is overcome, if the initially perceived, ‘passive’ text has to be awaken by an ‘active’ 

interpreter. In contrast, in a face- to-face relationship, the Other makes us respond to her 

presence before we even perceive of her as a given thing. Prior to reflectively thinking about the 

Other’s presence as something ‘present-at-hand’
51

, such as in the case of a text, the Other 

confronts us. This form of acknowledgment can be juxtaposed with Lévinas’s notion of the 

Other’s face that “breaks with the world that can be common to us”
52

, which underlies 

Bernasconi’s notion of his radical Other. Even if Gadamer draws on a far less radical 

understanding of the Other, he could still subscribe to Lévinas’s claim that the Other’s 

presence evokes a response in an unique manner, something the text cannot do. In fact, in a 

later work Gadamer writes that   

 

 [the] mere presence of the other before whom we stand helps us break up our 

own bias and narrowness, even before he opens his mouth to make a reply. That 

which becomes a dialogical experience for us here is not limited to the sphere of 

arguments and counter-arguments, the exchange and unification of which may be 

the end of meaning of every confrontation. Rather ... there is something else in 
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this experience, namely a potentiality for being other that lies beyond every 

coming to agreement about what is common.
53

  

 

The quote’s first part clearly suggests a focus on the other person’s embodied presence 

confronting and calling us into question, something unique to the dialogical experience with the 

Other as a person. The second part goes further in that the Other’s Otherness will always 

remain, regardless of whether the fusion of horizons has led to an agreement about the 

common subject matter. The Otherness eludes complete appropriation, instead will 

continuously confront us, as the Other’s embodied presence will remain. Hence, there is no 

ultimate ending in a dialogue between two people. Not only can we not tell in advance “what 

limits one will confront ... or what truth will be brought forth by the encounter with another”
54

, 

but, more importantly, we can also not tell in advance if and how the other person is going to 

come back, presenting ever-new responses to everything said so far. 

 

Given the constant challenge by the other person, the foreign will never become 

completely exhausted but instead always remains relative and thus moves alongside to what has 

been understood. In contrast, the text cannot possibly come back and challenge whether it has 

been understood correctly. “What is written as a whole ... [risks] misuse and misunderstanding 

because [it has] dispensed with the obvious corrections resident within living conversation.”
55

 

Even if the Gadamerian interpreter virtuously reconstructs the text’s question, the point still 

holds that the text cannot correct itself. Here, we can discern two different temporal 

dimensions underlying a dialogue with a text and between two living people respectively. Any 

understanding between two people never gives rise to “a constant and identifiable unity, rather 

it occurs in the continuing conversation”
56

. In contrast, the act of reconstructing the text’s voice 

amounts to a closure of meaning. It is certainly true that a text is more than a given object to be 

appropriated. Being only ‘object-like’, it is open to different meanings that result in the process 

of interpretation. Hence, any fusion of horizons with a text will never lead to a ‘complete’ 

understanding of the subject matter, but instead can be changed in subsequent conversations.  

 

This partial and provisional, thus dynamic nature however is limited in three ways. 

Firstly, a text constitutes a unity of meaning by coming to an end, regardless of its word length, 

thus “[providing] the experience of reading with a relative closure not found in dialogue”
57

. 

Secondly, it depends entirely on the interpreter whether the conversation will be continued, as 

implied before.
58

 Finally, even if the reader willingly continues the conversation and 

reconstructs the text’s question once again, the text can only show up in as many ways as the 

interpreter’s horizon can accommodate for.
59

 Although the text’s reconstructed Otherness is 

supposed to confront the interpreter’s horizon, it can only do so in a way that has been 

anticipated by the interpreter in the act of reconstruction. We can therefore infer that the 

reconstruction and relatedly, the recognition of the text’s Otherness appears to be a form of 

self-relatedness, insofar as the text becomes the Other of the interpreter. This is not only in line 

with the first part of Bernasconi’s critique, that of Gadamer’s account of tradition against which 

we come to understand texts, but also in direct contradiction to the Gruberian conclusion. The 

problem thus seems to be that a dialogue with the Other as a text prioritises the interpreter’s 

self-recognition in the text to the validity of the text’s claims.
60

   

 

We can conclude that Gadamer is not justified, and thus neither Gruber, in neglecting 

what have turned out to be crucial differences between coming to an understanding with the 

Other as a text and as a person. Contrary to conversing with a text, a dialogue between two 

people is a continuous process in which the Other’s Otherness will never be fully appropriated, 

but instead constitutes a remaining challenge to one’s own claims regarding the subject matter. 
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A dialogue between two living people is subjected to a certain dynamic that is beyond one’s 

conscious control, never leading to a closure.
61

 Once we realise this embodied, spontaneous 

nature of the Other as a person, however, Gadamer’s claim that in a genuine dialogue the 

fusion of horizons is primarily concerned with the subject matter appears dubious. 

 

According to Gadamer, “understanding means, primarily, to understand the content of 

what is said, and only secondarily to isolate and understand another’s meaning as such.”
62

 In 

this quote, we can identify two claims. The first claim states that in the process of understanding 

we shall primarily focus on the subject matter. Underlying this is a second claim that we can 

separate an understanding of the subject matter from understanding another’s meaning, in our 

case that the subject matter can be distinguished from the other person. For, otherwise we 

would not be in the position to primarily focus on the subject matter in the process of coming 

to an understanding with another person. Despite this prime focus on the subject matter, 

however, Gadamer claims that understanding in a genuine dialogue means “being transformed 

into a communion in which we do not remain what we were”
63

. But how can he possibly talk 

about the transformative power of the fusion of horizons without conceding to a more intimate 

link between the subject matter and the other person in the process of understanding? 

 

For Gadamer, one’s horizon denotes “the range of vision that includes everything that 

can be seen from a particular vantage point”
64

. Being thus at least partially constitutive of one’s 

identity, it provides a framework through which things appear with relative significance to us. 

Hence, it follows that the new, fused understanding of the subject matter alters the 

interlocutor’s epistemic ‘framework of significance’. This implies that the interlocutors must 

have somewhat identified with the subject matter. If their take on the subject matter were 

completely separated from their horizons, the fusion of horizons would not occur. As we have 

seen however, this is a logically impossible position to hold, as Gadamer acknowledges the 

transformative power of coming to an understanding with regards to one’s identity. The fusion 

of horizons takes place with regards to the subject matter, which in turn alters one’s horizon, 

thus transforms one’s identity.  

 

This line of argument can most forcefully be demonstrated, I suggest, when considering 

an ‘unsuccessful’ fusion of horizons. In line with our phenomenological analysis of entering a 

dialogue with another person, we can follow Ruchlak in analysing the everyday saying of ‘You 

don’t understand me’ when there has been an ‘unsuccessful’ exchange between two people.
65

 

Consider a genuine dialogue where both people are open towards each Other’s claims and yet, 

the fusion of horizons leads to disagreements regarding the subject matter. In such a situation it 

is often the case that we find ourselves telling the other person that ‘You don’t’ understand me’, 

although she actually does not understand my claim with regards to the subject matter. In those 

cases where the subject matter really matters to us, a disagreement might even lead to a 

disturbed relationship between the interlocutors, which however only makes sense if there was 

an intimate link between the subject matter and each person in the first place. Here it might be 

countered that such a close link exists only in those conversations that address an issue of 

importance to the interlocutors. Yet, as Gadamer himself stresses, “[whoever] opens his mouth 

wants to be understood; otherwise, one would neither speak nor write”
66

, and this seems to 

pertain, at least to some extent, to any conversation regardless of the importance of the subject 

matter. This insight, I want to suggest, has crucial implications for our discussion of 

Bernasconi’s example of a radical Other. Recall his characterisation: “Then the phrase says, 

‘You cannot be yourself and understand me.’ It not only says ‘this is you’; it also implies ‘you 

ought to change’ yet at the same time acknowledges that the change won’t – in a sense can’t – 

take place.”
67

 Having established the close link between the subject matter and the person 
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articulating her stance on it, I argue, we can shift Bernasconi’s focus of analysis from the 

impossibility of being understood to the Other’s disbelief in the possibility of being understood, 

which entails both the hope and urge for the interlocutor to change. Rather than calling into 

question the Gadamerian dialogue as such, the challenge presented by Bernasconi’s Other 

should be understood as the starting point and invitation for a never-ending dialogue in which 

understanding will never be complete, yet is constantly sought after in the hope of changing 

oneself whilst simultaneously being more appreciative of the Other’s alterity.  

 

Realising the special status of the interlocutor and more generally the dialogue between 

two people, we are now in the position to conclude by distinguishing between two different 

fusions of horizons. On the one hand, there is a fusion of horizons with the Other as a text, in 

which the text’s Otherness becomes reduces to the projection of the interpreter’s self. As we 

have shown, this is because the text cannot speak up for itself, but is subjected to the 

interpreter’s fore-conceptions. On the other hand, there is a fusion of horizons with the Other 

as a person, where the person’s Otherness is truly respected, giving rise to a continuous 

dialogue in which the Other’s Otherness will never be fully appropriated. It is only the latter 

fusion that opens up the possibility of a dynamic, constant dialogue between the self and the 

Other that meets Bernasconi’s demands “of the other both in terms of her unending difference 

and constant and continual claim”
68

, as Gruber puts it. Hence, by drawing such a distinction, we 

are able to advance a defence of Gadamer’s theory of understanding against the radical 

hermeneutic critique as articulated by Bernasconi’s position. For, it is only the former fusion of 

horizons that reduces the Other to a projection of one’s self. On the particular interpretative 

level then, Gadamer’s theory of understanding via the fusion of horizon is able to appreciate 

the Other’s alterity. Yet, my claim is thereby not that Bernasconi’s reading of Gadamer and his 

treatment of the Other is completely wrong. Rather, I have attempted to urge for truly 

distinguishing the dialogue with the Other as a person from the dialogue with the Other as a 

text. It is in the absence of such a clear cut distinction that both a Gruberian reading, which 

appreciates the other person’s ethical status, but also Bernasconi’s reading, which illuminates 

the problematic and limited role of the text as the Other against Gadamer’s account of 

tradition, are misinterpreted if not altogether dismissed. In other words, in order to develop a 

comprehensive defence of Gadamer and his treatment of the Other that allows him to 

reconcile both of his commitments, namely to appreciate the Other’s Otherness whilst 

preserving the claim to understand the Other, we need to juxtapose both positions, that of 

Bernasconi and Gruber.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Our aim in this paper has been to defend Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics against what 

I call the radical hermeneutic critique, specifically the critique developed by Bernasconi, and 

thus show that Gadamer can successfully reconcile the Other’s alterity and the claim to 

understanding the Other. Our claim has been that Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics can 

accommodate an Other that is not assimilated but appreciated, on the condition that the 

unique status of a dialogue with the Other as a person is no longer neglected, as Gadamer does, 

but instead truly distinguished from a dialogue with the Other as a text. Recognising this special 

status of the interlocutor and more generally the dialogue between two people, we have been in 

the position to conclude that there are two fusions of horizons we need to distinguish. The first 

is with the Other as a text and fails to live up to the particular interpretative claim posed by the 

radical hermeneutic critique, regardless of the different conceptions of what the Other’s 

Otherness means. The second however is with the Other as a person and opens up a space 

between familiarity and foreignness, in which the Other’s Otherness will never be appropriated, 
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but instead constitutes a continuous challenge. 
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