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Three Problematics of Linguistic
Vulnerability

Gadamer, Benhabib, and Butler

Meili Steele

We are thinkinyg our the conreguences of lagimape as a medwn.

—Hans-Gueorg Gadamer, Liemoime and Phifisophy i Dudoge 30

Could kumenage inpere us i we were nan, in sonte sense, Iimguishz Beings, beags wiv regutre lan-
puage e order e be? I sor valoerability 1o language 9 consequesce of our bemp conatzsaed
witharr ats sonms?

—Judny Raler, Excitable Seech, 1-2

Many of the recenr dehates in feminist political philosaphy are concerned
with what problematic(s) w use in order to understind democraric polit-
ical idenls, pendered differences, and cheir histontes.! For the purposes of
this chapeer, [ will contrast two imporrant problemarics in these Jebares,
the procedural/deliberative palirics in the tradition of Critical Theory,
represented here by Seyla Benhabik, and the pastsiruceuralise or pose-
modermnist politics, represenred here by [udith Butler. The goal of rhe
conrrast will be o ser up the contnburion that Gadamer’s work can make
to conremparary feminist philosophy.” Butler'’s postmademism criticizes
the way that liberalism and deliberacive democracy accepr a palirical
community's linguistic inheritance and ignere the dynamics by which
subjects are produced. In Burler's view, the only way to make available
the workings of oppression and w give a space m difference and liberty

Uaant oo thank Lorewne Uside for her helpful commnents o an zarbier serson of this s
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iz o think through the origimary momeats by which a communtty con-
stitutes its meanings through excluding others. These originary exclu-
sions are so deep thar they are largely inaccessible w historical acrors,
and so the philosapher needs to aveid the subjectivise trap of reading
hermencutically and varmtively, Instead, she tracks the movements of
history by reading the self-understandings of a society as the repetitive
clfects generated by these vriginary moments. While Bershahib agrees
thai the self-undersrandings of political and cultural tradicions have been
s deformed by power and exclusion that a hermencutics of radition
" shauld ke dismissed, she eridcizes Butler von two counrs: first, for renoung-
ing the narmative dimension through which political institutions receive
their lepitimation, and second, for ignaring the processes by which we
unierstind and criticize each orher as political subjects. For Benhabik,
legitimacy s dialogically conceived through procedures of argumenta-
tion. Philosophy’s task is to pursue the normative dimension of demoe-
riey, while the social sciences work on the empirical dimension.

Hime does Gadamer’s work coneribute ro this dehare? Afrer all, it seems
o present @ conservative undersranding of language and rradidon as a
nourishing medivm thae largely ignores the effects of power, the ocelu-
sion of ditference, and the demands of policieal agency. Gadamer’s
meraphilosophical srgument rhar we are historical, linguistic beings,
which was an impuarrant contriburion ar the time Truth and Method was
published] (1960), is now largely a given in Feminise philosophy. The gues-
tion is now nor whether to make the lnguistic turn or not, bur whar
problemaric should be used to characrerize our hiscorical being-in-
Language. This chaprer will argue tor the indispensabilivy of Gadamer'
hermenewic phenomenalogy for feminist polirical philosophy. Borh
Benhahib and Butler. in opposing ways, temain caught in the Enlighten-
rent desive rechieve liberny, justice, s clarity by seting up a philo-
sophical problemaric over and against a historical phenomenology, by
tving 1 leip our of the heomeneuric circle. Our historical inheritance
“has mdeed been complex and oppressive in ways that are constitutive of
existence—indeed, in ways that Gadamer dues not themanizes vet the
way ta Jeliberare abuur this inheritance is not by crearing a formal pro-
cedurat subjecr or by flartening ethicalfpolitical hisraries and their lan-
suees into the effeces privduced by rranseendeneal enginess

However, since the dismissal of Gadamer is so widespread, 1 will nat
begin with Gadamer but rather with Benhabib's arcempr o accomme-
Jdace hermeneutics incher feminist Critical Theory. 1 then affer o response

[
o,
~1
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that shows how her theory fails to make available the complex ways thar
gendered subjects inhabit and ace through language in the way chat
Guadamer’s philosophy can. Nonetheless, this reply to Critical Theory
leaves untouched Butler’s understanding of language, so [ will then lay
out Butler's complex cambination of Foucauldian consrrucnivism and
Derridean disseminacion. | respond to Butler through a Gadamerian read-
ing uf Susan Glaspell's short story “A Jary of Her Peers,” a story that
shows how his hermeneutics displays the dynamics of pawer, difference,
anid contestarion betrer than Butler’s problematic. This is nor w say that
hermeneutics has all the answers o the polidics ot interpreration, but
thar the site of inrerprerive political judgment emerges through and nat
against dialogical hermeneurics. My paint is not tadrive our competing
antalogies, but a put them inro dialogue. The question that guides iy
expusition is how to develop an interpretive philosophy_that can come
to terms with the unwlogical complexity of our linguistic vulnerabilicy
that has made pussible borh women’s vppression and achicvemenr.

Benhabib: Modernity and the Denial of Language

Benhabib describes her projecr as “a postmertaphysical inreracrive wni-
veralism” rhat secks to reformulace “thie moral poine of view as the con-
tingent achievement ol an interactive form of rativnality rather than a
nimeless standpoint of a legisladve project” {Benhabib 1992, 6). The
“interactive form of rationality” comes fram the wark of Jiirpen
Hakermas, who transtorms Kants moval oniversalism from the muono-
lagicat perspecrive of the cateporical wmperative e the dialogical per-
spective of the rules of communicative actien. Habkermas appeals 1o the
universal presuppositions of ecrmmunication that one catinot hielp bur
invuke (Habermas 1990, 89-93), and his conception of presuppaosition
is not historical kur Kantian: “The theoty of communicative acrion
demranseendentalizes rhe noumenal realm only to have rhe idealizing force
of context-tratscenshing anciipations sertle in the urovoidable pragmaric
presuppositioms of speech acts, and hence in the heart of evervday com-
municative practice” (Habermas 1996a. 19).% These ideals are then turned
into dialogical procedures. As Benhabib explains, *These rules af fair
debate can be formulared as the universal-pragmatic presuppositions’ of
argumentative speech and these can be stared as a set of procedural tuies™
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{Benhabih 1992, 31). In ather words, the rules of dialogue, not the sub-
stance of what is said, rest whether or not the outcome of the exchange
is rational and legitimate. Benhahib’s claim tor interacrive universalism
is char itaddresses owo persistent problems of democracy, legitimacy, and
Jdifferenee. First, her project confers legitimacy on the surcome thac
emerpes when collective decision-making processes are “conducted
rationally and fairly among free and equal individuals™ (19%6b 68).
Second, “Proceduralism is a rational answer ro persisting value conflicrs
at the substancive level” (73).

Habermas and Benhabib affer this view as an alternative w liberalism
and republicanism/communicarianism {(Habermas 1996, 23). Liberalism
focuses on righes and the procedures for aggregating individual interésts,
while ignoring the role of public dialogue in eqnstinuting public instiru-
rivns and citizens. In contrast, communitarianism rejects this separation
of pracedures fram the substance of individual and collecrive idenrities,
insisting that it is both undesirable and impossible ro abstract ourselves
from why we are individoally or collectively in order to reason justly.
Inreractive universalism secks w develop an idea of public reason dear
to communirarians, withour relying on the idea of shared communicy,
since "politics may nor he assimilaced ro a hennenenrical process of seli-
explication of a shared form of bife or collective idenrity” (Habermas
1996, 23-24).

Buenhatib seeks o quality Habermas's commitment o procedures by
“siting reasun and the moral self more decisively in contexrs of gen-
der and community” (Benhabib 1992, 8), so as to ke inte account
Gadamerian and feminist critiques of formalisen: “From Hegel cririgue
uf Kant, Gadamer borrowed the insight that all furmalism presupposes a
corrext that it abstraces fram and thar rhere is no formal ethics which
Jdoes have some marerial presuppositions concerning the self and social
mstitutions” {23). She deflects this Gadamerian point through her his-
raricizarion of modemity and her snderstanding of language, and 1 will
pursue each successively.

Part of her response to rhis Gadamerian line is ta inake Kanrian pro-
cedures emeree after a prepalitieal historical reconciliarion that is suffi-
cient te estahlish & public lainguage and space of discussion, ur “lifeworld.”
By making this move, Benhabib dees nor have moral rules stand over
against the histarical communities, byt instead they become part of the
cammunal inheritance: “The standpoint of communicative ethics has
Feen made passible by the culture of modernny™ (Benhabib 1992, 40) 4
This mrenalitical inrernali-aren af modernin needs 1o be unpacked. Firse,
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this means thar we must accepr as given the Kanrian division of reason,
in which rhere is a "separation Frum each other of the good, the true, and
the beautiful ar of science, ethics, aesthetics and theology™ (41). Far
Benhabiby, these divisions are historical achicvemenrs of modemity and
nut timeless fearutes of reason. Second, they provide a strucrural unicy
tor the lifeworld thar jusoifies the *assumption thar the institcucions of lib-
eral demuocracies embeody the idealized content of a form of pracrical rea-
son.” The word *idealized™ here means thar one ™aimls] ar the
reconstruction of the logic of democracies” (Benhabib 1996, 69). She
torthrightly acknowledges her Hegelianism, by calling modemity's cul-
tural/political inheritance “objective spirit,” withour a supersubject
({68-69). Benhahib seeks o neutralize the Gadamerian objecrion about
historical contexe through ineernalizarion, so that Kantian universal ques-
tions can be posed.

There is 2 parndox heve. On the one hand, Benhabib’s intersubjecrive
praject seeks to overcome Hegels privileging of the rmns-subjective per-
spective of the philosaphical observer over the intersubjective pemspec-
tive uf the participants, a privileging thar makes the meaning of history
alwsrys work behind the backs of ngenrs.® On the other hand, her fear of
relativism ends up plunging subjects neck deep into a liteworld char has
solved enough imporrant ethical/political issues w be unproblemaric as
a presructured medium for argumencacion. This understanding of moder-
nity makes chree assumptions that Gadamer and Butler will contest, Firsr,
Benhabib assumes thar the differenciarion of reason into three spheres is
an empirical fact of modern culture; second, she assumes thar this divi-
sion ig desirakle; third, she assumes that it makes sense w “reconseruct”
vut ot the histories and lanpguages of democracy an idealized process that
is neither dewermined by these histories nor fully abstracted from them.
[ her view, we are somehow in a special nunhermeneutic space berween
noumena and phenomena where the “logic of democracies” cun be dis-
covered and have a critical purchase on everyday practice ® Here we sce
the leap out of hermeneatics in order to create a space of rarionality rhar
ean adjudicate hermeneuric conflicrs.

Benhabib tries to sofren chis oppasition to Gadamerian hermencutics
by recourse to narragive: “Fhe ‘narrative structure of actions and persornal
idenrity” is the second premise which allows ane o move beyond the
metaphysical assumptions of Enlightenmenr universalism” (Benhabib
1992, 3-6). Mureover, narrative helps her give nuance amd particularicy
to her conception of “ohjective spiric” so thar it does noe fall prey to the
holistic assumption she criticizes in Habermas's reconstructive project,
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which “speakls] in the name aof a fictiunal collecrive *we’ from whose
stundpoint the story of history is told” {Benhabib 1986, 331}. Benhabib
draws her conceprion of narrative from Hannah Arendt, who helps her
steer between “contextual judgment and universal moraliey™ (Benhakib

1992, 124), and ir is impartant to connect their pasitions on narmrive

and language with their Kanrian understandings of modernity, in which
truth, art, and morality are separated. The complications of Arendt’s read-
ing of the Critigre of Judgnenr are not germane ro this discussion.
Hawever, what is crucial tor this chaprer is that Arendt's and Benhabib's.
undersranding of natrative is very different from Gadamer’s, or ineed
trom Alasdair MacIntyre'’s often cited account. Benhabib herselt does not
see it this way.® For her, the cenrral rension between the conrexrualises—
the “NeoAristorelinns like Gadamer, Taylor, and Maclnoyre” (134)—and
the universalists does not invalve language.

Benhabib makes Arendt’s “enfarged menrality,” the ability to “chink
in the plice of everybudy else™ {Arendr 1977, 220, 241) thac is devel-
oped from Kant, the centerpiece of moral theory because ic bridges the
Jdemands of the universal and the parricular: “The moral principle of
enlarped thought enjoins us to view each person as one to whom | owe
the moral respect ty consider their standpaine. This is the universalist
kernel of Kantian morality. Yer ‘ta think from the standpoint of every-
one else’ requires precisely the exercise of contextual moral judgment”
{Benhabib 1992, 136). How we understand the lanpuage thar makes sub-
jects and contexts available is not an issue. The source For her view of
language is Arendt, who wants to keep language and truth apart. For
Arendr, storyeelling is “thoughe” rarher than “cognicion,” since the for-
mer “has neither an end nor aim outside itself” {Arendr 1958, 170; 1975,
i, 13-15).7 Henee, "cultore and palitics . . . belong together because it is
not knowledge or truth which is at stake but rather judgment and deei-
sian” [Arende 1977, 223} Arendr, like Kant, wants o keep reflecrive
juddgment apurt from the concept, which is the domain of determinative
judgments about truch (and moralioy) ' Lo this way, Arende blocks our
the Gadanmernian position of having language mediare var interprerations

of ourselves and the world, in which stories inform experience. Arendt
denies the onrological force of culrure m constiture identicies in enabling
ur oppressive ways. We are eripped and manstormed by stories in ways
that Arendr and Benhabib cannar make available.

The merdel of “enlarged thought” accepts a subjece-te-subject muodel
rhat fails to interragare the historical medium rhat articulares these sub-
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jects, the tissue ot being thar connecrs and tears them. Benhabib, like
Avendr, protects language tfrom historical damage, as if language iself
were not bound up with the catastrophes of modern life. At the same
time, she fails ro see it as a resource of moral reflecrion. The languages
of the West since the Enlightenment are deeply implicated in the atroc-
ities and rraumas that we continue to work through and that must be
given a larger place in a political philusophy than Benhabib'’s procedural
rheary can affer. Yet she deprives language and storics (literature) of any
critical capacity, unlike Gadamer or Bakhtin, who make literarure a mode
of reflection on the languages of society. ' Her way of understanding this
medium keeps historicity and linguisric vulnerability at bay, as her read-
iny of women's history reveals.i?

In "On Hegel, Women, and [rony,” she outlines three different approaches
to tenunist history. The first approach is a “mainstream liberal teminist
theory [thar] treats the rrditions views of women as a series of unfortu-
nate, sometimes embarmssing, but essentially corrigible, misconceprivns”
{Benhabib 1992, 242-43). The second is *“the cry of the rebellivas
daughter,”™ which accepts the Lacanian view “thar all language has been
the codification of the power of the father” and thar seeks “female speech
ar the marging dt the western logocentric rradition.” (She makes 1o ret-
erences, but presumably she is referring to French feminists such as Julia
Kristeva und Luee Irigaray; this descriprion dowes nor fit Butler.) A chird
way, the one she endorses, is "a ‘feminist discourse of empawerment™”
{243). This view follows radical critigue in “revealing the gender subrext
of the ideals of reason and the Enlighrenment,” bur, unlike the “rebel-
livus daughters,” Benhabib does not wanr to diseard these ideals. There
are twa parts to fulfilling these kdeals. On the one hand, she exposes the
exclusiom of women trom political raditions such as social contract the-
vry, where we find *hoys [whol| are men betare they have been children;
a world where netther mother, nor sister, nar wite exist™ (157). On che
sither, she reads “against the grain, proceeding fromn cerrain footnotes and
marginalia in the text . .. roward recovering the history of those rhe
dinlectic feaves behind™ (245). She cluims to restore “irony to the dialec-
tic, by deflaring the pompueras march of necessity™ and giving o victims
their "ocherness” and “selthood” {236), thas counrerbalancing her
Hegelian reading of madernity.!?

She recovers the story of Caroline Schlegel Schelling us an account
af a temale liberal agenr whom Hegel rejected. Caroline was a politically
active intellectual, wha worked in the revolutivnary groups in 1792-93,
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when Mainz was under French control, and who was arrested when the
German acmies rerock the city. Afrer her release, she and her husband
Auguste Schlegel moved to Jena, where she was active in thar ciry's
famous inrellecrual circle. She deeply influenced both Schlegel brothers,
especially Friedrich’s views of “women, marriage, and free love” [Benhabib
1992, 252). Shortly atter her arrival in Jena, Caroline became estranged
from her husband and atrracred o Friedrich Schelling. After Auguste
leit Jenn, Caraline maved in with her new companion, and the twa of
them shared o house with Hegel for rwo years (1801-3). (She evenrually
divorced Schlegel and married Schelling. ) In sum, Hegel "encountered
brilliunt accomplished and nonconformise women who cerrainly inri-
mated o him what ue gender equality might mean in the future™ and
“he Jid not like ic” {254). Hegel's threarening encaunter with Carofine
Schlegel Schelling forms the subtext of his reading uf Antigene in which
“the female principle naust eventually be expelled from pablic Life” (253).

By pulling out the sturies. of isolared individuals who asserr liberal
ideals, rather chan having a hermeneutic engagemenr wirh language and
wadirion, Benhabib leaves unexamined the symbolic and social inheri-
tance that other feminists have found to be so conflicred. ' This kind of
interpretive judgment cannot be thematized by simply cuking anuthers
point utf view. Language's constitutive dinension shapes and pgives us
access w the complex ways we live our pains and wspire to gpodness.
Muoreover, the history of the vocubulary of deinocracy shows haw our
ideals and vur anguish are inrerconnecred. This lacuna in her philoso-
phy is not accideneal, bur is required hy her commirment to twa anti-
hermencutical positions: first, that formatized ideals can stand outside
history and hermencurics; and second, thar narrative is abour individu-
als rather chan about Linguages. [ will develup the weaknesses in this
kmd of formalism through 2 Gadamerian critigue.

Reopening Historcity and Language:
A Gadamerian Response to Benhabib

Gadamer would disagree with buth parts of Benhabiby's accommuodation.
First, he rejects Ker understanding of modern reason as rhe historical teal-
izarivn of three spheres. Second, he tejects the conceprion of hisroricity
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implicit in this view. These two issues come together in his conception
of language and radinion.

Gadamer artacks the Kantian legacy that misapplies the methods of
natural science to hermeneutic beings. The result is that we deform and
iinpoverish our world by uverlooking the bond between subject and
object, by claiming that we can step out of the hermeneutic cizcle. The
separation of rruth from morality and aestherics conrinues the legacy,
even as it tries ra make social science “hermeneutic.” Gadamer’s argu-
ment abour our being-in-lmguage seeks 1o undo the damage done by the
Kantian Jivision of reason inte theorerical, practical, and aestheric that
Benhubib wants to enshrine. Gadamer aims o show how our being-in-
language and being-in-dialogue is logically prier to any such division,
how the hermeneuric circle is nat an account of what we should do in
making parrizubar diseursive clauns bue of what we inevizably Jo hecause
of who we are. The attempt ta stand ourside hermeneutics in order to
estuhlish an epistemological and moral site of adjudication produces a
specious claricy abour the true and the good. Since we are interpretive
ings, the question of “how undersranding is possible” (Gadamer 1994,
xxix} is fundimental.

Gadamer'’s answer to what makes understanding possible is tradirion.
However, “trulition” is not a mere substitute for Hegel’s “Spirit” any more
than it fits Benhabils idea of phjective spirit—"the collective and anony-
mous property of cultures, nstitarions and wraditions as a resudc af the
cxperiments and experiences, both ancient and modern, wath democratic
rule over the course of human history™ (Benhabib 1996, 91,15 What
Benhahib's version dues s take the antological dimension of mradition
awnay by muking it a shared backgzround fram which we inake narracive
specificativns. For Gadamer, “tradition” and *prejudice™ are shaping forces
af culture and subjectiviry that the Enlightenment claimned to be able
step awiy from, when in fact they are inevitable characreristics of our
heing. The effects of tradition and prejudice are always ahead of the con-
scicnsness that tries to seize them. This means chat the picture of the
speaking subject s nor the avtonamous claims-miaker af discourse the-
ary. Rather, "the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judg-
ments, constitute the historical reality of his being” {(Gadamer 1994,
276-77} QOur heme-in-the-world is not cenceived in terms of a subject
who raandpulates alien objecrs thar stand ourside all preunderstandings:
rather, the subjecr moves in a hermeneurical circle char “describes under-
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standing as the interplay of the moventent of tradition and the mgve-
ment of the interpreter. The anticipation of meaning that governs our
understanding of cthe text is nor an acr of subjecriviry, bur proceeds from
the commonaliry thar binds us to the tradition” (293},

Tu make available his conception of subjectivity and to stress its
impartance, Gadamer offers a new phenomenology, one that is not indi-
vidualistic us we find in Arendt and Benhabib, but one that displays vur
vulnerability as interpretive beings who are struggtiing ro understand the
tanguages they inhabir, and not just as choosers of words to make clains.
Gudamer’s subjects.are not standing in a synchronic lifeworld together,
as Benhabib’s holism would have it, for such 4 conception leaves out the
temporal and eransformarive dynamics of Gadanter's metaphor of “inhah-
iting." If “belonging rto a tradition is a condition of hermeneurics”
(Gadamer 1994, 235), this “belonging is brought about by tradition
acddressing us” {463). Gadamer's philosophy of cradition is not designed
ta “situate the subject,” but ro show how the subject s cantinuously
reconstituted through dinlogue with others and tradirion. Tradition does
nat simply stand in the background; it asks us questiony, nourishes, and
appresses (3384). Tradition is not the medium through which the “life-
world is reproduced,” a medium whose rules can be reconstructed by the
sucial scientific ohserver. Dialogue is nor just an exchange of claims by
individuals, bur the *coming into Languape of what has been said in the
tradition: an event thar is ar ence appropriation and interpretacion”
{(463). The dialogue of question and answer herween prast and present
thar subrends any conversation in the presenr avoids the stmplifying
understanding of “lifeworld,” in which historical inheritance is an
unproblematic “background” thar is Yintuitively known, problematic
[and] mwmalyzable™ {Habermas 1987a, 298¢

Theouinas McCarthy, a defender of Benhabib's line of TCasuning, suays
that Gadinners idea of rradition commits “the fallacy of trearing togical
cendinions as normative principles.” From the ontological wrsight that
“we rake for granted in any act of reflective critique™ more than we call
into question, McCarthy argues char *Gadamer tries to draw normative
conclusions against enlightenment criticism and in favor of traditional-
ism.” However, the idea that we are “mere being than consciousness™ is
“na less true of the revolutionary criric than the consenvative” (McCarthy
1994, 41). First, we need make ir clear that Gadamet is nt advocaring
traditionalism, but arriculating tradirion as the angalogical condition of
understanding. Thus, “the confrontation of aur historical tradition is
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always a critical challenge of this radition” {(Gadamer 1987, 1081.17
Second, we need tw reject McCarthy's suggestion that because Gadamer’s
ontolagy applies ta everyone, it can provide no crirical petspecrive on
everyday understandings and thus drops out. This dismissal of the impot-
ance of historical inheritance is precisely the mistake that Benhabik:
makes when she neutralizes “rradicion” as a shaced background or life-
world. Gadamer’s desceiption of our being-in-language does nor Jecer-
mine whether ane is a revolutionary or not, but ir does make pew
understandings af our being-in-the-world available, and forecloses ath-
ers. One of the views it torecloses is the phenomenology that McCarthy
and Benhabib put furward, in which the subject of marality appears in s
guasi-noamenal realny where ideals and rules are divarced fram language
and history.

The Jesire to escape from the onrology of prejudices, to seek a shal-
liow clarity, is not only present in the epistemology of the social sciences,
but also in the Kanrian moral formalism that denies our historicity and
puts vut af play rhe linguistic fabric from which we are inade. The sepa-
ratum of justice from the good offers the iltusion that we can know dean-
tological rules in @ ranshistorical way thar does not apply to knowing
linguistically mediared practices.*® The claim of the subject of jusrice to
be able to stand abuve and adjudicare competing understandings of the
gad presupposes clear epistemoluogical access te comperting claims and
a moral site above the fray, Gadamer's onrology blocks borh of these
rautes. ! The meanings of the normarive congepts of modem polirical
lite, such as “equaliry.” are imbricated with the sexist and racist vocah-
ularies that have infused them, and all are historically renewed rhrough
reappropriation.® An understanding of our historiciry requires that we
probe the ambiguous medium thar we have internalized, which conrin-
ues to intece and nourish vur stories. The dethroning of the self-under-
standing of justice in no way enrails thar justice not receive the highest
priovicy amaong moral goods. What it does requive is thar this priority
not be conceived as a standpoine autside other goods with is own
methadalogical requirements: rather, the elain to priority must be part
af @ hisrorical argument in which justice makes comparative claims
azamst other goods.

The idea of tradition gives us a way of understanding women's suffer-
ings and achievements in rthe oanstarmartian of public and private life
that zoes beyond the retrieval of isolated individuals 1o the recrieval of
aspeets of alternarive rraditions. Thus, Gadamer's canception of tradirion
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does nat have to be monolithic, even if he does not explore the mulri-
pliciry and divisions in the linguistic currents of culture. The idea of tra-
Jition has been developed by feminist literary historians, for example,
who urge us w ook at the distinctiveness and value of women’s writing,
ftum Elaine Shawalter’s A Literature uf Their Qum w Beverly Guy-
Sheftall’s Wonds of Fire (Showalrer 1977; Guy-Sheftall 1995}, These fem-
inists do not tir Benhahib's *rebellious daughter” caregory, which runs
rogether two Jifferent understandings of vur being-in-language propuosed
by teminist theories, The first group is made up of construcrivists, who
understand language and historical inheritance in terms of a third-per-
son anology of power thar redescribes the self-understandings of histar-
ical actors from the poine of view of linguisric and institutional forces.
{] examine this idea in the next part on Buler.) The secomd group con-
sists of *cultural or gynocentrics feminists,” such as Showalrer and Guy-
Shefrall, but who would also include Irigaray or Héléne Cixous, who do
not think women’s practices are exhauosred by the roralizing accounts of
Hepelians, Lacanians, or Foucauldians.?! Retrieval is nort just of solated
individuals who embody Kantian conceprions of avtonomy, bur of
women's practices that challenge a sexist and racist linguistic medium
that canstitures subjecrs. Qur freedom and agency are to be defined
thtough our linguistic constitution, not against it. “Freedom implies the
linguistic constirution of the world. Both belong tugether” ((Gadamer
1994, 444Y; hence, “to be situated within a tradition does nor limic free-
dom of knowledge bur makes ir passible™ (3611,

Benhabib repeats the misrake of liberalism by separating out the norms
of equaliey from the languapes and myths that shape idenrivies. As
Adrienne Rich states, “Until we knuw the assumptions in which we are
drenched we cannot know ourselves,” for our lanpusge has trapped as
well as liberared ws™ (Rich 1879, 35} However, Rich's remark does raise
a guestion abour Gadamer's understanding of the subjects relacionship
to radition us one of dinlogical play, a problem that Robin Schorr's obser-
varion poinredly addresses: “Onrology for Gadamer clearly does have nor-
mative amplications, since he speaks of those who refuse to abandon
themselves fully to the play. Theretore, differences in human identicy
{such a~ gender) may become potmarively inscribed in interpremations
aof heing™ (Schore 1991, 204). Gadamer does indeed contlate rhe onco-
logical and the normartive in his concepr of play. In his desire to over-
vome the distanciated understanding of subject and objecr, Gadamer
generalizes the phenomenology of one kind of textual experience. Play
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certainly does not account for the violent relationship thar women often
have wirth rraditions, as we will see in the Glaspell story. However, the
conclusion t be drawn from this is not that we can sepatate the onto-
logical and the normative, as Crirical Theory does, but that we need to
have phenomenologies of the different ways that we inhabic language,
ones thar display oppression, contestation, admiration. My reading of the
story is a gesture toward how our being-in-language can be given char-
acrerizarions alternative t the ones that Gadamer gives, wirhour break-
ing with his fundamental insighr that we inhabit language. | do not mean
for these Gadamerian tesponses to exonerate his work entirely, for clearly,
he is insensitive to the muleiplicity of rraditions and to the different
effects of power, What | am trying to deflect are familiar critiques from
the perspective of Critical Theory, which Benhabib represents.

Even more decply entrenched in modern culture than erhical formal-
ism is the legacy of Kanr's reduction of literature to the subjecrive, aes-
thetic realm—wherher as formalism or as Benhabib's and Habermas'’s
individualistic expressivism. Such an undersranding of lirerature helps mod-
em. reason ignore the way the languages of literature and other domains
weave in and out of each uther as they canstitute and make claims on us:
“The work of art has its true being in the facr thar it hecomes an experi-
ence that changes the persun experiencing it” {Gadamer 1994, 192).
Indeed, “experience” is an important word for Gadamer because he wants
to deliver it from a subjective sense of Erlebnis and give it the transforam-
tive sense of Erfahrung {60-100}."F Gadamer traces the history of the word
and concepr of Erlebnis in Truth and Medhod, locating its emergence inta
seneral wsage in the 1870s with the work of Wilhelm Dilthey, who
cmployed the term ro caprure both the lived experience of an author or
social actor-and the resakt (64). Dilthey teconceives of experience as some-
thing more than mere sensation so as to offer the human sciences a pew
foundation: “The primary data, to which the interpretation of historical
ohjects goes back, are not dara of experiment and measurement but uni-
ries uf meaning” (65). Although this concept of experience is primarily
epistemnalogical, its legacy isolates aestheric experience from other forms
of experience: “As the work of are as sach is a world for itselt, so also whar
is experienced aesthetically is, as an Evlebnis, removed from all connec-
tions with actuality” {70).3 Erlebnis thus encapsulates rwo features of
modernity’s misreading of our being in language: the subjectivization ot
experience and the isolation of the aesthetic. "The work of art is nor svme
alien universe into which we are magically transported for a time. Rather,
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we learn td understand vurselves in and through it . . . The binding qual-
ity of the experience (Erfahnimg) of art must not he disintegrared by aes-
thetic consciousness” (97).

While the subjectivist coneeprion does “nor include the Thou in an
immediate and primary way” (Gadamer 1994, 250} because it aims ta
“wet inside another person and relive his experiences,” Gadamerian
“undersranding begins . . . when someching addresses as” (299). In addi-
ton, Erfalrune brings an undersraniding of historicity to rhe concepr of
experience that Dilchey’s Erfelmis omits (346). Like the scientific exper-
iment, Dilthey's bisterical method was “concerned o guaranree thar [its]
basic expetienees could be repeared by anyone.” By insisting on repeata-
bility, Dilthev’s concepr of “experience abolishes irs history and rhus
ieselt” (347). Gudamer draws an Hegel’s idea of experience as reversal of
consciousness, as negation: “Insight is more than the knawledge of this
ar that situation. le always involves an escape fromt something thar had
deceived us and held us captive” (336}, However, Gadamerian negation
is tracked through rhe linpuistically mediated experience of the subject,
and not hy the truns-suhjecrive account of the Hegelian narrator: “The
Jialecric of experience has its proper fulfillment nor in definite knowl-
edge but in rhe apenness ro experience that is made possible hy experience
itself” {399), and in an awareness “of our finitude and limiteduess” (362].

Gadamer seeks o break down the ryranny of the philosophical con-
cept over our idea of truth. This Kandian legacy, which Hegel refined
rather than repudiated, keeps literature in secondary position. Fur
Gadamer, literature serves “as a correcrive for the ideal of objective deter-
mination and for the hubris of concepts™ (Gadamer 198%, 190).
Mateaver, he dues not isolare the speculative pursuirs of philosophy from
everyday speech, for he finds speculation in ondinary conversitions: “Even
in the everyday speech there is an element of speculative reflection,”
since this happens any rime *wards do nuart reflect heing but express a
relation to the whole of being” (Gadamer 1994, 469).7 Instead of seques-
teting the task of philosophy inte normative debares, as Benhuabib does,
or trivializing its signiticance, as Richard Rorty does, ™ Gadamer’s purs
philosophy at the heart of our daily conversations. Every orterance is an
event of language that touches onrological, normative, and epistemo-
logical issues simualtaneously. Philasophy's task is net ro cantent irself
with the insighr chat we are linguistic constructs or ta seek truth and
gowdness beyond these “linguistic appearances,” hut to unield rhe poren-
tial undd the historicity of the medium that constitutes us.
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Butler: Freedom as Effects Without Subjects

Judith Butler, like Gadamer, follows in the wake the “antological turn”
initiated by Heidegger, She claims that her ontology of power is mote
primordial than Gadamer's tradition, in the same way that he claimed
his problemaric was more primardial than the subjectivism of his prede-
cessors. While both understand language as a medium for the subject and
the world, their understandings of this medium are radically different.
For Gudamer, vur being is formed through the dialogical play of cradi-
tion. of critigue and retrieval; while for Butler language is not a medium
in which we swim hur a disseminating ontology of power that produces
eHfects that cannor be characterized in che vocabulary of rradition and
dialogue. While Gadamer makes a linguistic and hermeneutic revisian
af phenomenaology, Butler hreaks complerely with the self-understand-
ings and narratives of subjeers.

In her recent works, Excitable Speech: A Polisics of the Perfonnative
{1997) and The Psychic Life of Power (1997}, Butler aims to show thar
lher philosophy does not deny agency, freedom, and equality, as detrac-
tors such as Benhabib mainrain, bur in Fact gives a ntore perspicuous
account of these ideas once we understand ourselves as linguistically vul-
nerble beings. 27 Her philosophy draws on elements from borh Foucault
and Derrida. From Foucault, she takes the concepr of power, which is the
“formative and constirutive™ medium in which subject and world are
made. Power’s particular nanner of constitution tends w produce a shal-
low, Jefensive self-understanding that dispuises the way thar power really
operates: “The condirions of intelligibility are themselves formulaced in
and by power, and rhis normative exercise of power is rarely acknowl-
edged as an operation of power at all” (Bucler 1997a, 134). This dissim-
ulativn produces the two levels typical of the hermeneutics of suspicion:
a surface level that characrerizes the self-understanding of the culture,
and a deeper level thar her analysis seeks to make available. Power “works
rhroush its illegibility: it escapes the rerms of legibility chat it vccasions”™
(134). Our superticial understandings of the production of meaning lead
us to mis-trame issues such as censarship in terms of individuals and rthe
state. We should not make the humanist mistake of seeing this as a ques-
rion uof whar one can say; rather, we need ta make the deeper nnologi-
cal cur and interrogare the “domain of rhe sayable within which I begin
tu speak at all™ (132). Unlike cthe hermeneurics of suspicion, Butler's
approach does not place an explanation behind the self-undestanding—
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i.e., a rruth benearh the appearance. Rarher, the paoint is to make the
illegikle legible,

Bur the key to undersranding her work is nor the familiar rewarking
of Foucaulr, bur the way in which she revives Derrida, particularly his
reading of speech-act theory. The choice of speech-act theory is apt
because it embodies the liberal assumptions about subjectivity and lan-
guage rthat she wants to challenge, assumptions thar underwrite not only
the wuork of Habermas bur also contemporary debares over pornopraphy
and hate speech, which serve as the examples for her critique. For Butler,
liberalism falsely associates agency and autonomy with the control of
meaning, and her phrasing of this critique often sounds very Gudamerian:
“The linguistic domain vver which the individual has no conerol becomes
the condition of possibility for whatever domain of control is exercised
by the speaking suhject. Autonomy in speech is conditioned by depend-
ency on language whose historicity exceeds in all directions the speak-
ing subjecr” (Butler 1997a, 28). Indeed, Gadamer could only agree with
her critique of the liberal interpretation of hate speech, which ignores
such speech’s inherited character: “The subject wha speaks hate speech
is clearly responsible for such speech, bur thar subject is rarely the orig-
mator of that speech. Racist speech works through the invocation of con-
vention” (34}. Hate speech and pornography are “traditions,” which
cannot be located only at the level of speakers. Moreover, like Gadamer,
Butler chullenges the sepacation of description and norm that informs
liberal practieal reason in which “we fisst offer a description . . . and then
decide . .. through recourse to normarive principles” (140).

However, she differs from Gadmmer in chat she wants to break with
the anifying ideas of hermeneutics, such as narrative, tradition, and
understanding. All of these ideas obscure where the action of language
really takes place. In order to discern the way meaning operates, we need
ro recogmnize that the entire speech system depends on a repressed other,
“the constitutive outside™ “This ‘outside’ is the defining limit or exteri-
ority to a given symbolic universe, one which, were it impurted into thar
universe, would destroy its integriry and coherence. 1n other wards, what
is set outside or repudiared from rhe symbolic universe in quesrion is pre-
cisely whar binds that universe rogether through its exclusion” (Butler
1937a).-¥ Because coherence is achieved through exclusion, Butler jus-
tities reading against the grain of meanings and understandings for
“effects,” so that we are not trapped in the symbolic system.2? Butler is

s ——
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careful never ta pur the site of her theory “outside” the system since
oppusition is “implicared in the very pracesses it opposes™ { Butler 1997b,
17). Indeed, she criticizes such spatializing norions of subjectivity, which
block out the temporality of repetition: what Derrida calls “iterabilicy,”
the agent of change, as we will see momentarily. However, if Butler
refuses to spatialize her relation o rthe languages and subjects she
addresses, she nonetheless claims superiority for her lanpuage over the
languages that she rargers. Her Ianguage hlends together the explanatory
ambitiuns of the wotk of Freud and Lacan with the Derridean ambition
of rranscendental philosophy to consider the conditions of possibility of
being. Through Derrida, she explicitly distances herself from the derer-
minism thar she finds in psychoanalysis and Foucaulr (Butler 1997h, 130)
without relying on a Gadametian hermeneuric phenomenology. For
Foucaulr, liberty is achieved by working out the conditions of *the pos-
sibility of na longer being, daing, or thinking what we are, do or think”
(Foncault 1984, 43). For Rerrida, language itselt manifests a dissemina-
tory dimension rhat is obscured by atrention to conceprualization, a
dimension that he discusses through his neologisms such as “irerabiliry.”

Hence, when Butler discusses the histaricity of speech acts and lan-
guage, she draws from Dervida’s idea of iterabilivy rather than Gadamer's
idea of rradition. Performative acrs “engage actions or consritute them-
selves as a kind of action, . . . not because they reflece the power of an
individual’s will or intenrion, but because they draw upen and reengage
conventions which have gained their power precisely through a sedi-
mented iterability” (Butler 1993, 134). “Sedimenred iterability™ is u way
of reterting ro culrural channeling without presupposing thar there is
understanding ot “know-how" that accompanies such redundancy.®
Butler reminds us that for Derrida, the break with existing conrexrs is a
“structurally necessary feature of every urterance and every codifiable:
writtenn mark” (Butler 1997a, 150). The break is a transcendental con-
dirion of the utrerance, a break that goes all the way down, and nor a
recontextualization af a core of meaning thar would provide a continu-
iry of understanding. Whar Butler is getwring at is the difference between
rhe rranscendental and the erapirical level of Jeconstruction. Perhaps
the simplest way to characterize this disrincrion is through Derrida’s well-
knuown debate wirth John Searle ever how to categotize fictional speech
acts. Ar the empirical level, Derrida is challenging Seurle’s tixonomy,
but ar the rranscendental level he is challenging the capacity of any
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raxenamy o contain the disseminatory dimension of language, because
“iterability blurs a pricri the dividing line thac passes butween .. appuosed
rerms” (Derrida 1977, 210).0

We should nor lamenc this eruth abour the. mcerrupting orher of our
language, about our inability o conrrol meaning, because such logocen-
i mourning ignotes how this dissemunatory movemenr of language—
and not the wills of actors—opens space for new pussibilities and for a
nunsovereign idea of freedom: “The disjunction berween urterance and
meaning is the condition of possibility for revising the performarive. . . .
The citativnality of the performance produces the pussibility for agency
and expropriatiun at the same time” {Butler 1997a, 57). Hence, “unteth-
ering the speech ace from the savereign subject founds an altermutive
notion uf agency and ultimately of responsibility, one thar more Fully
acknowledges the way in which the subject is constitured by language”
{15). The disjuncrion of meaning is the conditien of the possibiliry of
resigmificarion, of linguistic change that no individual ur institution can
conrain. Thus, those who want to ban hare speech artribute o the
speaker and his or her linguage a sovereipn power thar uverhooks the way
that those targeted by such languages have fought back, have come to
respond to and reinscribe the language of oppression by various means.
Tbcse responses are not to be atrributed simply to the puncrual agency
ot individuals, bur also to the ranscendenral unconrainability of lan-
suage thut makes discrere ucts of revolr possible. iz

However, thete Is a tension here between Butlers account of the
agency of the oppressed and their own self-understandings. The libercy
of the subject for Butler comes from the disseminating eftects of meun-
ing us they wark through and against the received self-understandings:
processes thut deny andfor ignore this truth. Butler senses thar she must
negotiate these two levels of meaning, one for the received vocabularies
ol the subject and one for thase who think through her third-person
vocabularies of effects. ™ For Gadamer, the ontology of tradition requires
that we revise but not abandan the vocahularies of self-understanding in
order ro bring them into his new understanding. There is still a tension
between inside and ourside, a tension thar Gadamer themarizes with the
expression “histurically effected consciousness,” which means “at once
the consciousness effected in the course uf history and determined by
history, and the very consciousness of being thus effected and derer-
mined” (Gadamer 1994, xxxiv). However; while Gadamer makes his con-
ceptions of finitude and language open to challenge by thinl-person
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accuunts, he insists thar the challenger draw the hermeneutic circle
berween her theory of subjecrviry and her own urrerance.

Butler, un the vther hand, makes the category "disseminartery effecrs”
statd at such an angle to all the ethical and axiological vocabularies of
philosophy and everyday life thar the hermeneutic cirele is forever bro-
Len and pracrical judgmerits are paralyzed. This paralysis emerges froin
rhe pap herween her ideals and her problemaric. The goals of her proj-
et wre uncontroversial: “the development of forms of differenciation [thar
coald] tead o fundamenrally more capacious, generuus, and ‘unthreat-
ened’ hearings of the self in the midst of communicy” {Burler 1995, 140}.
However. we need o ask how we should undersrand and cultivare such
virtues and the inrtersubjectiviry on which they depend, when we are
always looking from the ranscendental sire of effects. Withour an
account of how these ideals emerge from the history of effects, they seem
tu simply Jrop trem the sky, as does the suhjecrivity of 1 eritic who is nat
ensnared in the same way as her predecessars. ™

Benhabih mounry two criticisms of Butler’s deconstrucrive position,
one empirical, which is grounded in social science, and the uther nor-
mative, which is grounded in philusaphy. Tuo the firse issue, she writes
rhat “some tonm of human agency .. . is crucind o make empirical sense
of processes of psycho-sexual develapment and maruration™ {Benhahil
1993, 110). ln orher words, "Can the theorny acconnt for the capuciries
of agency and resignification it wants ta atteibure ro individuaks? (111).
With rruth in the hands of sociai science, philusophy s now anly abuut
warking vn the proots of universals: "A cerrain ardering of normarive
priorities and a ¢ laritication of those principles in the name of which one
speakas is unavoidable™ (27).% Benhabib brings these criticisms together
when she says o Butler and Juan Scort, “Women who negotate and resist
power Jo not exisi the only struggles in history are berween competing
paradigms of discourses, power/knowledge complexes” (114} For
Benhakbiby, this is uldmarely a moral question mrcher than a question about
epistemology vr onrology: “Should we approach hiscory o retrieve from
it the victims' memories, lost struggles and unsuccessful resistances, ar
should we approach history w rerrieve from ir rhe momoronous succes-
ston of infinite ‘powerfknowledge’ complexes that constitute selves™
{114). Here we see how she contlates a historical question uver the torce
of lanpuage aed institutions into a gquestion of the morality of memory,

How we remeniber the lives of women is not derermned by a hiswor-
ical reading of the causal efticacy of their actions, This stark vpposition
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between agents and cunstructs blocks our a more perspicuous phrasing
of the question of how to read history that both Benhahib and Burler
avoid, but thar Gadamer brings o the surface.’’ Should we read the lan-
guages that constituted the subjects in guestion as enabling or damaging
torces (or both), and te what extent are vur current languages ¢ontinu-
ous or discontinuous with them? We must make an interpretive judg-
ment abour whether we wanr to write 2 narrative that hermeneurically
recrieves, or a genealogy that helps us resist and escape. Both Benhabils
and Butler und Scor stay away from a hermeneuric understanding of lan-
guage, Benhabib for the sake of formal dialogue of legitimacy and Butler
and Scott for the sake of epistemological commitment to the sociologi-
cal and historical conditions af subjectivity.

This problem points to a larger issue in Butler's overall project. There
is a Limit o how far we can read our predecessors and conremporaries
as “dupes” of processes thar they do not understand but that are avail-
able to the critic armed with a theory and a therapeutic inrerest. We
have t be able to account fur our own ability ro escape and fur rhe val-
ues that drive this effore. This phtasing of the perfurmarive contradic-
tion is historical—i.e., Gadamerian—nor Kantian, as Benhabib’s and
Habermas's is. Butler’s problematic offers no way to discriminate among
languages that empower and those thar do damage, for this would require
mure guidance than is available from reference w a transcendental gen-
erator of liberey thiough effecrs. This problem is nicely dramatized in
the tollowing statement by Butler: “If performativity is construed s thar
power of discourse to produce effecrs through reirerartion, how are we tw
understand che limits of such production, the conscraines under which
such producticn vecurs™ (Butler 1993, 20). “Effects” has the anéi-
hermenecuric dimension thar characrerizes language divested of its axi-
ological character. This useful moment of distanciarion must be
appropriated by the language af a “we,” and Burler puts this hermeneu-
tic vocabulary in her senrence—"we” and "understand"—however, she
never says how she makes the move from "pertonnativity” and “pro-
doction” o this “we.”

Moreover. this stance is vulnerahle to the crtique Gadamer makes of
sacial scientific explanarion—-rhar ir does nor listen o languages of the
past. The ear for othemess is tone deaf toward most languages. To be sure,
a deconstructive approach can be open to otherness in a way that is left
out by conceptual and humanisric caregories such as voice and dialogue.
Bur there is also a loss in trying 1o escape all humanist vestiges through
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a vocabulary of “effects,” which divests these languages of their appeal
and the dialogical relarionship we can establish with them. “Historical
conscivusness knows about the otherness of the other, abourt the pastin
its otherness, just as the understanding of the thou knows the Thou as a
person” {Gadamer 1994, 360). Butler’s recourse ta a third-person rran-
scendental perspective reproduces the reflective elevation of the phila-
sophical observer outside a dialogical perspective on experience, by virtue
of bis or her access to u theoretical model. “A person who reflects him-
self out of the muruality of such relation changes this relationship and
destroys irs moral bond” (360). 1t is this kind of philosophical hubris that
Gadamers own rranscendental arguments for tradition are designed to
check: *We are concermed o conceive of a veality that limits and exceeds
the omnipotence of reflection™ {342). Of course, the holistic language
of hermeneutics—=dialogue,” “wadition,” “self-understanding,” and “nar-
rative"™—can be broken down into alternative units of analysis that open
and redescribe the phenumenological vocahularies of individual and col-
lective actars. This was always the claim of social explanations against
“subjectivism.” However, to set up an absolure hreak with these unger-
standings, even if through the auspices of & transcendental argument
rather than a theoretical explanation, is a fogical, ethical, and political
mistake.™ _

Is it indeed empowering ro have no way of arienting ourselves or of
accounting for our linguistic capacities? Does it make much sense to
speak of Rosa Parks's agency only through the third-person language of
“effeces” (Butler 19974, 147}, and to avoid discussing the resources ot the
traditions ourlined by Guy-Sheftall’s book on the history of African
American feminist writings! Moreover, Butler's philosophy of language
does not help us understand the appeal of Rosa Parks’ stery, its claim on
us. ¥ By refusing to move to a hermeneutic vocabulary in which subjects
appropriate the “cffects” uf historiciry, she cannot account for women’s
achievement and acrion. or for the way in which texts move us to polit-
ical change.?

A similar problem arises in Butler’s discussion of trauma. Trauma opens
a dimension of historicity thag is nor available in Gadamer. As Cathy
Caruth explains, rrauma is nut an experience at all, but a skip in expe-
rience, in which the subject muost “check vut” in order to survive
Traumatized persons, says Caruth, “"become the symptom of history they
camat entirely possess” {Canuth 1995, 5). However, Butler draws on this
theory only to extend the distance berween the violent construcrion of
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subjectivity and our self-understandings. “Social trauma rakes the form,
not of a structure thar repears mechanically, bur rather of an ongoing
subjugatian, the resraging of injury through signs that both occlude and
reenact the scene” (Burler 19974, 36). Toue envugh, but now che task is
ta anderstand how the effects af rraumas ave ra be amelioeated ar “worked
through™ by witnessing, in which the intersubjecrive connection and the
particulars of representation are erucial. Butler poses this question pre-
ciseby: “The responsibility of the speaker does not consist of remaking
language ex nihilo, but rather of negotiating the legacies of usage thar
canstrain and enable chat speaker’s speech® (27}, However, she never
addresses the question of how we make political judgments ahout his-
torical inheritance, preterring to speak only of the “prior,” transcenden-
tal condition of all languages through such phrases as “citarionaliy. "

We are now ready tor an example of how Gadamer's hermeneuties can
help advance this debate. | have selected Susan Glaspell’s short srory “A
Jury of Her Peers” because it otfers a phenamennlogy af interpreratian
 a strayghriorward, “gossipy” language thar calls intw guestion the
bouridaries of art and everyday speech. Morecver, it foregrounds the way
Gadamer's undersranding of language can bring lirerarure and philoso-
phy together in a praductive and speculative way so that truth is not
handed over to social science, as Benhabib is roo guick o do. Moreover,
this stary will permit us to address two familiar objections ro Gadamer's
wuork—that his idea of teadition is unitary and cxclusive, and rhar it
igmores power. ¥

The rle begins when Mrs. Hale is called trom her work in the kirchen
to join her husband, Mr. Peters (the sheriff), and his wife. Mrs. Hale, the
cenrer of fucalization for the rhird-person narrative, learns that Mr.
Wright, the hushand of aun old friend, has been kilted. The sherilf suspects
Mrs. Hale'’s friend Minnie has killed her hushand. The group pracesds ro
the Wrights' home, where itsplits up. The men go out ro the harmn ro look
tor evidence that can establish 4 motive for Minnie, while the womenp
wait in the kitchen. While sttring rhere, they encouncer the “rext” of
Minnie's life—the dirty towels, the mishandled stitching on her quilt, the
act or vinlence of which she is suspeered, and so vn. Thar is, the domi-
nant tradition thar the women bring ro Minnie's house, a tradition that
they share with their husbands, forms preunderstandings chat do nor help
them reconstirute the self-understanding of the text. The men have caled
Minnie “mad.” and che women ac this point can articulate no ather read-
itig, even though they sense that more is ar stake here for thein.
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Slowly the women starr to put together an explanation of the strange-
ness of Minnie'’s text—the systemaric psychological totrure o which her
husbhand subjected her, a tortute that culminated in che strangulation of
Minnie's double, her per bird. The process of caming ta this explanarion
torces them to ttansform their seli-understandings (the texts of their awn
lives and indeed the entire culture of the time). Minnie'’s eext asks them
disrurbing questions, net just the other wiy around. To understand chis
text means that ey can o longer remain who they ace. This is the eisk
and promise of linguistic vulnerability. They discover that Minnie's hus-
band was not just *a cruel man,” bur also a oypical one and thar Minnie’s
response differs anly in degree, not in kind, from the ones they have had
but repressed. The story's off-stage navrator shows their complex
benmeneuric interacrion with the text—somertimes it grabs them uand
sometimes they push it away—rthat is rarely made explicit in rheir con-
sciousness or in dialopue. The women are nort exchanging claims in dis-
cursive dialogue, bur experiencing a rupture in the very medium that
constitutes them. This medium that Glaspell displays finds no place in
either Benhabib’s or Butter’s underseandings of language. The wamen of
rhe story de not “enlarge their menraliry,” and they do nor suddenly find
themselves downstream from a histary of effecrs. The context of their
reading—their momenes of isalation interrupred by their hushands’ con-
descending remarks abour the tiviality of women's occuparions—helps
taster their transformative reading. The women recognize that the val-
ues and rextures of their own lives are neither read nor recognized by
their husbands, and thar the forces that drove Minnie nad operate
around and within them as well. However, this is not jusr a liberal drams
of equaliry. The women come to understand the distincriveness af their
tradition, a tradition that goes unread by the men and che traditian that
dowinares their culture. The women do not simply rake Minnie's point
of view; they discover the narrow social space in which their living bas
been channeled and the anger that they have been socialized ro ignore.
The dominant tradition in which thev have lived, which has ncurished
them into the particular cultural shapes chey now inhabir, suddenly
appears as narrow and oppressive as well. Gender and powet make the
ontology of their being in language someching far different fram
Gadamer’s play, but it is an ontological relationship nonetheless.

Ambivalent about the knowledge that their reading is bringing about,
rthey alternatively leap at it and then hide from it. The boundaries of
their selves have been unraveled as Minnie's rext not only speaks to them
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but for them: It was as if something within her nor herself had spoken,
and it fuund in Mrs. Peters something thar she did nor know as hersel™
{Glaspell 1918, 272). When Mrs. Peters discovers the stranpled bird, she
Joes not just selve a derective’s riddle bur reworks the fabric of her meni-
ory and idenrity. As she recalls and reinscribes the stary of whar a boy
with a hatchet had done to her cat many years ago, she gets back the
feeling of that past moment. Mrs, Hale and Mrs. Peters arrive ar an expla-
narion noe by deraching themselves, bur by engaging their personal feel-
ings and the particularities of their individuzl lives. Minnie’s text forces
them tu see themselves and their husbands in a way thar requires a new
language, a language that dmws on the parricular ways that che women
have of understanding.# Unlike Minnie, they are able ta create a way of
speaking rhat unites them with each orher and separaces them from the
men. They chonse to hide the bird {conceal evidence) and betray their
husbands. The women do work in a distincrive holistic and intersubjec-
tive way, as Carol Gilligan notes.A¥ However, what is crucial in the story
is nor the “different voice” they bring to the house, but the one that
emerges during the course of the story. Sinaply w valorize their “care”
wverloaks the forces of domination in the linguistic drama of their trans-
tormation, and artributes to them an idealized agency rhat Butler and
Scou rightly criticize.

These women are not asserting their autonomy aver and abuve their
linguistic embedding. Reading through thar conceprion of agency, we
would miss where the action is. A rhe same time, to read the story in
rermis af movements of discourse does not account for their achievements,
which are their newfound capacity to recopnize Miunie and each other
and their capacity to reinterpret cheir lives. We see a linguistic phe-
nomenology that can display both rhe forces of domination and the forces
of change ar work in the women and their sitvarion. Such a phenome-
nology cannot limir itself to the boundaries of consciousness, nor ean it
dismiss experience as merely superficial in order w locate historieal
movenents only in discursive shifts inaccessible to participants. Rather,
their achievement is captured better by Gadamer’s idea of hisrorical con-
scivnsness: “Historical consciousness no fonger simply applies irs own cri-
teria of understanding vo the tradition in which it is situared, nor dees it
naively assimilare tradition and simply carry it on. Rather, it adopts a
retlective pasture toward both itself and the tadition in which it is sit-
uated. It underseands itself in rerms of its own history. Historical con-
sciolsness is 1 mode of self-knowledge” (Gadamer 1394, 235).
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My reading of this story is designed to show how hermeneutic phe-
numenology has an indispensable place in contemporary feminist philos-
ophy. Although Gadamer’s ideas of rradition and dialogue need serious
revision, the attempts by Cricical Theory and poststiucruralism ro ser up
problematics against a hermeneutic understanding of ur being-in-
language have impoverished the conceptions of interpretive political judg-
ment available to us. Benhabib’s moral certainries cannor rise above their
linguistic historicity. Butler's explorarions of the limits of the sayable may
expose the inconsistenties and inequalities of wur linguisric inheritance;
however, her work leaves us no way of chaosing how o live through vur
fanguages instead of simply against rhem. Here we see where Gadamer
can mediare the Jispure berween Benhabib and Butler, between the sep-
aration of individual agency and language and the poswstructuralist read-
ing of linguistic agency without persons. The need to account for power
and rationality cannor lead us to ignare this kind of linguistic embadi-
ment. Hermeneutics can serve as a mediator to rhe ontulogical dogma-
rism of its competitors, for understanding has a priority over genealogy in
the same way that it does over explanation. Any theury of subjectivity
and intersubjectiviry must make holistic assumptions abour what subjects
are embedded in, and Benhabib, Butler, and Gadamer all mve different
and overly grand answers. The onrological medium of women's being-in-
language does not have a monolithic answer in which an antihermenen-
tic untology of power or hermeneutic onrology of tradivion determines
subjectiviry. An interpretive philosophy needs to be ontologically flexi-
ble enongh to have a place for the camplex history of women's internal
and external oppression, for women’s achievements, for the multipliciry
of their languages, and for their revisions. An interpreter must make i
Gadamerian move that Benhabib’s Kantianism and Butler’s transcenden-
tal linguistic generator prevent. She must show how she closes the
hermencutic circle, placing herself in the linguistic lineage thar she wanrs
ro retrieve and against the languages that she wants to critique.

Notes
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Bormdarses of the Political.
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“lastyash o eunimy that agency fsllows foum an mnaze huosm will, [ eaue os understand teminsm
in rerms i the Jiscus

SITC PROCesin—Ihe epistemaliges, nstiturions, and pracires—that producy
polinical aubnects, 1l make agency . posetble™ {Seate 1996, 13). She dues exactly the sime thing
m ker well-knowen argunzens for a cunatrucuvast view of “expenence.” She calls up she specrer of o

muve Tappredd 1 experience st uisontesiable evidence anl s orrgna
“Evidenice vn Experaence” (Seor 1991, 7

v point o explananon™ Lin

T4 B the rejecoon of "williul ageaoy” aml "expenience
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ax eviklendary bedrock™ in na day eotails her descrprion. The key question is the ane she leaves
cul: hevw should we charactenze chese Janpuoges? As T owill shuw, the answer @ 0 macter of ineer-
prerive fudpgnent, nut detenmined by etther a constructivar or hertieneutic posiilon on Tangrugne.

V8. Cadamer is making . conseibutien b ingsrpeenve history, not caasad histore Te thvse whao
say that a causal sccoumt completsly muaiidates an o dealistic account—ie., contingency aml power
ratfer than ideas drive history = that historicul seroms are Jdeeply decerved—Cndmner eould ansaver
that histery o mressy and that wers ure neither deciave nos iretevant. Butler imd Scott are nor mok-

gz an empinieal, coasal cldm, bt s immeceadental clium for an altermative proRlemg,

39. L speakmny o the effece of g Radlee.
1977, 104). Thite said, L weuld o Guadamer's eatics swhe poust o thar s anabysis locoses or o
the chumges thar are Froughr abesit thmugh Jialogue praduce umity rither thae diference. Ths,

bamner savs, “The miel adeer thy Tie!™ (Gadamer

“Ti: reach an undersronding o o Juikwue is .o beisg transoned mrs a comimunes m which we
Jonar remam whast we were” (Gadiaer 1994, 3793,

F2 Scort wuys ul the women she sredies, “1 e min think of there women ws excinplary hereines.
Instesad | think o them as sines—histarical Tocanunes wid markerss—where cruoml policzeat and vl
wiral contests oo enzecred and can he examiced iosawne doeril, To lwre o peram—imn this ciee, a
wonuin—sts place o loation s ot re deay et lamanitys @ s rarher e recognize the many facron

that cusmtinte her agency, the complex and muliipke wavs in whech she 15 cometrucred e lasor-
cal metar” (Scorr 1996, 16). Faur eovsugh. But the lanpuaee throvagh which we vharacrenze duwms
“locaticns” ks ol 4 posivisiie one but uae mbuad wy the opes aad ideats of the speaker.

41, Catky Caruch, "Intzoduciion: Trema and Expenence™ {Carurth 19930, Shee aims Saal
Fricdiamlers Memury, Flistors, arsd the Exterminuaion of the Jeses i Furoja {1993,

42. T Marrisen's Babvedd wifers an exeelient exampke of teaens aml winesing, Sorh wohm
the movel—e.g., Sethe and Paul [h—aed herween she rexr anl reader, Moemmm retells the <ave

rearranve hecause ol the Gilure of Amencan scoiety to witiees the Tuma of slavery ioteresingds

Baider Jiscusses Momison o1 Excrsthle Speech only aoallusrate dhe thesss dht the subjocs does

vimerol Tuygwige, aod noet foc de naersubjecrme ichiveenienns in b

or’s wurk
43, See Paseal Mlichons (200 pewertud <niigue of Gadinners raluctve, Herdepwe

i nyder-

sending of bumssgge Tor the way o drves ot the ligpaboe digenity in e nstory of Teswee ol
public life. [He msiars. lor mscance, thae the praper French tramsiation of *Sprache”™ o

ngae,” ted
“langage™ o “draor ™ dscavered Michon's study to Lae s imeegrae semio my eapasition, Tt
the chalicnge his work mab pose te my readicg ol Glaspedl i< thar b readsng s bow we ziond
1o leave Gadamer rehind rcher Qun appropeiare him,

1 See Lorraine Gonde's Jiscunston o Use stary un Bhepovical Spees: Evana

1 Liowdorad Livctzons,
14349 “Gigapells srary oflers o cameo oozt ol knewhsdee prodocioe® (1470,

43, See Gilligan's diseossien of e story b "hloral Onercon aod daral Develspment.” io
Wonen und Mored Theary {1987).

6. | discuss Gillgan's reading of thes story o Lemynh in Theoremge Texmwl Sibpects Asene el
Opprossen | 197, §33-39).
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Three Applications of Gadamer’s
Hermeneutics

Philosephy-Faith-Feminism

Laura Duhan Kaplan

A colleague invired me to write an essay about some of the difficulries |
face in trying to reconcile my philosophy, my teminism, and mv fich.
Afrer two botched attemprs ro outline such an essay, [ came o realize
that I had nothing to say on the topic because T have no difficulties rec-
onciling philosophy, feminism, and faith. Instead, all three pursuits ¢on-
verge in my understanding of tradinon. This understanding is not an
inrellectual achievement, bur a way of life. It is Jifficult for me ro rip this
way of life far enough ourt of s cantext to articulate it in waords. Bue per-
haps I do not have to, as the words of ather writers can serve me well here.

For example, Hans-Georg Gadamer has written rhar “undetstanding
is not w be thought of so much as an acrion of one’s subjectivity. bur as
the placing of oneself within a tradition, in which past and presenr are
constantly fused” {Gadamer 1993, 258). For Gadamer, interpreratian is
not adequately deseribed by the phenamenolopical hermeneutics of Maul
Ricoeur and others, as an encounter berween a human subject and a rext
ar social fact. More is at stake than simply these two reasonably open



