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Ab stract
Be cause Gadamer is very sen si tive to the role of his tory, tra di tion and au thor ity
within hu man life, the over all in ten tion of this ar ti cle will be to un veil ma jor el e -
ments of mod ern phi los o phy which ex erted an in flu ence upon his thought. In
this sense it can be seen as ap ply ing his no tion of 'Wirkungsgeschichte' to an as -
sess ment of cer tain as pects of his own thought. Par tic u larly in his view on cau -
sal ity and his tory Gadamer il lus trates the in ti mate con nec tion of his thought
with the di a lec tics of na ture and free dom.

Introduction

In the Af ter word to his Truth and Method (Gada mer, 1998) Gada mer re marks that at
the pub li ca tion of this work he was not too late to re as sess the value of “tra di tional and 
his tori cal thought.” What he calls the “ro man tic Geist eswis sen schaf ten” pro vides the
ba sis for his in ves ti ga tions which are guided by the at tempt to “me di ate be tween phi -
loso phy and the sci ences” (Gada mer, 1998:551- 552).

Of course he is well aware of the dom i nant in flu ence of the neo-Kantian schools of
thought at the be gin ning of the 20th cen tury. In a dif fer ent con text he men tions
Heidegger's Thurneysen ad dress and stresses the fact that “a cen tral mo tif of his think -
ing” re mained “the prob lem of lan guage” (Gadamer, 1976:199). He states em phat i -
cally that no ground for this has been pre pared in Mar burg. This neo-Kantian school,
which had been dis tin guished by its meth od olog i cal rigor also fo cused its at ten tion on
the philo soph i cal foun da tion of the sci ences. Yet it

as sumed with out ques tion that what can be known is re ally grasped by  the
 sciences alone, and that the objectification of ex pe ri ence by sci ence com pletely
ful fills the mean ing of knowl edge. The pu rity of the con cept, the ex act ness of
the for mula, the tri umph of the in fin i tes i mal method – these were the philo -
soph i cal con cerns of the Mar burg School, not the in ter me di ary realm of fluc tu -
at ing lin guis tic con fig u ra tions. Even when Cassirer brought the phe nom ena of
lan guage into the pro gram of Mar burg Neo-Kantian ide al ism, he did so un der
the meth od olog i cal prin ci ple of ojbectification. To be sure, his Phi los o phy of
Sym bolic Forms had noth ing to do with a meth od ol ogy of the sci ences. It saw
myth and lan guage as sym bolic forms, as con fig u ra tions of ob jec tive spirit, and 



yet in such fash ion that they should have their meth od olog i cal ba sis in a fun da -
men tal di men sion of tran scen den tal con scious ness (Gadamer, 1976:199).

Gadamer's neg a tive as sess ment of the neo-Kantian Mar burg school is tem pered by his
pos i tive ap pre ci a tion of the cri tique of this school against a sensualistic foun da tion of
knowl edge. The factuality of sci ence is ac com pa nied by what Natorp has called the in -
fi nite task of epis te mol ogy (Gadamer, 1972:x).

It is im por tant to re al ize that Gadamer no lon ger views the “his tor i cal” in iso la tion in 
the man ner in which historicists like Droysen and Dilthey ven tured to do that.
Gadamer tran scends the stance of historicism and rather pro ceeds from the                uni ver sa l -
ity of her me neu tics and from the af fir ma tion that “lan guage is the form in which un -
der stand ing is achieved” (Gadamer, 1998:xxxiv).

Yet his con cerns reach fur ther back into mo der nity – not to men tion his abil ity to
high light the rel e vance of many in sights from Greek an tiq uity for con tem po rary phi -
los o phy. In par tic u lar his con struc tive anal y ses of the dis cred it ing of prej u dice by En -
light en ment, the in dis pens abil ity of tra di tion (Gadamer, 1998:271 ff.) and the “prior
agree ment” of a lin gual com mu nity (Gadamer, 1998:446) evince a keen aware ness of
the un der ly ing philo soph i cal prob lems ac com pa ny ing the past few cen tu ries of philo -
soph i cal re flec tion.

Philosophical cornerstones

Dur ing the 17th cen tury the de vel op ment of the newly emerg ing nat u ral sci ences was
in need of an epistemological foun da tion be cause, as Gadamer puts it, their “ideas had
no claim to ex is tence other than as entia rationis” (Gadamer, 1998:220). He points out 
that the old “rep re sen ta tion al ist the ory was clearly no lon ger ad e quate” (Gadamer,
1998:220). The rea son pro vided by Gadamer for this new for mu la tion of the prob lem
of knowl edge is found in the “incommensurability of thought and be ing” (Gadamer,
1998:220).

One could ar gue that this incommensurability al ready sur faced in New ton's for mu la -
tion of the law of grav i ta tion. Ac cord ing to Kline, New ton em pha sized quan ti ta tive
math e mat i cal laws as op posed to phys i cal ex pla na tion. The cen tral con cept in his ce -
les tial me chan ics was the force of grav i ta tion. It was hard to un der stand how this
 gravi tational force could at tract two masses even when they are hun dreds or mil lions
of miles away from each other and sep a rated by open space. This seemed to be just as
in cred i ble as many con cepts ad vanced in Ar is to te lian or Scho las tic phi los o phy to ac -
count for nat u ral phe nom ena.

The con cept was es pe cially re pug nant to New ton's con tem po rar ies who in sisted 
on me chan i cal ex pla na tions and had come to see force as the ef fect of con tact
be tween bod ies wherein one body 'pushes' an other. The aban don ment of phys i -
cal mech a nism in fa vor of math e mat i cal de scrip tion shocked even the great est
sci en tists. Huygens re garded the idea of grav i ta tion as 'ab surd' be cause its ac -
tion through empty space pre cluded any mech a nism. He ex pressed sur prise that 
New ton should have taken the trou ble to make such a num ber of la bo ri ous cal -
cu la tions with no foun da tion but the math e mat i cal prin ci ple of grav i ta tion.
Many oth ers, in clud ing Leibniz, ob jected to the purely math e mat i cal ac count of 
grav i ta tion. . . . The at tempts to ex plain 'ac tion at a dis tance' per sisted un til
1900 (Kline, 1980:55).
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The shift away from the universal features of reality 

The im por tan ce of ma the ma ti cal de scrip ti on, which trans cends the pos si bi li ties of per -
cei va ble re pre sen ta ti ons, is clo se ly con nec ted to an im por tant shift wit hin mo dern phi -
lo sop hy – na me ly the shift away from sub stan ces and to wards the de scrip ti on of func -
ti o nal re la ti ons hips be tween wha te ver the re may exist. This sur fa ces in the thought of
Ga da mer when he re fers to the no mi na list back ground of se ven teenth cen tu ry epis te -
mo lo gy (Ga da mer, 1998:220). He ex pli cit ly men ti ons the im por tant his to ri cal re search 
done by P. Du hem. Mar tin (1991) re fers to Vo lu me three of the Étu des of Du hem and
adds the rem ark that vo lu mes se ven to nine ex ten si ve ly dis cuss the no mi na lists of the
four teenth-cen tu ry Pa ris.

Al though Gadamer does have a very good knowl edge and un der stand ing of the his -
tor i cal de vel op ment of mod ern phi los o phy, his anal y ses of the var i ous dom i nant trends 
which ex erted a for ma tive in flu ence on the con tem po rary in tel lec tual cli mate in deed
could have bene fited from a more pen e trat ing in ves ti ga tion of the all-per va sive ef fect
of mod ern nomi nal ism, be cause the ori en ta tion of nomi nal ism ac tu ally un der lies the
quest for con struc tion which not only ap pears in Kant's ra tio nal is tic epis te mol ogy but
also within var i ous irrationalistic trends within the 20th cen tury (such as the phi los o -
phy of life, ex is ten tial ism, neo-Marxism and con tem po rary postmodern stances). The
most im por tant fea ture of mod ern nomi nal ism is given in its de nial of ev ery form of
uni ver sal ity out side the hu man mind. Of course this does not im ply that there is no
con cept of uni ver sal ity within the hu man mind. It was in par tic u lar historicism that at -
tempted to think through the rad i cal con clu sions flow ing from the de nial of  universa -
lity with re spect to the sup pos edly change ability and con tin gency of his tor i cal re al ity.

The rise of historicism was merged with ro man ti cism which even tu ally also strongly 
in flu enced Dilthey. One of the prom i nent so ci ol o gists of the first half of the 20th cen -
tury and the founder of the so cio log i cal sub-discipline known as so ci ol ogy of  know -
ledge, Karl Mannheim, had a solid un der stand ing of the ro man tic roots of Dilthey's
irrationalistic historicism:

Dith ery is borne by, and may be the most im por tant ex po nent of, that
irrationalistic un der cur rent which first be came self-aware in Ro man ti cism, and
which, in the neo-Romanticism of the pres ent, is on the way, in al tered form, to 
ef fect ing its at tack on bourgeous ra tio nal ism (Mannheim, 1982:162).

Historical uniqueness

Although Ga da mer does not want to suc cumb to an an chor less his to ri cism, his cri ti cal
po si ti on may be en han ced by un vei ling the his to ri cal un der pin nings which ge ne ra ted
the his to ri cis tic fra me of mind – un der pin nings not re cog ni zed as such by Ga da mer.

What does the tran si tion from the ra tio nal is tic En light en ment to the irrationa -
listic stance of historicism en tail?

Historicism claims that only what can be ex pe ri enced in the con text of a his tor i cal,
world-encompassing co her ence, could serve as the im me di ately cer tain ba sis of
knowl edge ac qui si tion – and only by means of em pa thy one can at tain a gen u ine un -
der stand ing (Verstehen) of spir i tual re al ity. The nat u ral sci ences know and the hu man i -
ties un der stand (Dilthey, 1927:86). Dilthey no lon ger sup ports the positivistic sci ence
ideal which seeks what is dis tinc tively hu man in some facet of na ture. The his tor i cal
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as pect, by con trast, now oc cu pies this po si tion: to be hu man means to be his tor i cally
con di tioned (Gesammelte Werke, Vol. V:275, cf. Diwald, 1963:38 note 11). 

The ac tual short com ing in the thought of Gada mer in this re gard is given by the fact
that he did not suf fi ciently in ves ti gate the com plexi ties sur round ing the re la tion ship
be tween uni ver sal ity and in di vidu al ity. When Har ber mas dis cusses the im plied lin -
guis tic frame work pres ent in Dilthey's her me neu tics he does not dif fer from Gadamer:

We don't un der stand a sym bolic ex pres sion with out an in tu itive prior- un der -
stand ing (Vorverständnis) of its con text, be cause we are not ca pa ble of freely
trans form ing the pres ence of an un ques tioned back ground knowl edge of our
cul ture into an ex plicit aware ness.1

Yet Haber mas does re veal a much more pene trat ing in sight into the key is sues that
pro pelled the sig nifi cant tran si tion from thought to lan guage in mod ern phi loso phy.
He first of all dis cusses the in con sis ten cies within the neo- Kantian Baden school of
phi loso phy in this re gard. Ac cord ing to Rick ert cul ture is the prod uct of re lat ing natu -
ral re al ity to gen eral or uni ver sal val ues (Wert be zie hung). He asks the ques tion how
would it be pos si ble to ob tain in di vidu ali za tion through Wert be zie hung if re al ity is un -
der stood in terms of uni ver sal laws? How is in di vidu ali za tion sup posed to emerge
from re lat ing these (uni ver sal) natu ral laws to (uni ver sal) value cate go ries? (Cf.
Haber mas, 1970:201.)

The “inexpressibly individual” in Dilthey's thought 

Habermas high lights the lim i ta tions of gen eral cat e go ries in re spect of knowl edge of
the unique in di vid u al ity of re al ity. He men tions the unavoidability to pres ent an in di -
vid u al ized life con text by the use of nec es sar ily uni ver sal cat e go ries (Habermas,
1970:203).2 He points out that Dilthey wres tled with the pos si bil ity pres ent within lan -
guage, namely to make un der stand able what is in di vid ual by the use of uni ver sal cat e -
go ries. From this Habermas con cludes that the pro ce dure of her me neu tics re quires an
ac count of the fol low ing state of af fairs: it must be able to ex plain how the struc ture of 
ev ery day lan guage al lows pre cisely what the syn tax of the pure lan guage for bids –
namely to “me di ate through lan guage what is in ex press ibly in di vid ual” (Habermas,
1970:206).3

Here Gada mer evinces an in tui tion of re al ity which does al low for lin gually me di -
ated knowl edge tran scend ing the uni ver sal ity of hu man con cept for ma tion. It is sig nifi -
cant that some of the con tem po rar ies of Im manuel Kant – namely Herder, Ha mann
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1 “Einen symbolischen Ausdruck verstehen wir nicht ohne das in tu itive Vorverständnis seines Kontextes,
weil wir das fraglos präsente Hintergrundwissen unserer Kul tur nicht freihändig in explizites Wissen
verwandeln können” (Habermas, 1983:17).

2 It is worth men tion ing that one re viewer of this ar ti cle pointed out that Nietz sche al ready ad dressed this
ques tion in On truth and lie in an ex tra-moral sense.

3 “Offensichtlich hat die Umgangsprache eine Struktur, die es tatsächlich erlaubt, im dialogischen
Verhältnis Individuelles durch allgemeine Kategorien verständlich zu machen. Dieser gleichen Struktur
muss sich auch das hermeneutische Verstehen bedienen, die ja die alltägliche kommunikative Erfahrung 
des Sich- und Andere-Verstehens nur methodisch in Zucht nimmt. Zu einer expliziten Verfahrensweise
lässt sich freilich die Hermeneutik erst ausbilden, wenn es gelingt, die Struktur der Umgangsprache in
der Hinsicht zu klären, in der sie erlaubt, was die Syn tax einer reinen Sprache gerade verbietet: das
unaussprechlich Individuelle wie immer auch indirekt mitteilbar zu machen."



and Jacobi – crit i cized the ap pear ance his Cri tique of Pure Rea son (CPR) by point ing
out that it does not ac count for the im por tant role of lan guage in hu man life.

It there fore does seem as if lan guage can me di ate be tween uni ver sal ity and in di vidu -
al ity in a way which tran scends the limi ta tions of con cept for ma tion. Al ready Mann -
heim had a clear un der stand ing of these is sues. In con nec tion with the con cep tual ba -
sis of as sert ing he writes:

Ev ery thing sub ject to as ser tion is to be iden ti cal for ev ery one in ev ery as ser tion 
of it: and the con cept thus [is] uni ver sally valid in two ways: re fer able to all ob -
jects of the same kind (the con cept 'ta ble' is thus ap pli ca ble to all ta bles that
have ever ex isted or ever will ex ist), and valid for all sub jects who ever will ut -
ter it, and who ac cord ingly al ways un der stand the same thing by 'ta ble'. That
this ten dency in heres in ev ery con cept-formation can not be doubted; and the
cre ation of such a con cep tual plane upon which one con cept can be de fined by
oth ers, with all con cepts thereby form ing an ob jec tive self-contained sys tem,
should not be de nied. ... In con trast to this, there is also an al to gether dif fer ent
ten dency in con cept-formation, long in ex is tence and rooted in a dif fer ent
move ment, and this al ter na tive must not be ne glected. It rests on the pos si bil ity
of us ing ev ery con cept, in clud ing the most gen eral, as a name; and what is to be 
un der stood by name in this case is the spe cific prop erty of words whereby they
des ig nate a spe cific thing in a spe cific func tion in its unique re la tion ship to us
in our spe cific con junc tive com mu nity. ... That is pre cisely the mir a cle of liv ing 
speech: that it al ways places each word in a unique con text and that it can be -
stow an in di vid ual mean ing (I am em pha siz ing – DFMS) to each word from the 
spe cific to tal ity of the sen tence, and even more, from the un der cur rent of the
com mu ni ca tion flow ing from its rhythm and the stream of as so ci a tion
(Mannheim, 1982:196-197).

Transcending the apparent self-contradictory nature of historicism 

Gada mer points out that al ready for von Hum boldt the fo cus on in di vidu al ity does not
im ply that the uni ver sal ity of con cept for ma tion ought to be de nied: his “in ter est in in -
di vidu al ity, like that of the age, is not to be re garded as a turn ing away from the uni -
ver sal ity of the con cept” (Gadamer, 1998:439).

Al though Grondin ar gues that his tori cism is self- contradictory, Gada mer dis tin -
guishes be tween two dif fer ent lev els of ar gu men ta tion. Grondin says that

... nei ther the Gadamerian claim to uni ver sal ity which seems to per tain to lan -
guage, his to ric ity, and his own phi los o phy as well, nor its de nial by Habermas
and Derrida has achieved any fi nal clar ity. One might well sup pose that uni ver -
sal ity re fers to the uni ver sal va lid ity of some prop o si tion. If so, it would be easy 
to show that her me neu tics is stuck in a log i cal or prag matic con tra dic tion.
Some have tried to con strue the uni ver sal claim of her me neu tics as cli max ing
in the the sis that ev ery thing is his tor i cally con di tioned, a the sis sup posed to be
uni ver sally valid. If this the sis is meant to ap ply uni ver sally, then it must ap ply
to its own claim, which must it self be his tor i cally lim ited and there fore not uni -
ver sal. The uni ver sal claim of her me neu tics is thus con sid ered self-contra -
dictory (Grondin, 1994:10).

Gada mer an tici pated this ar gu ment in Sup ple ment One of Truth and Method. With ref -
er ence to the ar gu ment that his tori cism has its own con di tions of growth, Gada mer re -
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marks that his tori cism it self is a his tori cal phe nome non that “one day” can “come to
an end.” Thus we can not ar gue that his tori cism in main tain ing the his tori cal con di -
tioned ness of all knowl edge is true “for all eter nity” since it would be ba si cally self-
 contradictory. Yet, so Gada mer pro ceeds, this

kind of self-contradiction is a spe cial prob lem. Here also we must ask whether
the two prop o si tions ‘all knowl edge is his tori cally con di tioned’ and ‘this piece
of knowl edge is true un con di tion ally’ are on the same level, so that they could
con tra dict each other (Gadamer, 1998:535).

Gada mer in deed tran scends the po si tion of his tori cism by ac knowl edg ing the uni ver -
sal ity both of his toric ity and lin guis ti cal ity. How ever, in spite of his im mense his tori -
cal aware ness, Gada mer did not ex plore an un der stand ing of the thor ough nomi nal is tic 
as sump tions of the mod ern shift to lan guage.

The con tro versy of nomi nal ism ver sus re al ism sur fac ing dur ing the tran si tional pe -
riod be tween me di eval phi los o phy and mod ern phi los o phy pro vides de ci sive start -
ing-points for the sub se quent de vel op ments in phi los o phy. The nominalistic stance
con sid ered sci ence to be con cerned with uni ver sals (as the sub jec tive uni ver sal im age
of the real in di vid ual en ti ties). Over against the re al is tic con cep tion of truth as the
agree ment be tween thought and es sence (adequatio intellectus et rei), nomi nal ism
shifts the cri te rion to the in ner ac tiv ity of the hu man mind – truth con cerns the com -
pat i bil ity of con cepts.

Early mod ern phi los o phy ex plores this nominalistic at ti tude in many dif fer ent ways.
We only have to fo cus upon some cru cial state ments made by Thomas Hobbes, the
Brit ish phi los o pher of early hu man ism, to re al ize how deeply historicism and the con -
tem po rary aver sion of “uni ver sali ties” and “es sences” (par tic u larly in the thought of
Rorty) are in debted to nomi nal ism.

Hobbes ex plores and con tin ues the ten den cies of early mod ern ra tio nal ism in his
urge to con struct re al ity through log i cal think ing. This mo tive of log i cal cre ation sur -
faces in the thought-experiment ex plained in his work on ma te rial things (De Corpore) 
where he pro ceeds from a the o ret i cal de mo li tion of re al ity in or der to re con struct it
through log i cal think ing by us ing the con cept of a “mov ing body”4 as el e men tary
build ing block for this act of ra tio nal rec re ation. This mo tive of log i cal cre ation in deed 
char ac ter izes the au ton omy-ideal and the first man i fes ta tions of the early-modern nat u -
ral sci ence-ideal. Nomi nal ism stripped fac tual re al ity both of a con di tion ing law-order
and of its uni ver sal side – evinced in the or der li ness (law ful ness) of con cretely ex ist -
ing en ti ties. It is pe cu liar to ra tio nal ism to claim that uni ver sal ity is the only source of
knowl edge. There fore it is un der stand able why the mo tive of log i cal cre ation im plic -
itly trans forms sub jec tive hu man un der stand ing into the (for mal) law-giver of na ture – 
a ten dency which was made ex plicit in Kant's phi los o phy.

Hobbes af firms the nominalistic con cep tion of truth when he states that truth does
not in here in things, but that it is a fea ture of names and their com par i son in state -
ments.5 Add to this Hobbes's con vic tion that dem on stra tive sci ence is only pos si ble
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4 Hobbes was al ready ac quainted with Ga li leo's me chan ics and there fore opted for a shift from space
(Des cartes: res extensa) to move ment.

5 Ernst Cassirer for mu lates this as fol lows ( 1971:56): “Die Wahrheit haftet nicht an den Sachen, sondern
an den Namen und an der Vergleichung der Namen, die wir im Satze vollziehen: veri tas in dicto, non in
re consistit” (cf. De Corpore, Part I, Chap ter 3, Par.7 & 8). “Truth does not in here in the things, but be -
longs to the names and their com par i son, as it oc curs in state ments.”



with re gard to those things which, in their gen er a tion, are de pend ent upon hu man dis -
cre tion (arbitrio),6 then it be comes clear that al ready here we are con fronted with a
con cep tion of the cre ative power of hu man thought and lan guage, an tic i pat ing both
Kant's ex treme po si tion and Rich ard Rorty's more re cent point of view. Since, ac cord -
ing to Kant, the ma te rial of ex pe ri ence (sense im pres sions) is cha otic, the nat u ral or der 
is (for mally) made pos si ble through the cat e go ries as forms of thought. Viewed in this
per spec tive, the con cepts of un der stand ing in Kant's con cep tion func tion as for mal
law-giver of na ture (cf. Strauss, 1982). They are not de rived from ex pe ri ence (a pos te -
ri ori) but are (a pri ori) ly ing at the ba sis of ex pe ri ence: “Cat e go ries are con cepts,
which pre scribe laws a pri ori to phe nom ena, and thus to na ture as the to tal ity of all
phe nom ena” (Kant, 1787-B:163). In fol low ing Mary Hesse, Rich ard Rorty views “in -
tel lec tual his tory” as “his tory viewed as the his tory of met a phor.” “Old met a phors are
con stantly dy ing off into lit er al ness, and then serv ing as a plat form and foil for new
met a phors” (Rorty, 1989:16).

In line with this tra di tion (of course prior to the writ ings of Rorty!) Gada mer still
ech oes an ele ment of a state ment al ready made by Herder, namely that the hu man be -
ing is a crea tion of lan guage (“der Mensch ist ein Geschöpf der Sprache” – cf. Proß,
1978:73). Van Niek erk takes it a step fur ther when he points out that ac cord ing to
Gada mer the 'world' should be rec og nized as a crea tion of lan guage (Van Niek erk,
1993:39). Dur ing the “high- tide” of early 20th cen tury historicism, Heidegger al ready
re al ized that a new uni ver sal was needed. Gada mer points out that Hei deg ger did not
again want to in tro duce some thing es sen tial or di vine with his no tion of Sein (Be ing).
Much rather his pur pose was to in tro duce some thing like an event which opens the
space in which her me neu tics could be come (with out any fi nal foun da tion) a new uni -
ver sal (“zum neuen Uni ver sale wird”). This space is the di men sion of lan guage (“Die -
ser Raum ist die Di men sion der Spra che”) (Gada mer, 1989:172).

It there fore turns out that al though Gadamer does want to ac knowl edge his to ric ity as 
one of the uni ver sal con di tions for be ing hu man,7 he is no lon ger will ing to opt for the
historicist (and nomi nal ist) de nial of (ontic) uni ver sal ity.

Of course, as soon as one re flects upon the na ture of hu man un der stand ing in re la -
tion to uni ver sal ity, an other fun da men tal prob lems sur faces, namely that of the re la -
tion ship be tween the sup posed unique ness of his tory and gen er al ity or uni ver sal ity as
such, par ticu larly in the way in which it is em ployed within the natu ral sci ences. In or -
der to dem on strate to what an ex tent the thought of Gada mer is still im mersed in the
clas si cal mo tive power un der ly ing the en tire de vel op ment of mod ern philo sophi cal
thought since the Ren ais sance, one only has to look at the way in which Gada mer dis -
cusses the is sue of cau sal ity and his tory.

Causality and History

It is un der stand able that Gada mer has to ref er back to the way in which Kant wres tled
with this prob lem. He men tions that the re la tion be tween cause and ef fect is in tro -
duced by Kant as a nec es sary a pri ori con cept of un der stand ing which makes pos si ble
our ex pe ri ence, be cause na ture is noth ing but “mat ter sub ject to law” (Gada mer,
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1967a:192). Al though Gada mer al lows for the em ploy ment of the con cept of cau sal ity
within the do main of his tory he points out that within a his tori cal co her ence, events
oc cur which can not be pre dicted. As Von Ranke has for mu lated it, world his tory is
con sti tuted as “scenes of free dom” (Gada mer, 1967a:193). Gada mer is here quite am -
bigu ous about the idea of cau sal ity. On the one hand he al ludes to a two fold no tion of
cau sal ity and on the other he of ten puts the term cause within pa ren the sis (Gada mer,
1967a:194, 200). His re mark that cau sal ity in a pe cu liar way ham pers hu man free dom
and re spon si bil ity (Gada mer, 1967a:193- 194), dem on strates that the clas si cal ten sion
be tween na ture (cau sal ity) and free dom is still part and par cel of these re flec tions.
Within the con text of this leg acy he poses the ques tion: “Does cau sal ity pre sup pose,
free dom or does it rather ex clude free dom?” (Gada mer, 1967a:196). His pref er ence is
not to use the con cept of cau sal ity (in the sense of a de ter mined re la tion be tween
causes and ef fects) within the do main of his tory. Yet he still con tin ues to speak about
'causes' within his tori cal de scrip tions and ex pla na tions. But he does this with an ex -
plicit hesi ta tion, be cause the 'causes' within the do main of hu man ac tion are al ways
found within a teleo logi cal co her ence (Gada mer, 1967a:200).

The historical background of Gadamer's combination of 'cause' and 'teleology'
– the dialectical tradition of necessity and freedom

With ref er ence to the ideal of logi cal crea tion which be came ap par ent in the thought of 
Hob bes we have al ready al luded to the new con cur rent ide al of an autono mously free
per so na li ty. Ini tially the first aim of this ideal merely was to mas ter na ture ra tion ally
with the aid of the newly de vel op ing natu ral sci ences. An ele ment of this ini tial mo tive 
of ra tional con trol of this natu ral science- ideal is still pres ent in Gadamer's view of
tech ni cal con trol within sci ence. Gada mer holds that sci ence is di rected to wards what
the hu man be ing can ac com plish – it there fore con sti tutes a know ing con trol of na ture, 
which means that it is con sti tuted as tech nique (Gada mer, 1972:xiii). As we shall ar -
gue be low, the in her ent dia lec tics be tween natu ral cau sa tion and free dom (tele ol ogy
in Kant's third Cri tique) finds its one leg in the de ter mi nis tic clas si cal natu ral science-
 ideal. Let us briefly go back to Des cartes in or der to ex plain this claim in more de tail.

Des cartes's em pha sis on the maxim that our ideas should be clear and dis tinct (con -
sid er ing clear ness to be more fun da men tal than dis tinct ness – Prin ci ples, XLVI), is
ori en tated to wards mathe mat ics as model of thought. Even the cer tainty that God ex -
ists is only ac com plished by clear and dis tinct un der stand ing show ing, in the fi nal
analy sis, that he uses the idea of God to fur nish his dei fied mathe mati cal thought with
the fea ture of cer tainty, thus stamp ing the in fal li bil ity of the new mathe mati cal method 
of analy sis. Hav ing men tioned Galilei's mathe mati za tion of na ture and mod ern physi -
cal is tic ra tion al ism, Ed mund Husserl char ac ter izes this new phase in mod ern phi loso -
phy as hav ing given birth to a ra tion al is tic ideal of sci ence (“ra tion al is tischen Wis sen -
schaft sideal” – 1954:119).

What should be kept in mind is that the lib era tion from the ec cle si as ti cal uni fied me -
die val cul ture dur ing the Ren ais sance was first of all in the grip of the ideal of autono -
mous free dom. Dooyeweerd aptly de scribed this ten dency as the per son al ity ideal of
mod ern phi loso phy (1997, pp.188- 200; 207- 215). In or der to pro claim its autono mous
free dom, the Ren ais sance per son found in the rise of the mod ern mathe mati cal natu ral
sci ence a ra tional in stru ment for domi nat ing na ture. Thus this mod ern free dom mo tive, 
al most with an in ner ne ces sity, gave birth to the domi na tion mo tive (en tail ing the
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even tual tech ni cal con trol of na ture) – that is to the science- ideal (na ture mo tive). The
science- ideal soon turned into a real threat of the ideal of autono mous free dom from
whence it origi nated.

If the whole of re al ity, by means of “re con struct ing crea tive thought,” could be
framed in terms of ex act natu ral laws of cause and ef fect (uni ver sal de ter min ism), it
stands to rea son that the free dom of the sup pos edly autono mous per son al ity is re duced 
to, and de ter mined by, in vari able causal laws of na ture with out any free dom at all! The 
science- ideal turned out to be a real Fran ken stein – dem on strat ing the in her ent dia lec -
tic be tween the freedom- pole and the nature- pole in mod ern phi loso phy.
Remark: The na ture of the di a lec tics be tween 'na ture' and 'free dom' Through the de vel op -

ment of mod ern phi loso phy it be came clear that both the science- ideal and the
personality- ideal in her ently har bour a ten dency to ac quire the pri macy at the cost
of its coun ter pole. But be cause both pre sup pose and threaten each other, the only
'o ption' left is that ei ther the science- ideal ob tains the up per hand and 'su bdues' the
personality- ideal, or that the lat ter as sumes the pri macy at the cost of the science-
 ideal. Dia lec tics then ac quires the mean ing of two fun da men tal, all- permeating
(ba sic) mo tives which both op pose and mu tu ally de ter mine the mean ing of the
coun ter mo tive. The ini tial de vel op ment of mod ern phi loso phy pro ceeded un der
the pri macy of the science- ideal (Des cartes, Hob bes, Ber keley, Locke and Hume)
un til Rous seau called at ten tion to the ac tual origi nal mo ti va tion of the science- ideal 
by the per son al ity- ideal. Im manuel Kant com pleted the tran si tion in as crib ing the
pri macy to the practical- ethical free dom of the hu man per son al ity ('pra ct ical rea -
son') as a 'Selbstzweck' ('aim -in -itself') while re strict ing the former science- ideal to
the do main of sen sory phe nom ena (to which 'pure rea son' is lim ited). Post- Kantian
freedom- idealism car ried the claims of the personality- ideal to their ul ti mate (meta -
physi cal) con clu sions – soon op posed by the new power for ma tion of the science-
 ideal in the posi tiv ism of Comte and Marx and the the ory of evo lu tion of Dar win.
Instead of pur su ing this track any fur ther we have to re turn to the way in which 'ca -
usa lity' and 'fre edom' in deed came to stand in a dia lec ti cal re la tion in the thought
of Kant.

The sub tle but ba sic dis tinc tion be tween 'E rschei nung' (ap pear ance/phe nome non) and
“Ding an sich” (thing in it self), which Kant uses, is com pletely in the serv ice of his
fun da men tal aim to safe guard a sepa rate (and super- sensory) realm for the hu man
person as an autono mous ethi cal be ing (Zelbstzweck). The cate gory of cause and ef fect 
(to gether with all the other cate go ries) is only ap pli ca ble to ap pear ances and not to
things in them selves (such as the free will of the hu man soul).

Kant re al izes that an un lim ited em ploy ment of the cate gory of cau sal ity (un der stood
in the de ter mi nis tic and mecha nis tic sense of clas si cal phys ics) in evi ta bly im plies the
abo li tion of all free dom. Kant ex plains his ba sic prob lem as fol lows:

Now let us sup pose that the dis tinc tion, which our Cri tique has shown to be
nec es sary, be tween things as ob jects of ex pe ri ence and those same things as
things in them selves, had not been made. In that case all things in gen eral, as
far as they are ef fi cient causes, would be de ter mined by the prin ci ple of cau sal -
ity, and con se quently by the mecha nism of na ture. I could not, there fore, with -
out pal pa ble con tra dic tion, say of one and the same be ing, for in stance the hu -
man soul, that its will is free and yet is sub jected to natu ral ne ces sity, that is,
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not free. For I have taken the soul in both propo si tions in one and the same
sense, namely as a thing in gen eral, that is, as a thing in it self; and save by
means of a pre ced ing cri tique, could not have done oth er wise. But if our Cri -
tique is not in er ror in teach ing that the ob ject is to be taken in a two fold sense,
namely as ap pear ance and as thing in it self; if the de duc tion of the con cepts of
un der stand ing is valid, and the prin ci ple of cau sal ity there fore ap plies only to
things taken in the former sense, namely, in so far as they are ob jects of ex pe ri -
ence – these same ob jects, taken in the other sense, not be ing sub ject to the
principleth – en there is no con tra dic tion in sup pos ing that one and the same
will is, in the ap pear ance, that is, in its visi ble acts, nec es sar ily sub ject to the
law of na ture, and so far not free, while yet, as be long ing to a thing in it self, it
is not sub ject to that law, and is there fore free (1967-B:VII- VIII).

It is clear that Kant's ul ti mate con cern to safe guard the (autono mous) free dom of hu -
man be ings ne ces si tated this dis tinc tion be tween ap pear ance and thing in it self. This is 
most evi dent from the en tire Tran scen den tal Dia lec tic. In his dis cus sion of the so lu -
tion of the third cos mo logi cal idea he once more ex plains that we are not al lowed to
as cribe any ab so lute re al ity to ap pear ances: “The com mon but fal la cious pre sup po si -
tion of the ab so lute re al ity of ap pear ances here mani fests its in ju ri ous in flu ence, to the 
con found ing of rea son. For if ap pear ances are things in them selves, free dom can not
be up held” (1967-B:564).

The fi nal re mark in this sub sec tion re veals the ba sic mo tive of Kant's whole Cri tique 
of Pure Rea son (1967-B:565):

My pur pose has only been to point out that since the thorough- going con nec -
tion of all ap pear ances, in a con text of na ture, is an in exo ra ble law, the in evi ta -
ble con se quence of ob sti nately in sist ing on the re al ity of ap pear ances is to de -
stroy all free dom. Those who thus fol low the com mon view have never been
able to rec on cile na ture and free dom” (my emphasis – DFMS).

At this point we en coun ter the teleo logi cal escape- route which also sur faced in the
thought of Gada mer.

Bridging the abyss teleologically?

This in her ent di a lec tics, en closed in the ba sic mo tive of na ture and free dom, al ready in 
his Cri tique of Pure Rea son brought Kant to a neg a tive in ter pre ta tion of hu man free -
dom: free dom is seen as be ing free from nat u ral ne ces sity (Kant, 1967-B:651-652). In
his Cri tique of Judge ment Kant de vel ops a most in flu en tial for mu la tion of the way in
which na ture and free dom pre sup pose each other dia lec ti cally (i.e., both op poses and
needs each other). Al though the hu man un der stand ing a pri ori ap plies the cat e gory of
cau sal ity, as strict nat u ral law, to na ture, Kant ap proaches or ganic na ture te leo logi -
cally. It means that na ture is thus por trayed as if the mul ti plic ity of laws pres ent in it is 
con tained in the uni fy ing ba sis of an un der stand ing (Kant, 1968-B:VIII). The con cept
of a nat u ral te le ol ogy is pro posed by the ca pac ity to judge, in or der to func tion as a
me di at ing con cept be tween the con cepts of na ture and the con cepts of free dom. How -
ever, the pur pos ive ness of na ture only func tions as a reg u la tive prin ci ple to the (re -
flect ing) ca pac ity to judge (Kant, 1968-B:LVI). As guid ing prin ci ple, this nat u ral pur -
pos ive ness is never to be used in a con sti tu tive way, since then our re flect ing abil ity
be comes a de ter min ing fac ulty of judge ment, im ply ing that once again we are in tro -
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duc ing a new cau sal ity (a fi nal cause; nexus finalis; cf. 1968-B:269) into nat u ral sci -
ence (Kant, 1968-B:270).8

The teleo logi cal prin ci ple merely func tions as a sub jec tive maxim in judg ing na ture.
There fore, it can not be ap plied to the ob jec tive re al ity of things in na ture. Con se -
quently, the rec on cilia tion be tween the caus ally de ter min ing and the teleo logi cally re -
flect ing view of na ture is sought in the unity of a supra- sensory prin ci ple which is sup -
posed to be valid for the to tal ity of na ture as a sys tem (Kant, 1968-B:304). This  'so -
lution' did not really rec on cile the op pos ing poles of na ture and free dom, since it sim -
ply re in forces the ba sic du al ism be tween natu ral ne ces sity and super- sensory free dom  
– each with its own law- giver (cf. Kant, 1968-B:LIII- LIV).

Fr. Schell ing made an at tempt to 'sy nth esize' na ture and free dom. Yet, ac cord ing to
him, in the ab sence of the an tin omy (Wid er spruch) be tween ne ces sity and free dom,
not only phi loso phy, but also every higher will of the spirit will shrink into in sig nifi -
cance (Schell ing, 1968:282). As a re sult of this com mit ment he be lieves that in na ture
it self a prin ci ple of free dom is con cealed, while his tory is founded on a hid den prin ci -
ple of ne ces sity. Clearly, the re sult is not a real 'synthesi's or 're co ncili ation,' since it
amounts to noth ing but a du pli ca tion of the origi nal dia lec tic: ne ces sity is pres ent
within the do main of free dom, and free dom is pres ent within the do main of ne ces sity!

Gada mer be lieves that the only op tion we have is to as sume a dia lec ti cal co her ence
be tween the two ways in which one can ap ply the idea of cau sal ity (within na ture and
within his tory) (Gada mer, 1967a:198). He re marks that the pe cu liar dia lec tic be tween
free dom and natu ral ne ces sity is given in the fact that the free dom through which the
hu man be ing can ma nipu late natu ral events, is it self made pos si ble by the idea of natu -
ral ne ces sity (Gada mer, 1967a:199).

The leg acy of teleo logi cal think ing is also con nected to the (neo-)vi tal ist tra di tion in
mod ern biology – our next fo cus of at ten tion.

Entelechie negatively described: the influence of Hans Driesch

With out re ject ing the clas si cal mecha nis tic analy sis of mat ter, Dri esch, in his neo-
 vitalistic bi ol ogy, ex tends the ap pli ca tion of the de ter mi nis tic con cept of law to bi otic
phe nom ena. The tra di tional mecha nis tic ap proach is lim ited by him to the ma te rial ba -
sis of liv ing things. Dri esch in ter prets the re gen era tive phe nom ena dis cerni ble in  li -
ving things in terms of his the ory of liv ing en ti ties as “equi- potential har mo ni ous sys -
tems” and in terms of his no tion of an en telechie op er at ing as a “totality- causal fac tor”
(Ganz heitskau sal ität). The im por tant con tri bu tion which Dri esch made to the prob lem
of free dom, is given in his no tion of the 'e ntelechie' as some thing that can not be de ter -
mined in any posi tive sense. As such he con sid ers it to be a “sys tem of ne ga tions”
(1920:513; 459 ff.), i.e., it can not be posi tively de ter mined: 'e ntelechie' is some thing
non- mechanical; it is not en ergy, not force, not a con stant (1920:460) and non- spatial
(1920:513). The dif fer ence be tween the ato mis tic 'Ein sel kau sal ität' and the ho lis tic
'Ganz heitskau sal ität' is also framed in terms of the op po si tion 'Gan zheit' and 'Z ufall'
(to tal ity and chance). Dri esch places genu ine free dom over against de ter mi na tion and
de clares that the ques tion about free dom is to be con sid ered as a meta physi cal ques -
tion of faith which can not be an swered by the sci ence of phi loso phy (cf. 1931:93- 122). 
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Al though Kant and Dri esch dif fer in their view on the na ture of phi loso phy, they agree 
that free dom is not a ques tion of sci en tific proof, but one of (prac ti cal) faith.

In his the ory of the free dom of the will, Ar nold Geh len con tin ues Driesch's nega tive
de scrip tion of the 'e ntelechie'. How ever, with an ex plicit ap peal to the free dom  idea -
lism of Schell ing, he im me di ate ly trans forms it in or der to pro vide a point of en try for
free dom. At the same time he was of the opin ion that Dri esch ac tu ally brought bi otic
phe nom ena un der the reign of the de ter mi nis tic clas si cal ideal of sci ence. There fore,
once again he wants to re strict cau sal ity to me chani cal cau sal ity: “Since cau sal ity is
only think able as me chani cal cau sal ity, the en telechie is nega tively free, i.e. spon ta ne -
ous and pri mary in a sense which can not be sub jected to a closer de ter mi na tion”
(1965:60).

The ten sion be tween na ture and free dom brought Max Scheler to his well-known
char ac ter iza tion in terms of what he calls the 'Weltoffenheit' of hu man be ings
(1962:38, 40).9 Against this back ground Plessner de vel oped his own per spec tive on
the hu man be ing as an ec cen tric crea ture, while bi ol o gists and an thro pol o gists such as 
Portmann, Overhage and Gehlen gave the no tion of 'Weltoffenheit' a prom i nent place
in their writ ings. Ul ti mately this term 'Weltoffenheit' is used to em body the re ac tion
against the claims of the sci ence ideal, namely that the hu man be ing is de ter mined in
all re spects. In the fi nal anal y sis, the in ten tion of these au thors is to show that the hu -
man be ing is free from be ing de ter mined by nat u ral cau sal ity.

In his Ph.D- thesis, deal ing with philo sophi cal as pects in the bi ol ogy of Port mann, R. 
Kugler states that Port mann es sen tially un der stands the hu man be ing in terms of free -
dom (1967:75). At the same time, Port mann is well aware of the fact that, as a “philo -
sophi cal idea”, free dom with draws it self from a sci en tific grasp. Kugler places this ap -
proach within the “large tra di tion” of a “philo sophi cal de ter mi na tion of the hu man be -
ing,” dat ing back to Im manuel Kant: “The in ner most es sence of the hu man be ing is
free dom, it is the pos si bil ity of the hu man be ing to trans form it self into that what it is”
(Kugler, 1967:81). Com pare this an nounce ment with the fol low ing words of Pless ner:
“As ec cen tri cally or gan ized crea ture the hu man be ing must make it self into that what
it al ready is” (Pless ner, 1965:309).

Geh len points out that this mode of ex pres sion mani fests the logi cal scheme pres ent
in a nor mal tele ol ogy. This tra di tion is in flu enced by Fichte: “I want to be free ...
means: I want to make my self into that what I shall be bef ore I am it, in or der to be
able to per form it” (cf. Geh len, 1965:103- 104). Fichte in this re spect is de pend ent on
Kant who in tro duced, as we have seen, tele ol ogy as a bridge to hu man free dom. The
philo sophi cal tra di tion in which “me chani cal cau sal ity” and “tele ol ogy” (na ture and
free dom) is al ways dia lec ti cally re lated, in spires Ed. von Hart mann to re mind natu ral
sci en tists of it. He does it in a way which ex plains why it is so easy for Gada mer
(1967a:200) to take ref uge in the dia lec tics of cau sal ity and tele ol ogy (na ture and free -
dom):

If our natu ral sci en tists were philo sophi cally bet ter trained, they would have
been aware of the fact that the whole Ger man specu la tion, from Leib niz to Kant 
and up to the pres ent, equally de ci sively re jects a tele ol ogy sepa rated from me -
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chani cal cau sal ity, as it does with a me chani cal cau sal ity di vorced from  teleo -
logy (quoted by Haas, 1959:456).

Concluding remarks

What cer tainly form a part of the posi tive con tri bu tion of Gada mer is that he re stored
an in sight into the in evi ta bil ity of preju dices and in do ing that he also re stored the
right ful place of author ity. The fact that he ac knowl edges the on tic uni ver sal ity of his -
toric ity and lin guis ti cal ity (the es sen tial ele ments in un der stand ing as far as con cept
for ma tion is con cerned) tes ti fies to the fact that he was keenly aware of the domi nant
philo sophi cal trends of his own time and se ri ously tried to in te grate their posi tive ele -
ments within his own thought. His philo sophi cal think ing, how ever, still took place
within the broader leg acy of mod ern phi loso phy, with its in her ent dia lec ti cal ten sion
be tween cau sal ity and tele ol ogy (na ture and free dom). Not with stand ing the fact that
vari ous philo sophi cal trends of the 20th cen tury de parted from the ra tion al is tic phi -
loso phy of Kant, the un der ly ing mo ti vat ing power pres ent in the “leit mo tif” of na ture
and free dom re mained in force.

This is am ply clear from some of the ear lier con tem po rar ies of Gada mer. The ex is -
ten tial phe nome nol ogi cal thinker, Merleau- Ponty, for ex am ple, for a great part re ly ing
on the re sults of psy cho logi cal and psycho- pathological stud ies, also un der stands the
hu man be ing dia lec ti cally in terms of two ba sic de nomi na tors: be ing a body (taken in
a bi otic sense as an or gan ism) and ex is tence (in ter preted as be ing his tori cal in na ture).
On the one hand, to gether with Sar tre, he ac cepts the the sis: “I am my body”. On the
other hand, how ever, he also holds the opin ion that one's his tor i cal ex is tence must re -
press the bod ily or gan ism down to the pre- personal level of an anony mous com plex.
In spired by the nature- pole of the ba sic mo tive of na ture and free dom, Merleau- Ponty
writes:

I can not un der stand the func tion of the liv ing body ex cept by en act ing it my -
self, and ex cept in so far as I am a body which rises to wards the world
(Merleau- Ponty, 1970:75).

From the op po site mo ti va tion he states:

... so it can be said that my or gan ism, as a pre-per sonal cleav ing to the gen eral
form of the world, as an anon y mous and gen eral ex is tence, plays, be neath my
per sonal life, the part of an in born complex (1970:84). 

On the one hand I am my body, and on the other hand my body is seen as a pre-
 reflexive, pre- personal, anony mous com plex by vir tue of its being- in- the- world
(1970:79, 80, 82, 83, 86). Na ture and free dom re cip ro cally en dan ger and pre sup pose
each other – the hall- mark of dia lec tics as we have de fined it: 

... for most of the time per sonal ex is tence re presses the or gan ism with out be ing
able ei ther to go be yond it or to re nounce it self; with out, in other words, be ing
able ei ther to re duce the or gan ism to its ex is ten tial self, or it self to the or gan ism 
(1970:84).

The dia lec ti cal move ment, to and fro, be tween these poles is best il lus trated in his fol -
low ing words: “Man taken as a con crete be ing is not a psy che joined to an or gan ism,
but the move ment to and fro of ex is tence which at one time al lows it self to take cor po -
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real form and at oth ers moves to wards per sonal acts” (my em pha sis – DS) (Merleau-
 Ponty, 1970:88).

And per haps it mani fested it self in its most nega tive way in the thought of Karl Jas -
pers who clearly saw the im passe of this whole dia lec ti cal leg acy. His con fes sion
reads:

Since free dom is only through and against na ture, as free dom it must fail. Free -
dom is only when na ture is (1948:871).
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