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Introduction

This paper deals with the efforts of the German philosophers Wilhelm 
Dilthey �������������������������������������������������������������      (1833–1911) and Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) to determine 
the nature and value of the study of philosophy’s history�������������  . Gadamer de-
scribes Dilthey, a major representative of nineteenth-century hermeneutics, 
as one of the first proponents of an approach to the history of philosophy 
that is neutral in the sense of not assessing the truth and falsehood of the 
philosophical claims of the past but that rather approaches them in a 
historical way. Dilthey, Gadamer holds, sees the philosophical claims of 
the past as expressions of their historical contexts, not as succeeding or 
failing to describe their subject matters. Although the fairness, or at least 
the completeness, of this description of Dilthey can be questioned, his 
approach to the history of philosophy may nevertheless partly be under-
stood as the result of a fundamental change in the perception of the past 
which began ��������������������������������������������������������         in earnest in the second half of the eighteenth century.

What did this change amount to? To begin with, a tendency to take an 
interest in the past as past emerged at this time. This process is often de-
scribed as a transition from a view of history that stressed its exemplifying 
character as magistra vitae, to an approach that dwelt upon the alleged 
otherness of remote historical epochs and their inability to instruct the 
present.1 A heightened sense of the variability of historical contexts emerg
ed at this time, and this increasingly led to the notion that such contexts 
do not involve mere examples of a general human nature, the study of 
which might be of use to current concerns.2 Historical phenomena now 
came to be described as possessing a value in themselves, quite independently 
of their ability to provide examples and a corresponding instruction in the 
present.3 By contrast, an example, as invoked by earlier history writing, 
possesses its value in virtue of something else, which it exemplifies. To be 
sure, even if historical contexts were examples in this sense, there could 
still be differences between them. But during the second half of the 
eighteenth century, the view increasingly emerged that such differences 
cannot be understood as mere variations on transhistorical themes, and 
that what gives a historical context its identity and value is precisely what 
distinguishes it from other contexts.
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The decline of tradition

According to Gadamer, a corresponding change in the perception of the 
Western philosophical, religious and aesthetic traditions occurred at this 
time insofar as they increasingly ceased to be understood as authoritative. 
Gadamer argues that there is a stress on historical factors in nineteenth-
century hermeneutics which follows from this decline in the authority of 
tradition. Instead of asking what a traditional claim says about its subject 
matter, the interpreter explains it in a genetic fashion as arising from its 
historical context. The views and concerns of the past are thus approached 
with a form of alienation (Fremdheit):

Where misunderstandings have arisen or where an expression of 
opinion alienates [befremdet] us because it is unintelligible, there na-
tural life in the subject matter intended [das natürliche Leben in der 
gemeinten Sache] is impeded [gehemmt] in such a way that meaning is 
given as the opinion of another […] The real problem of understanding 
obviously arises when, in the endeavor to understand the content of 
what is said, the reflective question arises: how did he come to such 
an opinion? For this kind of question reveals an alienation […] and 
ultimately signifies a renunciation of shared meaning.4

In everyday dialogue – which Gadamer here calls ”natural life” – the 
subject matter of claims is stressed. This means that one either trusts the 
claims of the other as supposedly accurate descriptions of their subject 
matters, or finds reasons to doubt their accuracy. By contrast, nineteenth-
century hermeneutics, Gadamer holds, treats claims as expressions of 
contextually induced opinions, and neither trusts nor doubts. Subject 
matter is disregarded insofar as what was once intended as metaphysical 
or theological claims, for example, are treated as sources of information 
about their authors and influences of their historical context. Instead of 
asking if a claim is true or false, the interpreter asks in what contextually 
induced ways its author came to his or her opinions. Thus, Gadamer holds, 
there is a relation between a decrease in the authority of claims and a 
genetic approach towards them: ”Genetic inquiry, whose goal consists in 
explaining a traditional opinion [überlieferte Meinung] on the basis of its 
historical situation, only appears where direct insight into the truth of what 
is said cannot be reached because our reason sets itself in opposition.”5

Dilthey assumed that the historian may understand authors better than 
they understood themselves.6 Dilthey uses the term Genialität to describe 
an ability to detect influences which authors themselves did not notice.7 
According to him, ”the task of historical analysis is to discover, in the 
concrete goals, values and modes of thought, the consensus [die Überein
stimmung in einem Gemeinsamen] which rules the epoch.”8 On this view, 
the historian can detect contextual influences which were unnoticed by 
individuals situated in the historical context in question. Why is this so? 



166 Anders Odenstedt

The tacitness of shared, fundamental presuppositions causes the cognitive 
heterogeneity of a context to be overestimated by its members. To detect 
this shared basis, the detached stance of an outsider is required, and this 
is what the historian achieves.

Dilthey on metaphysics and life

As a result of this approach, Gadamer holds, the claims of the past are 
not dealt with in terms of what they were meant to say. That is, they are 
dealt with as historical sources and not as claims to truth of relevance to 
the present. Gadamer refers to this approach as historicism (Historismus).9 
But the fairness of this description may be questioned in the case of Dilthey. 
As the aforementioned studies show, the concept of historicism has been 
used in various ways. It has been used to denote a tendency to explain the 
genesis of beliefs by invoking their historical context, but also to refer to 
a form of relativism, according to which the very validity of beliefs is 
relative to their context. It should be noted that Dilthey held that objec-
tivity in the historical sciences is possible and that he was no relativist in 
this domain.10 But things are different in metaphysics; Dilthey speaks of 
metaphysical modes of thought as ”showing themselves” (sich erweisen) 
to be historically conditioned.11 However, Dilthey is not a relativist in the 
sense just mentioned of holding that the validity of metaphysical claims 
is relative to their context. By ”relative” (relativ) he rather means ”one-
sided” or ”partial”.12 According to Dilthey, historical context circumscri-
bes metaphysical inquiry in such a way that only one aspect (Seite) of 
reality is focused upon. In this sense, Dilthey does not hold that metaphysics 
is a historical source alone, as Gadamer claims.13 Dilthey speaks of the 
”pure light of truth” that is ”broken in different rays” by the variability 
of contexts and their limited outlooks.14 He distinguishes between three 
main types of metaphysical systems; objective idealism (for instance, 
Hegel, Spinoza, Leibniz), idealism of freedom (Kant, Bergson), and natu-
ralism (atomism, Hobbes). These types all capture aspects of human life; 
objective idealism the experience of value, idealism of freedom the expe-
rience of willing and naturalism the experience of being determined by 
nature. In this sense, metaphysics is not a contextual product but due to 
life as such.

But Dilthey describes context as fragmenting the grasp of truth, arguing 
that metaphysical systems exist ”side by side” but that history ”selects 
among them”.15 Now, this can be taken to mean that at a certain time 
context selects one type of metaphysical system and makes it dominant, 
while not wholly eclipsing the other types. Dilthey thus argues that life 
brings all types of world view forth but that the unconditional positing 
(unbedingte Setzung) of one of them as exclusively valid is a result of the 
confinement (Einschränkung) of the spirit of the times in question.16 But 
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Dilthey’s views in this respect remain unclear. For instance, Dilthey seems 
to imply that idealism of freedom has predominated in historical contexts 
which may be taken to be widely different, such as Europe in the first 
decades of the twentieth century (Bergson), and Europe in the last decades 
of the eighteenth century (Kant). Moreover, different types of metaphysics 
may be understood as coexisting in one and the same context without one 
of them achieving a clear predominance over the others. Thus, it might 
be argued that the objective idealism of Hegel, which had widespread 
appeal, coexisted with naturalist assumptions in the natural sciences at 
this time.

Application contra contextual analysis

Gadamer sometimes recognizes that Dilthey cannot be understood as 
holding a view according to which metaphysics is a purely contextual 
phenomenon insofar as it springs from life as such.17 Nevertheless, legal 
and theological hermeneutics have, Gadamer points out, traditionally been 
concerned with application (Anwendung) rather than contextual analysis, 
and thereby differ from the approach that he often ascribes to Dilthey.18 
An effective law is not seen as a historical phenomenon but is applied to 
current concerns. And an authoritative religious text is not seen as a histor
ical source but as a claim with the potential to influence the reader. 
According to Dilthey, however, the use of the past for current purposes in 
theological and legal hermeneutics, and the corresponding tendency to see 
historical texts as possibly providing answers to current questions, easily 
result in anachronism and should be avoided if history is to achieve 
scientific status. The present sense of the variability of historical contexts 
is what prevents us from believing that the past is applicable to current 
concerns, and has also permitted the historical sciences to achieve objec-
tivity.19 Describing this view of Dilthey’s, Gadamer writes:

This, then, is the clear hermeneutical demand: to understand a text in 
terms of the specific situation in which it was written […] A person 
trying to understand a text, whether literary critic or historian, does 
not […] apply [anwenden] what it says to himself. He is simply trying 
to understand what the author is saying, and if he is simply trying to 
understand, he is not interested in the objective truth of what is said 
as such, not even if the text itself claims to teach truth.20

Criticizing historicism, Gadamer says the following:

I must allow tradition’s claim to validity, not in the sense of simply 
acknowledging the past in its otherness [Andersheit], but in such a way 
that it has something to say to me. This […] calls for a fundamental 
sort of openness. Someone who is open to tradition in this way sees 
that […] [historicism] is not really open at all, but rather, when it reads 
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its texts ”historically”, it has always thoroughly smoothed them out 
[nivelliert] beforehand21

What does this Nivellierung mean? It means, Gadamer holds, that claims 
are put on the same level of interest in being seen as equally conditioned 
by their historical context. If subject matter and relevance to current con-
cerns are no longer to serve as criteria by which the object of historical 
study is chosen, each claim becomes of equal importance as a witness to 
the spirit of its age. And any subject matter will be seen as worthy of in-
quiry as long as the historian conducts his research in a disinterested way. 
The historian is thus supposed to subdue his own presuppositions and 
concerns, and this also gives rise to the Fremdheit mentioned above. As 
Gadamer puts it: 

Understanding the word of tradition always requires that the recon-
structed question […] merge [übergeht] with the question that tradition 
is for us. If the ”historical” question emerges by itself, this means 
that it no longer arises as a question. It results from the cessation 
of understanding – a detour in which we get stuck. […] Only in an 
inauthentic sense can we talk about understanding questions that one 
does not pose oneself – e.g., questions that are outdated and empty. 
We understand how certain questions came to be asked in particular 
historical circumstances.22

According to Gadamer, Dilthey sees the study of history as providing, not 
potential instruction, but a quasi-aesthetic pleasure in the expressions of 
the past. The aesthetic quality of this experience lies in the fact that it 
neither assents nor doubts, and thus resembles the way in which, e.g., the 
reading of a novel may be unaffected by both belief and disbelief. Dilthey 
sometimes seems to hold that the historian can feel, e.g., the intensity of 
religious strife in the Reformation era but that he cannot be in the relevant 
psychological states himself.23 And when arguing in this way Dilthey in-
deed comes close to being a historicist in Gadamer’s sense of this term. 
The historian can, Dilthey tells us, re-live (nacherleben) the past and put 
himself (sich versetzen) in the context in question. Dilthey distinguishes 
between mental content (Inhalt) and mental act (Akt).24 The historian 
reconstructs the content of the beliefs of historical figures, without per-
forming the same mental acts of, e.g., affirmation as they performed. Thus, 
one can understand the content of metaphysical and religious claims of 
the past, without thereby being able to make them oneself in the sense of 
affirming their validity, or even to raise the question whether they are 
valid.25 Similarly, one can understand the desires of people situated in 
historical contexts different from one’s own, without being able to wish 
along with them, as it were. And one can understand the motives of actions 
of historically remote people without being able to perform the same 
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actions oneself, or wish to be able to perform them, or (finally) even un-
derstand the fact that they were indeed performed.26

To be sure, this neutrality is not the only strand in Dilthey’s thought. 
For Dilthey also says the following:

The anarchy of philosophical systems continually provides one of 
the most compelling reasons for skepticism. Historical consciousness 
[geschichtliches Bewußtsein] of the limitless variety of such systems 
contradicts the claim each of them makes to universal validity in a 
manner which supports the skeptical spirit much more powerfully than 
any systematic argument. An infinite, chaotic variety of philosophical 
systems lies behind us and spreads around us. They have always exclu-
ded and fought each other and there is no hope of making a decision 
in favor of any one of them.27

When arguing in this way Dilthey does not imply that certain metaphysical 
claims are mistaken insofar as they fail to describe their subject matter, or 
even primarily that metaphysics as such is misguided since its claims can-
not be justified. Rather, he points to the fact that there is historical diversity 
and change in this respect and draws a skeptical conclusion from this fact. 
Accordingly, Dilthey pursues history with what might be called a practical 
intent and does not consistently recommend a neutral reconstruction of 
the claims of the past in the manner outlined above.28 Dilthey thus sees 
metaphysics as a futile endeavor in virtue of the historicity (Geschichtlich-
keit) of thought. On this view, m�����������������������������������     etaphysics should be replaced by a 
historical classification of traditional ways of conducting such inquiry.29 
As a result of this replacement, �����������”����������historical consciousness rises above the 
systematic effort [of metaphysics]”.30 When arguing in this way, Dilthey 
implies that historical consciousness has a shattering effect on man’s view 
of his intellectual powers and that it is far from an aesthetic, disengaged 
frame of mind.

Through historical consciousness, Dilthey argues, �������������������� metaphysical contro-
versy becomes a question of ”inner existence” (innere Existenz).31 What 
was once intended as claims concerning the ultimate constitution of rea-
lity as such is treated by Dilthey as expressions (Ausdrücke) of human life 
and its historicity. Metaphysical claims are sources of information about 
man’s inner existence (his contextually induced beliefs and aspirations), 
not about their purported subject matters. The metaphysicians of the past 
saw themselves as dealing with timeless issues transcending the human 
sphere, but Dilthey approaches their claims as sources of increased self-
knowledge on the historian’s part. As Dilthey says: ”all questions concer-
ning the value of history are fundamentally answered by the fact that man 
knows himself in it.”32 This claim does not, as the aforementioned strand 
in Dilthey’s thought, invoke an alleged Eigenwert of historical phenomena. 
The value of history is now said to lie, not in history itself but in the self-
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knowledge that it provides man. This self-knowledge does not rest on the 
possibility of the past to provide instruction in virtue of its exemplifying 
character. According to Dilthey, the transhistorical features of the past 
from which we can learn are more general than that and involve, e.g., the 
very fact that human life is subject to the force of historical circumstances.

However, Dilthey sees yet another value in historical study, namely, its 
ability to arrest the stream (Fluss) of life and thus to raise the dead into a 
sort of communion with the living through recollection (Erinnerung).33 
Dilthey thus seems to illustrate a point that has often been made in this 
context, namely, that the rise of the historical sciences in the nineteenth 
century may be understood as a means of compensating for a loss of 
religious belief at this time, and that historical study thereby became seen 
as a way of approximating to eternal life, the hope of which had been 
destroyed by historical consciousness.34 Indeed, Dilthey argues that histo-
rical consciousness is destructive of religious, metaphysical and moral 
belief and that the resulting lack of conviction causes pain (Schmerz der 
Inhaltlosigkeit).35 But history is to heal the wounds it itself has inflicted.

Expression and truth

Gadamer describes Dilthey’s aforementioned theory of expression (Aus-
druck) in the following way:

What the expression expresses is not merely what is supposed to 
be expressed in it – what is meant by it – but primarily what is also 
expressed by the words without its being intended – i.e., what the ex-
pression, as it were, ”betrays” [verrät].[…] Thus for the historian it is 
a basic principle that tradition is to be interpreted in a sense different 
than the texts, of themselves, call for. He will always go back behind 
them and the meaning they express to inquire into the reality they 
express involuntarily. Texts must be treated in the same way as other 
available historical material – i.e., as the so-called relics of the past. 
Like everything else, they need explication – i.e., to be understood in 
terms of not only what they say but what they reveal.36

According to Gadamer, this approach occurs in other situations as well: 
”Where a person is concerned with the other as individuality [Individua-
lität] – e.g., in a therapeutic conversation or the interrogation of a man 
accused of a crime – this is not really a situation in which two people are 
trying to come to an understanding.”37 In therapeutic sessions and inter-
rogations, utterances are treated as expressions of unconscious drives, or 
as betraying something which the suspect himself does not intend to com-
municate. This manner of proceeding structurally resembles the historicist 
approach, which treats knowledge claims as unintended expressions of 
their context. The suspect’s utterances are seen as revealing the suspect 
himself, in much the same way as Dilthey sometimes understands meta
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physical claims as sources of increased self-knowledge on the part of the 
historian of philosophy, and as unintended means of knowing the authors 
of such claims and their historical context. Gadamer says the following 
in a passage that merits quotation at length:

we may wonder […] whether [historicist contextual analysis] is ade-
quate to describe the understanding that is required of us. The same is 
true of a conversation that we have with someone simply in order to 
get to know him – i.e., to discover his position […] This is not a true 
conversation – that is, we are not seeking agreement [Einverständnis] 
on some subject [Sache] – because the specific content of the conver-
sation is only a means to get to know the […] other person. Examples 
are oral examinations and certain kinds of conversation between 
doctor and patient. […] In a conversation, when we have discovered 
the other person’s standpoint […] his ideas become intelligible to us 
without our necessarily having to agree with him; so also when someone 
thinks historically, he comes to understand the meaning of what has 
been handed down [die Überlieferung in ihrem Sinn]. In both cases, 
the person understanding has, as it were, stopped trying to reach an 
agreement. […] The text that is understood historically is forced to 
abandon its claim to be saying something true.38

To be sure, Gadamer partially admits the validity of Dilthey’s presumption 
(briefly mentioned above) of understanding authors better than they under
stood themselves, but he does so with an important qualification that 
separates him from Dilthey: ”The better understanding that distinguishes 
the interpreter from the writer does not refer to the understanding of the 
text’s subject matter [Sache] but simply to the understanding of the text 
– i.e., of what the author meant and expressed. This understanding can 
be called ’better’ insofar as the explicit, thematized understanding of an 
opinion as opposed to actualizing its content implies an increased know-
ledge.”39 Gadamer here seems to invoke Husserl’s and Dilthey’s distinction 
between mental content and mental act. When understanding the content 
of an opinion without performing the act of affirming its validity, one 
gains a better grasp of things which tend to be concealed to an individual 
who performs this act, and these things may include contextual factors. 
But this does not mean that the interpreter understands the subject matter 
better than the author. Or, to put it differently, the fact that claims depend 
upon their respective contexts (on this Dilthey and Gadamer agree) does 
not permit the conclusion that the true, unintended subject matter of 
metaphysics is its context, or even human life as such.

How is this claim to be understood? To begin with, one should note 
that Gadamer, despite speaking of agreement on a subject matter in the 
passage quoted above, is by no means blind to the fact that historical 
distance may make it difficult or even impossible to reach such agreement, 
and even to identify the subject matter of a text. According to Gadamer, 
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”it is certainly correct that we have to understand what the author inten-
ded ’in his sense.’ But ’in his sense’ does not mean ’as he himself intended 
it.’”40 One may thus fail to agree on a subject matter, and criticize the 
views of the author, while still agreeing with him or her on the importan-
ce of this subject matter. Or one may deny the importance or even the 
existence of the subject matter while still holding that the text is of lasting 
concern in terms other than those of the author.41 For instance, the histo-
ricity of thought makes it impossible for the modern individual to per-
ceive the gods of Greek mythology as real persons in the intended sense. 
But this does not mean that the myths should be understood as historical 
sources. They are still of value, Gadamer tells us, in describing, e.g., forces 
such as love and hate, to which human life is still subject.42 Or one may 
be unsure whether one has managed to identify the subject matter while 
still abstaining from interpreting the text in question as an expression of 
context alone. A text may appear unintelligible in such a way that con-
textual analysis is seen as required in order to understand it, but this does 
not mean that its presumption to teach truth, or to be of lasting concern, 
is dismissed.

Errors of historicism

Dilthey, Gadamer holds, mistakenly sees historicity as irreconcilable with 
truth. Indeed, Dilthey speaks of the relation between ”the finite [the con-
textually determined] and the absolute.”43 But this claim may be under-
stood as invoking what Dilthey sees as the fragmenting role of context 
mentioned above, rather than as a wholesale denial of contextually deter-
mined claims to truth. In this respect as well, Gadamer’s critique of Dilthey 
seems slightly misconceived. In any case, Gadamer argues that Dilthey 
treats what should be a mere means of understanding, namely, a historical 
sense, as an end in regarding claims as mere expressions of context and 
not as possible sources of insight. Against this approach, Gadamer insists 
that there is no opposition between historical and philosophical concerns: 
”the hermeneutically trained mind will also include historical conscious-
ness. It will make conscious the prejudices [Vorurteile] governing our own 
understanding, so that tradition, as another’s meaning [Andersmeinung], 
can be isolated [abhebt] and valued on its own. Understanding begins […] 
when something addresses us. This is the first condition of hermeneutics. 
We know what this requires, namely the fundamental suspension of our 
own prejudices”.44

Similarly, there is, Gadamer tells us, a danger of ”appropriating [an-
zueignen] the other in one’s own understanding and thereby failing to 
recognize his or her otherness [Andersheit].”45 Gadamer thus suggests that 
detached self-perception from other points of view is the proper goal of 
the study of the history of philosophy insofar as it permits questioning of 
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habitual prejudices, and that the otherness of the past both may and should 
be reconstructed (rekonstruiert).46 Now, one may ask how this squares 
with Gadamer’s view mentioned above, that understanding an individual 
in a historical way illegitimately keeps his or her claims at a distance. But 
Gadamer does not recommend historicist alienation. ����������������������  According to Dilthey, 
awareness of the contextually determined and parochial nature of meta-
physical claims to universality in the past should lead us to regard current 
claims of this kind with suspicion.47 This is not a case of seeing the familiar 
from other points of view in such a way that their content becomes a 
challenge. Rather, their status as historically conditioned is seen as provid-
ing reasons for a detached attitude towards the claims of one’s own context 
as well insofar as they may be presumed to be conditioned in a similar 
way. By contrast, when Gadamer stresses the importance of heeding the 
otherness of the past, he does not recommend meta-reflections of this kind, 
but rather an attempt to reach a better understanding of the subject 
matter.48 Once again, Gadamer criticizes historicism for seeing the history 
of philosophy as a source of increased self-knowledge.

 However, there is an ambiguity in Gadamer’s critique of historicism. 
Gadamer alternately seems to hold (i) that historicists have a defective 
notion of truth and rationality, on the one hand, and (ii) that they overlook 
the fact that context-dependent prejudices quite simply may be true and 
rational, on the other. When arguing in accordance with (ii), Gadamer 
says the following: ”it is necessary to fundamentally rehabilitate the 
concept of prejudice and acknowledge the fact that there are legitimate 
[legitime] prejudices.”49 But Gadamer also makes the following claim, 
corresponding to (i): ”Whether a given traditionary text [das Überlieferte] 
is a poem or tells of a great event, in each case what is transmitted re-
emerges into existence just as it presents itself.” Thus, in historical study, 
”there is no being-in-itself [Ansichsein] that is increasingly revealed […]; 
as in genuine dialogue, something emerges that is contained in neither of 
the partners by himself”.50 When arguing in this way, Gadamer suggests 
that Dilthey’s effort to understand the content of the claims of the past in 
a contextual way is misguided since it rests upon a mistaken view of 
objectivity, according to which, e.g., historical texts have a fixed meaning 
that should be reconstructed. According to Gadamer, history is not some
thing that should be reconstructed, it is a mediation (Vermittlung) between 
the past and the present.51

When affirming (i), Gadamer also argues that ”a person who reflects 
himself out of a living relationship [Lebensverhältnis] to tradition [in the 
historicist way] destroys the true meaning [Sinn] of this tradition”.52 What 
would a living relationship to the history of philosophy amount to? Not 
the reconstruction of the philosophical claims of the past in a contextual 
way. If they were approached in this way, they would lose their contem-
porary relevance in terms of their subject matters or concerns and could 
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at most serve as sources of increased self-knowledge on the historian’s part 
in the way described by Dilthey. The meaning of tradition is thus not 
something fixed that should be reconstructed in the present. Precisely this 
attitude, Gadamer holds, characterizes declining traditions in which the 
hermeneutical problem of how to understand the past arises. By contrast, 
members of a living tradition apply the past to the present and are, in this 
sense, confined to the horizon of their times, as Dilthey himself puts it.

Gadamer questions the distinction between creation and reception. 
According to Gadamer, the author is her own interpreter insofar as she 
can never be sure about the exact meaning of her claims or about the 
source of her intentions. This is so for a reason that historicists also invoke, 
i.e., that thought depends upon its historical context in a way which can 
never be made fully transparent. Every claim, Gadamer tells us, has con-
textually induced, pre-given assumptions (pre-suppositions) on which it 
does not reflect.53 In this sense, creation is reception. But reception is 
creation insofar as interpreters are co-responsible for the production of 
the significance (Sinn) of historical texts. But, and here Gadamer parts 
company with Dilthey, this does not imply that the interpreter may 
understand such texts better than their authors in the sense of being able 
to dismiss the very concern with subject matter and replace it with superior 
historical consciousness: ”Perhaps it is not correct to refer to this productive 
element in understanding as ’better understanding’. […] It is enough to 
say that we understand in a different way, if we understand at all.”54 This 
does not mean that any interpretation is as good as any other.55 But it does 
mean that there are no uniquely correct interpretations which application 
(Anwendung) in the aforementioned sense prevents from being achieved.

Concluding remarks

Dilthey’s approach to the history of philosophy departs from a previous, 
traditional view, according to which this history is universal, i.e., a single 
developmental process.56 However, the view that the history of philosophy 
is universal may occur in various forms. It has been held that all philo-
sophical systems from the pre-Socratics to the present gradually approxi-
mate to a timeless truth and that nothing is wholly left behind in this 
process (Hegel). Less radically, it has been argued that positions replace 
each other in the history of philosophy in virtue of inherent difficulties in 
the discarded views, and that this is what holds the different stages together. 
Even less radically, it has been argued that the history of philosophy is 
tied together by the fact that the positions that it contains deal with the 
same subject matters. In Dilthey all these three views are absent. To be 
sure, Dilthey holds, as we have seen, that metaphysics deals with recurring 
aspects of human life. But the three types of metaphysical systems which 
correspond to these anthropological constants (idealism of freedom, 
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objective idealism and naturalism) do not replace each other in the his-
tory of philosophy according to a developmental pattern.

For instance, the emergence of idealism of freedom in Kant does not 
amount to a step towards a timeless truth in which insights of his prede-
cessors are preserved. Nor can this emergence be understood as responding 
to an inherent difficulty in naturalism, which was simply discovered to 
require abandonment. Naturalism and idealism of freedom are not in 
themselves contingent, but the choice between them is. But do they not 
both deal with the same subject matter, namely, human life as such? How
ever, life is not a subject matter exhaustively described by naturalism, 
idealism of freedom and objective idealism in conjunction. Rather, these 
types of metaphysics are irreconcilable. Naturalism, for instance, does not 
hold that certain actions are determined by nature but professes to explain 
human activity in toto. In this sense, the subject matter of the three types 
of metaphysics is not the same. Human life is not a subject matter which 
can be described by all types of metaphysics in a consistent way.

Now, what is Gadamer’s reaction to these claims? On the one hand, 
when arguing that Dilthey has a defective notion of truth and rationality, 
Gadamer rejects all three traditional approaches to the history of philosophy 
mentioned above, while still holding that this history should not be under
stood in merely contextual or anthropological terms. On the other hand, 
when arguing that Dilthey overlooks the fact that context-dependent 
presuppositions may be true, Gadamer would seem to affirm the validity of 
a more traditional approach, at least in the sense of holding that the history 
of philosophy deals with recurrent subject matters of lasting concern.

Summary

Tradition and truth: Dilthey and Gadamer on the history of philosophy. 
By Anders Odenstedt. This paper deals with the views of the German 
philosophers Wilhelm Dilthey ���������������������������������������      and Hans-Georg Gadamer on��������������    the study of 
philosophy’s history���������������������������������������������������������        . �������������������������������������������������������       Gadamer criticizes Dilthey for relating to the Western 
philosophical tradition as if it were an object of historical research lacking 
relevance to current concerns. Gadamer calls this approach to history 
historicism (Historismus). Dilthey thus tended to argue that the metaphysical 
claims of the past should not be understood in terms of their subject 
matters. Rather, they should be understood as unintended expressions 
(Ausdrücke) of their historical context. According to Gadamer, however, 
the history of philosophy should not exclusively be approached in this 
way. Gadamer agrees with historicism that thought depends upon its 
context. But he nevertheless holds that historicism mistakenly sees this 
dependence as a reason for denouncing philosophical claims to validity. 
In this paper, the fairness of Gadamer’s critique of Dilthey is questioned. 
It is argued that Dilthey did not consistently assume that the question of 
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the subject matter of, e.g., historical texts is wholly subordinate to the 
question of their contextual sources.
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