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Gadamer, in Truth and Method, considers practical wisdom as a model for the
application of understanding, which leads to the transformation of the
hermeneutic subject. From the 1970s onward, in articles such as “Hermeneutics as
Practical Philosophy” and the book In Praise of Theory, he regards hermeneutics as
a form of practical philosophy whose domain is ethics, viewing praxis as the mode
of action. Our central inquiry is as follows: Does praxis induce a transformation in
the subject's view, perspective, and horizon merely in a theoretical sense? Or does
it transform the situation and the objects of the subject's understanding in a
practical sense? Or perhaps both? The crux of the debate lies in determining what,
precisely, action transforms.. Vattimo sees the future of hermeneutics in its
transformation into practical philosophy, whereas Davey limits it to the
transformation of the subject. After and in light of the aforementioned interpretive
dispute, we will turn to Gadamer in a manner that this issue itself has not been
explicitly addressed by him. This article now enters the dispute by providing a
detailed and hermeneutically reflective examination of the topic in Gadamer’s
thought. The article seeks a fresh path in Gadamer’s philosophy, taking this
interpretive dispute into account. This article, emphasizing situatedness, phronesis,
and praxis, elucidates the dialectical movement between subject and situation
through action. The conclusion is that action not only unifies subject and situation
but also links the future of hermeneutics to practical philosophy and the future of
practical philosophy to hermeneutics.
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Extended Abstract

The article begins its core analysis by entering the interpretive dispute between Vattimo
and Davey regarding the transformative power of praxis in Gadamer’s hermeneutics.
Vattimo envisions the future of hermeneutics as its evolution into practical philosophy,
where concrete individual action in regional worlds—such as law, politics, science, or
art—externally realizes understanding and changes those domains. For him, every
person is a hermeneutic subject capable of transforming their sphere through praxis,
which concretizes and externalizes what was previously mere interpretation. He draws
on Gadamer’s concepts of dialogue and the experience of suffering to argue that the
subject transforms the world itself, as suffering originates from the regional situation
and demands its alteration, while authentic dialogue challenges the topic to reveal truth
and modify the situation. In contrast, Davey sharply critiques this view, arguing that
accepting Vattimo’s position would make hermeneutics impossible. Hermeneutics
advances through negation, failure, and experiences of breakdown rather than
successful world-alteration. Praxis, therefore, does not change the world but, through
inevitable failure in attempting to do so, transforms the subject. Dialogue only alters
the subject’s perspective. Davey’s critique rests on three axes: the negative operation of
praxis, the insoluble problem of rational application if hermeneutics becomes explicitly
a philosophy of action, and the risk of reducing it to one philosophy among others. He
sees Vattimo’s idea as implying a broader Gramscian political transformation of
historical space, though Vattimo focuses more on domain-specific changes. The section
concludes that while Gadamer’s descriptions of dialogue and suffering initially support
primary transformation of the subject, deeper examination points toward changes in
the objects of understanding as well, setting the stage for further exploration.

This leads directly to tracing the path of the question through Gadamer’s own texts,
focusing on dialogue and the experience of suffering as fundamental modes of
understanding. Dialogue is the primary process of thinking—inner conversation with
oneself and exchange with others about a shared topic in a concrete situation. It
becomes possible through acknowledgment of limits, openness to otherness and
difference, which drive movement in understanding. Genuine dialogue requires mutual
recognition, reciprocal engagement, goodwill, and belonging to both the other and the
common topic. It surpasses the self by confronting something new in the other’s
horizon, leading to fusion of horizons oriented toward the shared matter rather than
imposition of one’s view. The structure is question-and-answer, maintaining openness
between the said and unsaid through dialectical negation that produces renewed
meaning. A shared topic disclosed differently in various horizons compels participation,
with the situation itself emerging as the true object of understanding. Hermeneutic
experience, especially the intense negative form of suffering, goes further. Authentic
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experience arises from failure when prior understanding misaligns with reality in
concrete application of the universal to the particular. This dialectical process
transforms both the subject and its object: the object becomes genuinely alien, changing
its nature and mode of disclosure, while the subject gains insight through reflection.
Suffering reveals the distance between the failed self and the comprehending self,
bringing self-knowledge, awareness of finitude, and human limits. Thus, what
transforms is the hermeneutic subject along with its objects of understanding through
mutual influence, though the precise mechanism connecting them requires further
examination in situatedness.

Building upon this, the analysis reverses the path of Truth and Method to clarify
interconnections by moving from experience back to tradition, history of effects, and
historicity as the foundation of situated experience. The hermeneutic subject is
tfundamentally situated; its constitution depends on situation rather than the reverse.
Historicity is the temporal dimension of situatedness—an endless chain of effects and
prejudices originating from tradition. Prejudges guide judgment and are themselves
objects of understanding, arising from the tradition in which one lives and is formed.
Tradition and history of effects are two sides of the same reality: tradition looks to the
past and supplies enabling prejudices, while history of effects remains open to the
future. We always stand within traditions that shape our living, with life preceding
consciousness. Awareness of the history of effects is ontological, involving mutual
influence between consciousness and history—consciousness is conditioned by
historical circumstances yet discloses history as its object. Historical consciousness
involves awareness of one’s hermeneutic situation and is itself a product of history
rooted in tradition. Understanding requires continually retrieving the historical horizon
through reflection, which changes the subject’s view of its own situation. Tradition
demands both preservation and transformation through reason, which elevates it across
changes. History depends on novelty and an horizon of expectation; the dialectic
between space of experience (tied to tradition) and horizon of expectation (tied to
historicity) makes situatedness dynamic and elevating. Hermeneutic experience
ultimately reveals situatedness as the indestructible mutual belonging of subject and
situation (or object of understanding). It carries spatial connotations of being-in-
between—connecting and separating through attachment and distance—with dynamic
limits and openness that enable unending understanding. Situatedness thus makes and
realizes understanding; transformation of the subject necessarily involves
transformation of its objects because both reside within and are mediated by the
situation.

Finally, having established transformation through dialogue, suffering, and
situatedness, the inquiry examines how subject transformation leads to situational
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change via praxis as the mediating element. Praxis is both the object of action and
dependent upon it, providing the original synthetic unity of situatedness between
subject and situation. Drawing on Aristotelian distinctions, Gadamer differentiates
praxis (ethics) from techne and poiesis: praxis is not learnable/forgettable, has its end
within itself, and yields self-knowledge through hermeneutic reflection; it encompasses
all of living rather than a specific domain. Action is the fundamental characteristic of
living beings, situated between activity and situatedness, realized through free choice
illuminated by reflection. Phronesis is the ability to deliberate carefully about the
common good with others and what is beneficial, leading to rational selection oriented
toward the other. It is a form of ethical understanding that judges with habit directed
toward benevolence, presupposing prior understanding of subject and situation. Desire,
rooted in ethos (character or personality), guides choice—only rational desire united
with virtue reliably leads to the good and transforms situations. Ethos dynamically
manifests situatedness through habits and relations to self, others, and things.
Phronesis, interdependent with ethos, acts as responsible rationality that actualizes,
defends, critiques, and transforms it while opening and remaking the situation. It binds
ethos and situation by seeking and realizing hidden goods, including the other through
benevolence. Action realizes choices within the situation; receptive situations confirm
them, while unreceptive ones negate the choice, transform the subject through failure,
and remake the situation in light of new understanding. In this way, praxis functions as
a dialectical bridge—neither simply connecting pre-existing shores nor remaining
static—but a living river that shapes and changes both subject and situation. Action
precedes mediation, births understanding, and creates the original unity of situatedness,
enabling hermeneutic living where being and becoming remain interwoven.
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! hermeneutics

2 praxis

3 Verstehen - understanding

4 interpretation

5 ethics

¢ practical philosophy

7 application

8 Hermeneutik als praktische Philosophie
2 Hermeneutik als theoretische und praktische Aufgabe
10 Lob der Theorie

11 Lebenswelt — life world

12 Gesprich - conversation

13 pathei

14 Gianni Vattimo

15 transformation - Verwandlung

16 Nicholas Davey
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2 Zugehéren - belong to
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2 Gegenstand - object
3 Horizontverschmelzung - fusion of horizons
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2 Wirkungsgeschichte - historically-effected
3 Geschichtlichkeit - historicality
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3 Wirkungsgeschichte bewusstsein - historically-effected consciousness
4 Wirkung - effect
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