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The focus of Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics is the issue of
understanding, and more precisely, the way understanding occurs in our
encounter with the world as a "text". Gadamer tries to phenomenologizing
the understanding, to express the conditions of the possibility of
understanding and how it occurs. His provocative claim is that "any"
encounter with the world, is mediated by language. The process of
interpretation is the same our linguistic understanding of the world. The
universality of this linguistic understanding of the world is to the extent that,
even when language seems to be "suspended”, we still have to take refuge in
language itself to discuss this inadequacy. This is one of the "mysterious"
aspects of human linguisticality. Another aspect comes back to the fact that
language, like the world, never fully acquiesce to "objectification" and is not
given to our consciousness as a unified whole, because language is preceding
any understanding. The main questions of this article are as follows: By
emphasizing the interconnectedness of language and understanding,
Gadamer simply is trying to remind us the same long-standing claim about
the relationship between language and thinking, or does he have a more
fundamental claim? Does he, by focusing on the linguistic nature of human
understanding, want to show us the limitlessness of the boundaries of
language, or emphasize on its limitations? In this article, while clarifying the
meaning of language and understanding and their relationship in Gadamer's
thought, we have tried to answer the mentioned questions implicitly by
emphasizing that the significance of language in Gadamer's hermeneutics is
not simply limited to putting experiences into words, but this is the mere
external and concrete manifestation of the linguisticality of our
understanding.
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Extended Abstract
1. Gadamer and the phenomenology of language

What | mean by Gadamer's "phenomenological approach” to language is that he does not consider
language as a cognitive (and only mental) ability along with other mental abilities of the subject,
but language is fundamentally "the language of things themselves". Hence, Gadamer considers the
Cassirer's neo-Kantian view of language as a "symbolic form", to be misleading and insufficient
(Gadamer, 1960, 76-7). He strongly opposes this subjectivist approach to language and conceives
language not a subject's mental property, but the basis of way of human's being in the world. Just
as in Heidegger, Dasein's "being in-the-world" confirms his finitude, in Gadamer, the linguisticality
of man and the "linguistic interpretation of the world" is "the real mark of our finitude" (Gadamer,
19664, 64).

By focusing on the phenomenological approach to language, Gadamer pursues at least two
goals: first, criticizing the common approach to language in the history of western philosophy
(which is intensified by the Cartesian model in the form of subjectivism) and second, to assessment
the scientific analysis of language's nature. In both approaches, it is assumed that we, as a "self-
aware subject”, can turn language into an “object" for our investigation, likewise any other subject.
Gadamer instead argues that the very “self-awareness” is limited and bound to language, not
something logically preceding it or separate from. Therefore, we can't practically evaluate the
nature of language as our "object™ unless we do so "in" language and "through™ it. Generally, by
emphasizing the universal and communal aspects of language, Gadamer approaches what Taylor
calls language as "expressive" (Azadi & Ramazani, 1391,11).

2. What language is not? the common conceptions about language

Gadamer criticizes the instrumental approach to language as well as the subjectivist approach. By
doing this, he tries to propose the epistemological priority of language to the understanding of the
world. Although the communicative and instrumental role of language cannot be denied, but the
existence of language cannot be reduced to a mere communication tool, because as soon as we
reduce the nature of language to a communication instrument, we implicitly accept the assumption
that we have conscious control over it. In this case, it seems that using or not using language is
arbitrary. According to this instrumental approach to language "we speak language”, while it is
more correct to say "language speaks us" (Gadamer, 2004, 459). Our mind is not a store of words
that whenever we need to choose some of them and after finishing the work send them back to their
original place.

Given that use of language is not necessarily instrumental, controllable, objectifiable and
conscious. In speaking (or thinking), we can't separate ourselves from our expression. If for
Heidegger, "being-in-the-world" is the basis of Dasein's existence, "being-in-the-language” is the
ground of human existence for Gadamer. He clearly admits that "Language is the fundamental
mode of operation of our being-in-the-world and the all-embracing form of the constitution of the
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world" (Gadamer, 1966b: 3). Now the question is, if the role of language in our understanding of
the world is so fundamental, can we use the common metaphor of "mirror" for language (as used
in the theory of "representation™)? In this case, as with the instrumental aspect of language,
although Gadamer does not deny the representational function of language, but reducing the nature
of language to this aspect, in Gadamer thought, to be inadequate. Language is not merely a mirror
that only "reflects” reality via propositions. It is in language and only in language that we can
interact with what we never encounter in the world beyond language.

3. Language and understanding and their relationship with the world

The main Gadamer's claim is that "understanding has a fundamental connection with language”
(Gadamer, 2004, 397). Does Gadamer want to say that every understanding has a linguistic aspect?
Contrary to him, can we talk about non-linguistic understandings, that is, when language is
"suspended” or "disabled"? One of the commentators (Risser, 2019: 2-4), by referring to some
seemingly non-linguistic experiences, tries to show in such experiences, there is a gap between the
word (language) and feeling; this gap indicates the "potential limits of language for understanding
experience”. Gadamer has explicitly addressed this issue in his essay "Language and
Understanding” (1970). Emphasizing that all understandings have a "linguistic character”, he
believes that such cases, in which apparently our language "is suspended"”, are not instances of
language disability, but they are "the highest and the innermost type of understanding” (Gadamer,
1970: 140).

Therefore, Gadamer's position is very far from what some commentators call the "hegemony of
silence” (Hassanzadeh & Soufiani, 1401: 598). Can Gadamer's attitude about the linguisticality of
understanding be reduced to mere articulated expression, or those kinds of experiences for which
we do not have a word at the time are still part of our "linguistic” understanding? These kinds of
experiences are basically placed in the framework of language, even if they seem pre-linguistic.
The "endless experience" of the world becomes concrete for us in the form of linguistic
understanding. In hermeneutics, this process is called "interpretation™.

Conclusion

Language, as the only "medium", shapes any our access to the world, and the full realization of this
linguistic understanding is possible in the form of "conversation”. Overall, in the whole process of
our encounter with the world, it is principally the language itself that plays the main role, because
as far as the language allows us, we can understand the world. Therefore, our borders of
understanding are limited to the boundaries of our language. In Gadamer's hermeneutics, the non-
linguistic understanding is fundamentally unimaginable. Gadamer does not want to simply repeat
the common Aristotelians' idea that only man has a language and can think about the world, in
addition to that, he wants to say that language primarily indicates the social aspect of human's
existence. Therefore, the idea that if there was no language, our understanding of the world would
be such and such is basically an impossible vision.
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