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METAPHYSICAL  LIMITS  OF  INTERPRETATION 

 

Ana-Maria Pascal 

 

 Abstract 

 

 Such a title may sound perfectly intelligible (unless even familiar) to English-

language philosophers, and surprising to those with a Continental background. A 

difference owed, I would say, to the way we assign meanings to and make use of some 

basic philosophical terms. Therefore, some brief and yet compelling notes are in order - 

viz., about the three main concepts standing at the very core of this paper (and being  

employed right from its title). The concept of “metaphysics” is taken over in its Anglo-

American ontological sense, entailing inquiries about the most general features of reality 

and the nature of things, selves, substances or mental states; but it is engaged (when so 

specified) in transcendental sense, referring to certain conditions of possibility for 

something. It will be interesting to notice how this term can be similarly assumed by both 

a Kantian thinker within a philosophically pragmatist environment, as Davidson, and a 

Heideggerian thinker concerned with hermeneutics, as Gadamer. “Limits” is here 

another name for reference points, thus being seen as regulative rather than restrictive; 

in this sense, for instance, the very possibility-conditions for something are to be counted 

among its limits1. Umberto Eco is quite explicit about this. “Interpretation” will be 

regarded as embedded within the net of communication practices and very much 

depending on linguistic behaviour. This perspective over interpretation fits in, I believe, 

with the ontological sense of metaphysics mentioned above. Broadly, the scenery that I 

have just pictured is commonly shared by Wittgenstein, Davidson and the American 

pragmatists; also, to a certain extent, by Gadamer, Foucault, Derrida and others 

concerned with some sort of practical philosophy. 

 Given this conceptual framework, my attempt will be to search for any limits of 

interpretation metaphysically relevant; in other words, to see what kind of ontological 

issues are being raised (or presupposed) by interpretation. Regarding my way of 

searching, I would only call it 'a strategy' if deliberately seeing Gadamer's and 

Davidson's views on interpretation through metaphysical lens qualifies for one. Namely, I 

shall identify a few points in which the two philosophers' perspectives converge and 

render them to be, by my lights, exactly the limits of interpretation able to yield some 

metaphysical significance. Suffices here to mention them briefly: the existence of 

language and its making all thinking and communication (thus: interpretation) possible; 

contextuality (Gadamer's already and Davidson's holism); the issues of truth, sense and 

consciousness. By the end of this paper, the claim will be made that such limits are not 

merely a metaphysical addition to interpretation, but ground it, inasmuch as certain 

existentialist presuppositions about the existence and nature of the interpreter, the text 

interpreted, its objective reality, truth and communicable sense are essentially engaged in 

any interpretation. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

1As Gadamer puts it, referring to language as such a reference-point for thinking: “All thinking is confined 

to language, as a limit as well as a possibility.” (H.-G. Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. and ed. 

by David E. Linge, University of California Press, 1976, p. 127); 



2 

 

  Two meanings of interpretation 

 

The topics that I have mentioned in the abstract above are generally discussed by scholars 

interested in hermeneutics or, at a broader scale, practical philosophy. The latter can be 

taken in its both Aristotelic and Kantian senses - as inquiry into matters that refer to 

pragma, respectively morals - because they are both relevant in respect to how the self-

conscious active subject understands and projects its actions. (In order to 'cast the die', 

one must have the concept of it first). In other words, what I mean by practical philosophy 

here is an investigation of the way in which human understanding shapes human action. I 

shall only take two contemporary thinkers who have something to say about this and 

render them to be relevant to my query regarding the metaphysical limits of interpretation  

 The two writers to whom I refer are Hans-Georg GADAMER and Donald 

DAVIDSON, who come into practical philosophy by interpreting Aristotle, respectively 

Immanuel Kant. First of all it is interesting to see how their conclusions, although drawn 

from radically different premises and arguments, seem to converge - namely, in 

emphasising the idea that everything that happens at human level occurs within language; 

more roughly put, every human experience can be seen as a matter of communication 

(That which is not communicable is unintelligible - and thus, it is as if it were not at all). 

This is actually more than a thought for both of the thinkers mentioned above; it is rather 

an active presupposition throughout their works, which assume as unquestionable the 

deep connection between the existence, comprehension and conveyance of something. 

 The last two elements of this chain - comprehension and its public exposure - can 

be of great help to us in order to distinguish between two meanings of interpretation. One 

is that which occurs in rather average everyday contexts - namely, interpretation seen as a 

simple, non-thematised view of things, something similar to a spontaneous (maybe 

biased) understanding. The other one - more restricted sense - in which we can speak 

about interpretation is as an elaborated activity of becoming aware of and reflecting upon 

more and more specialised (detailed) understandings. One of Gadamer's commentators, 

David C. Hoy, argues that these two meanings of interpretation were assumed by 

Heidegger as Auslegung and Interpretierung2. However, Paul Ricoeur alludes to the same 

couple of meanings when he says3 that interpretation can be either an ontologic 

understanding (experience of a sense) or an elaborated account of it; the relation is similar 

to that between intelligibility and reflexivity (or sense and self) in phenomenology and it 

grounds the hermeneutic circle. I shall come back to the issue of the relationship between 

sense and the self later on, after having identified them as possible limits of interpretation.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

2Auslegung would be “the everyday activity of ordinary interpretation”, whereas Interpretierung - “a 

systematic, reflective interpretation” (David C. Hoy, “Post-cartesian interpretation” H.-G. Gadamer and 

Donald Davidson”, in The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, edited by L. E. Hahn, The Library of 

Living Philosophers, Illinois, 1997, 112);  

3See Paul Ricoeur, Essays of Hermeneutics, trans. into Romanian by Vasile Tonoiu, Bucuresti, Humanitas, 

1995, pp. 24-25, 42, 44; 
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 In the following, I choose to take over the second meaning of interpretation - a 

technical (elaborated) discourse about something that has been consciously understood. 

 

 First references: language and communication    

 

 The best way towards the limits of a territory is the diametrical one. Still, when we 

are talking about a symbolic instead of geographic space, crossing it over means getting 

to know its basic terms, believes or representations. Therefore, my own attempt to reach 

some limits (metaphysical or otherwise) will have to start with pinning down some things 

about interpretation. So I shall draw some simplified map of the two mentioned thinkers's 

views on it - hoping to gain some metaphysical 'lights' in the process. 

 As I already suggested, both Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics and 

Davidson's radical interpretation are forms of what Heidegger calls Interpretierung and 

what is being elaborated or thematised within them is the very act of interpretation. 

Ricoeur observes somewhere4 that such an elaborated hermenutic activity develops by 

producing a discourse about the respective meaning (which is the subject of our 

understanding). What I would like to emphasise here is the resemblance that is between 

this view on interpretation and a narrative: interpretation in its technical sense occurs as a 

narrated meaning. Not a groundless metaphor, I would say, given the importance of 

language in narratives. Accordingly, we can see clearly what a major role language plays 

in interpretation - a presupposition assumed by as many thinkers as Heidegger, Gadamer, 

Foucault, Wittgenstein, Davidson, Derrida et. al.  

But Gadamer and Davidson emphasise this connection in such a strong way, that 

we could take it to be the first reference-point in our journey through the land of 

interpretation; one point that seems to me metaphysically relevant also. The difference 

between the two accounts of this assumption lies only in its context, or background. 

Namely, we are talking about an ontological framework in Gadamer (in Heideggerian 

sense)5 and a pragmatic one in Davidson; this gives different grounds to the idea of the 

universality of language within the two philosophies: the commonly shared horizon of 

being (for both language and the fundamental structure of understanding) and, 

respectively, the fact of communication as basic human experience. A difference of 

nuances, obviously, since each of the two philosophers takes into account both the 

universal and the concrete dimensions of their assumption - only in different proportion. 

Gadamer, for example, speaks of the huge importance of the dialogue, not necessarily as 

a concrete conversation that occurs there and then, but as our own ontological self ('the 

dialogue that we are'); still, he does not neglect its concrete temporal manifestations, its 

“true reality”6.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

4Ricoeur, op. cit., p. 70; 

5“Language is the fundamental mode of operation of our being-in-the-world”, Gadamer says in his article 

from 1966 “The universality of the hermeneutical problem”, included in his volume of Philosophical 

Hermeneutics, p. 3;  

6“It is correct that language has its true reality only in dialogue. This is the guiding viewpoint of all my 

studies on hermeneutics”, Gadamer says while responding to one of the essays published about his 

philosophy in the second part of The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, p. 274; 
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On the other hand Davidson does not avoid to mention the existential relevance of 

dialogue, while being more interested in its pragmatic occurances. This has even drawn 

critics against Davidson among American commentators - namely, that “his thesis is 

communication without convention.”7 

 What we ought to keep in mind so far is that language and communication are 

essential for interpretation. When trying to identify the latter's conditions of possibility, 

one cannot fail to notice its dependence on linguistic resources and communicative 

intentions. This is simply the way things stand - and David C. Hoy certifies it with respect 

to both Gadamer and Davidson. While in the former's hermeneutics, “the impossibility of 

a private language, or the necessity of understanding being publicly communicable” are 

seen as “conditions required by any interpretation”8, the latter goes as far as to ask 

whether the process of thinking in general (not only the interpretative one) ultimately 

depends on language: “The issue lies on the other side: can there be thought without 

speech?”9 As much about language. Regarding the issue of communication, for Davidson 

this is undoubtably the privileged context for both existential and discoursive matters. 

Gadamer, on the other hand, feels the need to justify it: without communication, we 

cannot test our understanding (or thinking in general), so it is as if it did not exist at all: 

“In order to understand one another we certainly need to attempt at communication, 

where communication means reciprocity in understanding the arguments of both 

interlocutors. (...) the hermeneutic virtue consists above all in understanding the other 

without which no communication could come about at all.”10 

 We can take, I would say, this intimacy of language and communication within 

the process of understanding (and of producing a discourse about it) to be the first 

significant limit of interpretation. Not as an external opressive boundary, but as a major 

reference point which functions as a grounding procedure as well - because, as we saw, 

interpretation not only makes use of, but also depends on language as communication 

skills. Therefore, seen as limits in this (Gadamerian) way, as conditions of possibility, the 

two concepts become metaphysical limits in both Kantian and Heideggerian (ontological) 

sense. Firstly, because it is clear that making something possible is of metaphysical 

relevance and secondly, due to the existentialist presuppositions entailed by them - about 

language, otherness and communication as ontologic assets. So these are the first 

metaphysical limits of interpretation - that help it be at all and be defined, rather than 

somehow limited. 

 One short note about language in Gadamer's view, before getting on with our 

quest for limits. A second presupposition is being engaged, by the philosopher from 

Heidelberg, beside the existentialist one (mentioned above): one about the nature of 

language - namely, its finitude, in Heideggerian sense. Here is how Gadamer brings out 

both of these assumptions about language, deeply interconnected: “We are always already 

biased in our thinking and knowing by our linguistic interpretation of the world. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

7Ian Hacking, “The Parody of Conversation”, in Ernest LePore (editor), Truth and Interpretation. 

Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986, p. 449; 

8David C. Hoy, op. cit., p. 119; 

9Donald Davidson, Inquiries into Truth and Knowledge, New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1984, p. 155; 

10See Gadamer's reply to Karl - Otto Apel in The Philosophy of H.-G. Gadamer, p. 96; 
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To grow into this linguistic interpretation means to grow up in the world. To this extent, 

language is the real mark of our finitude.”11 I wanted to mention this second 

presupposition because of its obvious metaphysical charge, which strengthens once again 

my thesis about language as a metaphysical limit of interpretation. 

  

 The context - issue: between already and the holistic view 

 

 In order to find other such limits, I shall continue pointing out the major features 

of interpretation in Gadamer's and Davidson's terms.  

 The contextual aspect of understanding and interpretation derives directly from 

their communicative status and it is highlighted by both philosophers. They bring it out 

by reiterating a certain word (“already”) for the anticipative structure of comprehension - 

in Gadamer's case - or by placing it into a certain perspective (holistic) - in Davidson's. I 

should note that this aspect of interpretation is made quite explicite by David Hoy as well 

(in his essay that I mentioned above), but he gives it a different treatment - viewing it as a 

constraint, rather than a possibility: “Interpretation is precisely a way of expending 

horizons and transcending provinciality, although understanding and interpretation 

always take place in a particular context. While this context can develop and change, 

contextuality is always a limiting condition on understanding and interpretation.”12  

 Coming back now to the two thinkers' ways of discussing the issue of 

contextuality, we can notice easily that Gadamer treats it almost exclusively in connection 

with the fact of comprehension (and its anticipative structure, in Heideggerian sense), 

while Davidson prefers a wider view, more suited with his pragmatist interests. Still, the 

interesting play begins when the two seem to interchange their positions. Namely, 

Gadamer takes on a pragmatist stand at some point (viz., when responding to Karl - Otto 

Apel's challenge) and he talks about a very practical kind of understanding (phronesis), 

linking it with those issues that he insisted in reabilitating in Truth and Methode: 

tradition, authority and prejudices (and which are reduced by Apel to one single word: 

past). Now he says clearly: “The doctrine of the inseparability of ethos and phronesis 

remains fundamental (...) Apel's positive proposal which demands a truly transcendental 

hermeneutic supposedly superior to all traditions, religious attitudes (Vorprägungen), and 

historical destinies in the life of humanity (...) would be a kind of completed 

enlightenment.”13 And he ironically wonders what would then become of our lived 

experiences and problems of everyday life, what chances would stand, for instance, the 

ideal of human solidarity in the light of such “a world revolution of pure reason”? Not 

only (if at all) an ontological concern in this Gadamer... Regarding Donald Davidson's 

account of contextuality, it is no less interpretable in both pragmatist and ontological 

ways than Gadamer's.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

11See the article “Man and Language” from 1966, included in Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 64; 

12The Philosophy of H.- G. Gadamer, p. 118; 

13“Reply to Karl-Otto Apel”, in The Philosophy of H.-G. Gadamer, p. 97; 
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He basicly says that interpretation proceeds holistically (instead of privileging 'the 

author's intention'); the holistic view not only includes the concrete aspects of the 

interpreter's and author's situations (intentions, believes, words), but it is grounded in 

their ontological way of being (as embedded within a history and a language). And this 

Gadamerian side is as much a part of Davidson's holistic perspective as it is his radical 

thesis that author's intention is not a leading question in interpretation.  

 In conclusion: “Gadamer and Davidson both agree, then, that intention cannot 

confirm or disconfirm interpretation, and is not an independent given that the 

interpretation must try to 'represent' faithfully.”14 Everything is contextualised and 

therefore must be seen from a holistic perspective. This constitutes another metaphysical 

limit of interpretation, inasmuch as it entails such presuppositions as the existence of a 

whole and its effective presence within each part, and the existence of a “beyond” 

(subject, its particular intentions, the text, its initial meaning etc). Moreover, this 

transcendental area becomes the very aim of interpretation now, and this motivates me to 

grant metaphysical relevance to this contextuality limit: “In earlier times interpretation 

aimed at nothing more than the explication of the author's true meaning (...); it is now 

explicitly the case that interpretation is expected to go behind the subjectivity of the act of 

meaning. It is a question of learning to get behind the surface of what is meant”15 - a 

behind that grounds the meaning and is therefore deeply metaphysical in Kantian sense. 

 

 The self and the sense in interpretation 

 

 One of the essays dedicated to Davidson's philosophy and reunited in the volume 

mentioned before is called “The Metaphysics of Interpretation”.16 Carol Rovane, the 

author of this essay, assumes the Kantian sense of metaphysics and wonders to what 

extent is the transcendental procedure to find itself within Davidson's account of 

interpretation. (Considering the fact that Donald Davidson is held as a Kantian thinker in 

the pragmatist philosophy's territory). I intend to keep from this essay one question that 

will help me get some metaphysical results: “why should the conditions on interpretation 

tell us anything about the world at large?”17 In other words, what would motivate us to 

search for any metaphysical sense amongst the features of interpretation? Carol Rovane's 

answer is: the very concept “belief” does that. It involves metaphysical presuppositions - 

such as an implicit relation with “the truth” and objectivity claims. So that our believes 

(involved in the process of defining interpretation) entail certain metaphysical 

assumptions - likely to be further transfered to the results of this process (in our case, the 

limits of interpretation).  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

14David C. Hoy, op. cit., p. 118; 

15H.-G. Gadamer in his article from 1962, “Philosophical Foundations of the Twentieth Century”, 

included in Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 117; 

16Truth and Interpretation. Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, pp. 417 - 429; 

17Op. cit., p. 419; 
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 As a Kantian thinker, Davidson takes the concept “belief” to be the starting-point 

of metaphysics. From now on, considers Carol Rovane, he will make a set of 

metaphysical distinctions meant to convey some messages about interpretation itself. 

First, he pays a lot of attention to what is taken to be the aim or the claim of our believes: 

the truth. The meaning of this concept is hereby realistic: truth is measured by reference 

to whatever exists “objectively” (e.g., independently from the projections of our own 

mind). This is obviously a metaphysical assumption, in the sense taken over by the 

Anglo-American ontology. Any belief presupposes a reference to this kind of truth - and 

further on, an ontological and epistemological difference between the level of “intelect” 

and that of “reality”. By admitting that this distinction works as a presupposition in any 

case of producing a discourse about what we believe to be the meaning of something, we 

face another metaphysical limit of interpretation.  

Gadamer too announces this by employing exactly the same terms (“ontological 

difference”) as being implicit in any attempt to understanding or interpretation; namely, 

both as an existential presupposition (in the sense from the previous paragraph) and as a 

source of epistemic legitimation (referential truth). Here is Gadamer's explanation: “In the 

end one certainly wants to convince the other and in order for this to occur some sort of 

factual reference (Sachreferenz) is required... We are always dealing with questions of 

fact (Sachfragen) even in the history of philosophy”18. 

 A logical implication of this distinction is another one, no less metaphysically 

relevant: that between subject and object - or in other terms, between consciousness and 

the experience - domain which is subject to its intuition. The most interesting remark at 

this point of Rovane's analysis is that consciousness' essence is taken to be its capacity to 

distinguish the false from the objective truth; which means that the self is a consciousness 

only inasmuch as it admits that there can be a difference between what is perceived as 

real and what is real indeed. Applied to interpretation, this thesis becomes the 

presupposition of our own understanding's failibility. My interest is, once again, in 

identifying the metaphysical charge of such a limit. And I think we can easily 

acknowledge it, once we admit the whole series of metaphysical issues raised by this 

thesis - namely: the existence of an “object” of interpretation (the text) as independent 

from the “subject” or the self that interpretes; the possibility (not necessity) of an identity 

between the former's reality and the latter's perception of it; and a whole of other such 

issues very familiar to those attending some sort of metaphysical debates within realistic 

framework. 

 Ultimately, it seems that all these Kantian matters somehow connected with the 

concept of belief (reference to an would-be objective truth, subject-object dualism, 

consciousness of its own failibility as essential for the self) are also metaphysical limits of 

interpretation. Carol Rovane calls this search for the possibility-conditions of certain 

concepts (as “interpretation”, in our case) “Kant's strategy which is to preserve the 

transcendental maneuver of arguing for metaphysical conclusions by placing constraints 

on the concepts of judgement, belief and subjecthood”19.  

And she argues that Davidson takes over this strategy, only not in its epistemic 

(antiskepticist) form and intention, but adjusted to his favourite context: that of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

18“Reply to Karl-Otto Apel”, in The Philosophy of H.-G. Gadamer, p. 97; 

19Ib., p. 422; 
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communication. Here is a draft of what do the Kantian references become in Davidson's 

conceptual framework: 

 

 subject - object dualism / relationship between self and the other; 

 ontological difference / presupposition of the otherness' existence; 

 being aware of this difference / accepting alternative viewpoints (interpretations); 

 consciousness' possible access to object / possibility of communication. 

 

I have intentionally oversimplified the correspondences, in order to point out the 

metaphysical charge of both the Kantian limits of belief and the Davidsonian limits of 

communication (implicitly, of interpretation)20. 

 The last of the above presuppositions (regarding the very possibility of 

communication) leads us to what is known in English language philosophy under the 

name “the principle of charity”. This axiom postulates the existence (not only the 

possibility) of agreement, compatibility or even identity between the objective meaning 

and its representation, as well as between messages, believes, common senses conveyed 

throughout the process of communication.  

 This thesis is to be found in both Gadamer and Davidson, frequently put in terms 

of an agreement that would stand as background for any misunderstandings, respectively 

as an equilibrium that keeps the whole balanced. For the former, I find this phrase 

relevant: “This is something that hermeneutical reflection teaches us: that social 

community, with all its tensions and disruptions, ever and ever again leads back to a 

common area of social understanding through which it exists”21. As for the latter, 

suffices here to say that language can be such a background or horizon of possibility. It 

keeps both agreements and conflicts going, within the whole net of communication. 

 My true concern in the matter is, again, at its metaphysical level. And Carol 

Rovane makes it explicit the fact that this postulate about the existence of an already 

achieved agreement has metaphysical significance for interpretation; viz., it is “a 

constraint on meaning-theory which seems to offer the best hope of metaphysical 

progress”22. The implicit metaphisical assumption entailed by the principle of charity is 

that regarding the real effective aspect of the would-be agreement between the initial 

meaning and the received meaning, or between alternative interpretations. (Note that this 

agreement is not supposed to fulfil epistemic demands, but dialogical needs). I take it to 

be another metaphysical limit of interpretation (seen, this time, as a process occuring in 

everyday communication and not as an elaborated theoretical endeavour).  

 

Which makes this artcle's beginning and end meet at the point of convergence between 

matters of metaphysical and communicational relevance. This reminds me of a quick note 

that might have been in order at the outset: the Kantian - Heideggerian legacy regarding 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

20For reasons concerning the length of this article, I have given up the task of finding Gadamerian 

correspondents for these issues; had I pursued the process, it would have started with the place of “alienated 

consciousness” within philosophical hermeneutics. 

21H.-G. Gadamer, On the scope and function of hermeneutical reflection (1967), in Philosophical 

Hermeneutics, p. 42; 

22
Carol Rovane, op. cit., p. 426. 
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the limits of interpretation actually means an ontological perspective over their content 

and a transcendental meaning of their metaphysical relevance.  


