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1. Introduction

The aim of the paper is to address the relation between 

pragmatic naturalism and hermeneutics – primarily by 

focusing on their respective conceptions of experience as 

they figure in the work of a representative of each tradi-

tion, namely, John Ryder and Hans-Georg Gadamer. This 

way of formulating the paper’s aim may suggest, howev-

er, that in what follows I will not only make an attempt 

at comparing and contrasting two equally anti-Cartesian, 

yet pretty much different traditions of thought, but also 

that I will do that primarily regarding what they have to 

say about one and the same subject-matter, namely, the 

nature of human experience. Yet, it is advisable to keep 

in mind as an open question whether the pragmatic nat-

uralist concept of experience – as Ryder, one of the main 

contemporary theoreticians in the field, presents it in 

his two latest volumes (2013, 2020) –, and in turn, the 

concept of experience as it figures in the hermeneutical 

philosophy of Heidegger and especially Gadamer, do or 

do not deal with the same problem. One must consider 

whether or not these authors’ respective notions of ex-

perience compete with one another insofar as they mu-

tually vindicate for themselves a comprehensive, holistic, 

and therefore exclusive approach to what we call human 

experience, or perhaps they address utterly different di-

mensions of our dealings with the world and therefore 

may even supplement one another in some way. When 

pondering on such questions, it will also be necessary 

that the – respectively ‘ordinal’ and ‘historicist’ – ontol-

ogy backing up the concepts of experience in these two 

traditions be as well taken into consideration.

There are, to be sure, certain general commonalities 

between the discussed approaches, a number of key 

considerations and orientations they share. Just to name 

a few: both traditions display a basic ontological motiva-

tion, even if in utterly different terms, and meanwhile 

both distance themselves from all kinds of traditional 

substance or subject ontology. Both of them conceive 

their respective ontology in ‘relational’ or ‘contextual’ 

terms – understood in their own specific senses –, and 

accordingly there is no place for a notion of Absolute – 

something dissolved from everything else, as the term 

implies it – in either of them. In fact, both traditions 

advocate their own kinds of humanism. Furthermore, 

both theories are anti-Cartesian insofar as they regard 

the sharp distinction between an interior sphere of 

consciousness (or subjectivity, self) and the ‘world’ as 

something external to it as untenable – although again, 

in very different manners –, and in tune with that, both 

regard the epistemological project of the modern era 

that pursues knowledge of the external world as either 

“wrong-headed from the start” – as Ryder puts it (2020, 

49) –, or else, something derivative that gets the origi-

nal-existential world-relation of the self fundamentally 

wrong. It is an especially remarkable feature of both tra-

ditions that they conceive the experiencing self itself as 

being constituted by experience alone – the “mind itself 

is constituted by the world it experiences” according to 

Ryder (2020, 52), and the equivalent of ‘mind’ in Gadam-

er, namely, ‘historically effected consciousness’ down-

right “has the structure of experience”, as we read it in 

Truth and Method (2004, 341). Thus, both theories con-

ceive the experiencing self as ‘being in the world’ – al-

though utterly not in a spatial sense in either of them (as 

if the world would be like a container in which the self 

would be contained) –, but again, they understand ‘be-

ing-in’ in very different terms, respectively. In any case, a 

theory of experience is clearly central to both approach-

es – indeed, it forms the kernel of both types of doing 

philosophy. Meanwhile, neither of them finds satisfac-

.



127

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Subject-centered Transaction versus A-subjective Medial Participation

Miklós Nyírő

tory either the empiricist approach to experience (which 

stresses the role of passively received sense data) or the 

Kantian model of describing the process of experience 

(that accentuates the constitutive role of the transcen-

dental subject), and they equally refuse the concomitant 

segmentation or compartmentalization of experience 

into separate branches, such as the cognitively, aesthet-

ically, and morally-politically pregnant types of experi-

ence understood in an isolated manner. Moreover, both 

trends of thought are weary of the traditional emphasis 

put mainly on the cognitive aspect of experience, as well 

as of the traditionally privileged role attributed to prop-

ositions when the issues of cognition and truth are being 

considered.

These and other commonalities between the two 

discussed traditions should not obscure the fact, howev-

er, that their respective theories of experience, central 

in both approaches, significantly differ from one anoth-

er. In order to make that difference as explicit as possi-

ble, one should take into consideration – I suggest – a 

difficult, because unusual, and for the most part even 

unknown notion we find nevertheless in the works of the 

hermeneuts. Namely, it is a specific concept of ‘mediali-

ty’, one that implies a ‘middle-voiced disposition’ on the 

subject’s part, that plays a central role in my argument – 

the most elaborated clarification of which can be found 

in Gadamer’s description of the phenomena of ‘play’ and 

‘playing’. The main point this paper intends to highlight 

is, accordingly, the juxtaposition of pragmatism’s trans-

actional view of experience and hermeneutics’ ‘medial 

or middle-voiced’ notion of experience.

Such an approach to contrasting the two traditions 

in question is also a novelty – to the best of my knowl-

edge – compared to other extant critical comparisons 

of pragmatic naturalism and hermeneutics. Beyond 

highlighting my conceptual frame for elucidating the 

notions of experience in these schools of thought, how-

ever, it is also advisable to test its explanatory power. 

In order to do that, I will also summarize my reading of 

the most prominent one among such critical compari-

sons, namely, Richard Rorty’s pragmatic appropriation 

of hermeneutics. All the more so, because Ryder levels 

an explicit criticism against the ‘excessive idealism’ he 

attributes to Rorty, without directing his point against 

hermeneutics. Thus, in order to clarify Ryder’s implicit 

distinction between Rorty’s version of interpretative 

philosophy and that of the hermeneuts – but also some 

of the fundamental discrepancies between Ryder’s own 

position and the hermeneuts’ views –, I will address the 

inherent assumptions of Ryder’s criticism, first, from 

a hermeneutical point of view, and then, according to 

my reading of Rorty. Here my chief claim will be that a 

distinction between the hermeneutical and the rather 

‘subjectivist-idealist’ notions of interpretation can truly 

be made meaningful only by reference to the concept of 

‘mediality’.

The structure of the paper is the following, accord-

ingly. First, I discuss several remarkable features that 

Ryder’s ‘ordinal’ naturalist ontology and his Deweyan 

– albeit modified – ‘transactional’ notion of experience 

exhibit. In the next section, I primarily try to clarify the 

notion of ‘mediality’ – which is the common root of the 

conventional opposition between activity and passivity 

– by offering a detailed presentation of the major points 

made by Gadamer in his analysis of the eminently ‘medial’ 

phenomenon of ‘play’. It is in the light of this analysis that 

I also make an attempt at clarifying the generally ‘mid-

dle-voiced’ or ‘medial’ temper of hermeneutics, and in 

turn, Gadamer’s hermeneutical ontology. Finally – before 

concluding, and under the rubric of ‘The constellation of 

pragmatic naturalism, hermeneutics, and their Rortyan 

synthesis’ – I turn to the issues of ‘idealism’, ‘objectivity’, 

and ‘interpretation’ raised by Ryder’s mentioned criti-

cism, and I try to elucidate them, first, mainly through an 

exposition of some implications of Heidegger’s notion of 

ontological difference, and second, through a summary of 

my understanding of Rorty’s project (including his appro-

priation of Gadamer’s concepts).
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2. Ordinal ontology and transactional experience – 
Ryder’s pragmatic naturalism

As Ryder repeatedly makes it explicit, the naturalist on-

tology presented in his mentioned volumes relies heavily 

on Justus Buchler’s ‘ordinal’ metaphysics of nature (1990, 

93–128), with the important amendment, however, that 

it mingles such an ‘ordinality’ with the idea of an overall 

emergent process in nature (according to which some or-

ders rely for their emergence on others). Yet, instead of 

trying to give an even somewhat general account of that 

ontology, I would just call attention here to several of its 

remarkable features – features that distinguish it, in a fa-

vorable manner I would add, from most of the traditional 

ways of conceiving ontology. 

First of all, this specific kind of naturalism maintains 

a highly inclusive notion of ‘nature’ – inclusive far be-

yond the concept of nature that drives modern natural 

science (signifying, roughly, the net of causally related 

entities in space and time), and also far beyond most of 

the so-called ‘naturalist’ philosophies that typically con-

ceive nature in materialist-physicalist terms. In its prag-

matic naturalist sense, “Nature … is whatever there is”; 

or, in other words, “whatever exists of whatever kind and 

in any possible way” is ‘natural’, as Ryder puts it (2020, 

14). Nature includes, accordingly, all the physical ‘reali-

ties’ – be they man-made or not –, all the mental ‘reali-

ties’ – be they made-up fictions or not –, and much more. 

It includes “material objects, ideas, dreams, histories, 

minds, persons, mathematical objects, emotions, fiction-

al characters, … possibilities, ethical principles, aesthetic 

values, lived bodies, universals, particulars, individuals, 

societies, and much else”, even “contradictions, false-

hoods, fictions, gods and demons, and so forth” (Ryder 

2020, 14). What ‘nature’ in this broad sense does not in-

clude – since it would be a contradiction in terms – is the 

‘supernatural’, that is to say, anything that would suppos-

edly exist beyond or prior to nature. The core idea of this 

ontology is that nature encompasses all that can be said 

in any possible way to exist, and furthermore, that what-

ever exists is a complex or an order that is constituted by 

the very relations – often innumerable – in which it pre-

vails. Nothing is simple, unrelated, or unconstituted in this 

thoroughly relational, anti-essentialist ontology then, and 

therefore nothing is ‘ab-solute’, either. The exclusion of 

the ‘ab-solute’ from the notion of nature does not imply, 

however, that the idea of ‘god’ would be expelled from 

it. The notion of a god as the creator of nature – and thus 

in some sense prior to it – is untenable within this kind of 

naturalism, yet god as the addressee of a prayer, or the 

Father of the divine Son – as Christian belief holds it, e. g. 

–, presumably has a place within it.

Meanwhile, nature in this sense does not form a 

totality or a closed whole, and it is definitely not to be 

conceived as a system. Nature consists rather in the 

open-ended plurality of whatever there is – it is com-

posed of innumerable realities without forming one 

comprehensive order –, where to be a ‘reality’ or for 

something to be said ‘to exist’ means simply that that 

something prevails in some order or orders. Thus, each 

and every complex of nature exists in the same sense, 

that is to say, nothing is more or less real than anything 

else – which is a highly permissive thought that follows 

Buchler’s ‘principle of ontological parity’ (1974, 117–147).

Besides its inclusive, pluralistic, and permissive char-

acter, this ontology is also tolerant in the very remarkable 

sense that – as opposed to most of the so-called ‘natu-

ralisms’ which conceive nature as composed of material 

entities – it does not in any way urge the reduction of 

any part of nature to anything else, and so it does not 

propagate that we explain any order of nature in terms 

of any other. The spirit of an ordinal ontology follows on 

John Herman Randall, Jr.’s comment – Ryder writes – that 

“The significant question is, not whether anything is real 

or not, but … how it is related to and functions among 

other reals” (2020, 14). Thus, to understand or to explain 

something consists in determining the orders which that 

something prevails in, and also the functions it has within 

those orders.
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Such a concept of nature forms the background of 

Ryder’s theory of experience that relies heavily on John 

Dewey’s ‘interactional’ or ‘transactional’ notion of expe-

rience (developed throughout Dewey’s many works, esp. 

1981 and 1949), but at the same time, it also corrects the 

latter on certain points by making use of Buchler’s theory 

of judgments (1951, 47–57; 1985, 3–55; 1974, 87–116). 

Much of Ryder’s quarrel with the traditional expositions 

of experience is based on the insight that “no approach 

to experience is satisfactory that argues away undergo-

ing in order to emphasize doing, or argues away doing in 

order to emphasize undergoing”, and that – accordingly 

– a proper theory of experience “has to make room for 

objectivity and creativity, passivity and activity, … the as-

similative and the manipulative” moments in the process 

of experience (2020, 57). While Ryder’s theory fully ac-

knowledges the passive-assimilative side of experience in 

this vein, it explains the active-manipulative side of it in 

terms of judgments, which is to say, those productive se-

lections between possibilities and alternatives that one 

makes along the process of experience. Such judgments 

can be assertive, exhibitive, or active – and they may also 

overlap one another –, which in turn are responsible for 

the three potential (and at any time actualizable) dimen-

sions of experience, namely, the cognitive, the aesthetic, 

and the political, without ever being strictly segmented – 

and Ryder expounds these aspects of experience at great 

length and with rich insights.

It is an important component of this theory, further-

more, that in order to grasp, assertively, the objective 

traits of the complexes of nature, it refers emphatically 

– but not exclusively – to science. However, exploration 

can also take place in the exhibitive and active modes 

of judgment, even on a systematic and methodical lev-

el, in which cases knowledge, objectivity, and truth are 

also involved. On this account, then, methodical query 

does very well have a place within non- or extra-scien-

tific forms of experience – yet, not exactly in the form 

of inquiry (as Dewey held it) which is a mode of asser-

tive judgment. This is an especially important point for 

us because Gadamer, as it is well known, has explicitly 

addressed those forms of experience – namely, the so-

called ‘hermeneutic phenomenon’ inherent in the expe-

rience of art, that of history, and of the world in general 

as we experience it in true dialogues – which do not fall 

within the domain of methodical scientific exploration, 

and properly speaking cannot possibly be accounted for 

within the Cartesian epistemological frames of modern 

science. Thus, the affinities and discrepancies between 

pragmatic naturalism and hermeneutics are especially 

pregnant on this point.

3. Historicist ontology and medial (play-like) participa-
tory experience – hermeneutics

What I’d like to emphasize in this part of my paper is that 

the aforementioned requirement of giving their due to 

both the passive and active moments within experience 

can be met in more than one way. One version of doing 

that is certainly to emphasize the transactional character 

of experience, that is to say, the equal and mutual contri-

bution of the experiencer and the experienced to the pro-

cess we call ‘experience’. Another version of doing just 

that is, however, to highlight a ‘medial’ or ‘middle-voiced’ 

notion of experience, as it is the case in hermeneutics.

In fact, when one looks at it from a hermeneutical 

point of view, the transactional concept of experience 

does not radically change the terms in which experi-

ence was earlier conceptualized. What it does is that it 

develops a view which – via referring to interactions or 

transactions – incorporates both the passive and active 

aspects into an ongoing process, even if in a recasted 

manner. It goes beyond the ‘either-or’ by claiming ‘both’ 

– and that would be the so-called ‘Yogi Berra approach’ 

referred to by Ryder (2020, 55). As opposed to that, 

the hermeneutical, ‘middle-voiced’ approach not only 

transcends the one-sided emphases in that regard, but 

rather, it drops the entire conceptuality of activity and 

passivity (even if conceived in a mutual-transactional 
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manner) and reaches back to the common root of that 

conventional opposition – which is expressed precisely 

by the ‘middle voice’ (commonly known as the mesotes; 

see my former article: Nyírő 2015). Hermeneutics builds 

its view of human existence in general, and experience 

in particular, on the idea according to which existing and 

experiencing consist above all in a (far from effortless, 

and thus far from merely passive) participatory relation 

or involvement – yet, first and foremost not so much in 

an involvement in our ‘environment’ generally, but rath-

er – in the event or occurrence (Ereignis, Geschehen) of 

‘meaning-formation’, whenever such a thing happens to 

dawn on us. Accordingly, hermeneutics conceives the no-

tion of experience solely from the point of view of ‘under-

standing and interpretation’. 

The ‘middle-voiced’ or ‘medial’ temper of herme-

neutics is clearly expressed already by the very title with 

which Gadamer originally planned to release his magnum 

opus, namely, Verstehen und Geschehen (Understanding 

and Occurrence).1 Yet, it can most readily be explained 

by referring to Gadamer’s analysis of the eminently ‘me-

dial’ phenomenon of ‘play’ and ‘playing’ – the paradig-

matic ‘middle-voiced’ fulfillment of which is repeatedly stressed 

by Gadamer.2 One should not hastily dismiss Gadamer’s certain 

claims here on the account that what he says about play 

– e. g., that it has a Wesen on its own; that the player ex-

periences play as a reality higher than herself; that “the 

subject of play is play itself”; and that “all playing is a be-

ing-played”, etc. − make not much sense to our ordinary, 

common sense understanding. For this is precisely the 

point. Namely, that our ordinary understanding is sub-

ject-centered, whereas certain dimensions of our human 

1 Gadamer himself reports on that – 1994, 75. About the circum-
stances of this title-change, see Jean Grondin 1999, 319.
2 “… the primordial sense of playing is the medial one” (2004, 
104); “… even the experiences of play that psychologists and 
anthropologists describe are illuminated afresh if one starts 
from the medial sense of the word ‘playing’” (2004, 105); “… 
the being of the work of art is connected with the medial sense 
of play (Spiel: also, game and drama)” (ibid.); “This point shows 
the importance of defining play as a process that takes place ‘in 
between’ (medialen Vorgang)” (2004, 109).

existence and experience are ‘a-subjective’, in the sense 

of ‘mediality’.

In turn, the significance of Gadamer’s analysis of play 

resides in the fact that the notion of a play-like movement 

is the key to the so-called ‘hermeneutic phenomenon’, the 

unitary although multi-faceted phenomenon which is the 

sole topic of Truth and Method; indeed, it is the key to the 

description of how in fact understanding, along with all 

its concomitant efforts of interpretation, may happen to 

us. In order to make its ‘medial sense’ apparent – and for 

the sake of clarity – I will highlight the main features of 

play and playing by quoting Gadamer alone.

1.a) Play constitutes an autonomous order – “here 

something comes to dominance that fully obeys its 

own lawfulness”;3 play is “a context of movements 

that unfolds its own dynamics”;4 the “being of all play 

is always selfrealization, sheer fulfillment, energeia 

which has its telos within itself”; “play represents a 

world wholly closed within itself”. (1993, 128, 152; 

2004, 112, 109.)

– Play is a certain form of movement – a “to-and-fro 

movement that is  tied to any goal that would 

bring it to an end … rather, it renews itself in constant 

repetition. … it makes no difference who or what 

performs this movement. … The play is the occurrence 

of the movement as such”; “the movement is not 

only without goal or purpose but also without effort. 

It happens, as it were, by itself”; it is “a process of 

movement that encompasses the players or the 

player”.5 (2004, 104, 105; 1993, 152.)

– Play is nothing more than how it plays itself off – “Play 

is really limited to presenting itself. Thus its mode of 

being is self-presentation.” (2004, 108.)

– There is play also where no players are involved – “the 

mode of being of play is not such that, for the game 

3 “… hier etwas zur Herrschaft kommt, was ganz seiner eigenen 
Gesetzlichkeit gehorcht”.
4 “… ein Bewegungszusammenhang, der seine eigene Dynamik 
entfaltet”.
5 “… ein Bewegungsvorgang, der die Spielenden oder das Spie-
lende umgreift”.
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to be played, there must be a subject who is behaving 

playfully. Rather, the primordial sense of playing is the 

medial one. Thus we say that something is ‘playing’ 

(spielt) somewhere or at some time, that something is 

going on (im Spiele ist) or that something is happening 

(sich abspielt)”. (2004, 104.)

1.b) The player participates in the movement of play, 

which is the element or medium of her behavior – “play 

does not have its being in the player’s consciousness 

or attitude, but on the contrary play draws him into 

its dominion and fills him with its spirit. The player 

experiences the game as a reality that surpasses him”; 

“the primacy of the game over the players engaged in 

it is experienced by the players themselves in a special 

way. … the game itself is a risk for the player”; “play has 

its own essence, independent of the consciousness of 

those who play”. (2004, 109, 106, 103.) 

– The player is not an (exclusive) subject of the play – 

“The players are not the subjects of play; instead play 

merely reaches presentation (Darstellung) through 

the play”; “the actual subject of play is … the play it-

self”; “What holds the player in its spell, draws him 

into play, and keeps him there is the game itself”; “all 

playing is a being-played”. (2004, 103, 104, 106, ibid.) 

– Play poses the requirement that the player ‘lose her-

self’ in it – “The structure of play absorbs the player 

into itself, and thus frees him from the burden of tak-

ing the initiative”; “Play fulfills its purpose only if the 

player loses himself in play. … The mode of being of 

play does not allow the player to behave toward play 

as if toward an object.” (2004, 105, 103.)

– There is a ‘sacred seriousness’ in playing – “Seriousness 

is not merely something that calls us away from play; 

rather, seriousness in playing is necessary to make 

the play wholly play.” “A play is under way when 

the particular player is present in the full earnest of 

the play, that is to say, she does not any more hold 

herself back as someone who merely fiddles”;6 “Play 

– indeed, play proper – … exists … where there are no 

subjects who are behaving ‘playfully’.” “Someone who 

doesn’t take the game seriously is a spoilsport.” (2004, 

103; 1993, 152; 2004, 103, ibid.)

– The consciousness of the player is characterized 

by a certain indecisiveness – “in playing, all those 

purposive relations that determine active and caring 

existence have not simply disappeared, but are 

curiously suspended”; in playing “‘the difference 

between belief and pretense is dissolved’”; “the 

curious indecisiveness of the playing consciousness 

… makes it absolutely impossible to decide between 

belief and non-belief”. (2004, 102, 105, 104.)

– Playing is participation in the medial fulfillment of play 

– “play is not to be understood as something a person 

does”; “in spending oneself on the task of the game, 

one is in fact playing oneself out. The self-presentation 

of the game involves the player’s achieving, as it were, 

his own self-presentation by playing – i. e., presenting 

– something.” (2004, 104, 108.)

In sum, play runs its course as an impersonal event, 

forming an autonomous and closed order of movement 

which compels its participants to go along fittingly and 

follow, what is more, fulfill the movement in which they 

partake.

As I mentioned above, the paradigm of play is central 

to all cases of the hermeneutic phenomenon, for in expe-

riencing works of art, or in trying to understand historical 

texts, as well as in true dialogues through which we expe-

rience and come to understand different aspects of the 

world – and these are the topics which the three major 

parts of Gadamer’s magnum opus are devoted to – one 

uniformly encounters truth claims, yet, not so much the 

truth claims of some Other, but rather, the truth claims of 

the presented ‘issue’ (Sache) itself, which – as some sort 

6 “Ein Spiel ist im Gange, wenn der einzelne Spieler in vollem 
Spielernst dabei ist, d. h. sich nicht mehr zurückbehält als ein 
nur Spielender, dem es nicht ernst ist.”
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of ‘historical universal’ – plays out its possible meanings 

in ever new historical contexts. “In understanding we are 

drawn into an event of truth”, Gadamer says (2004, 484), 

and that proposition clearly expresses the medial sense 

of understanding, a sense that cannot be conveyed for or 

grasped from within the Cartesian framework of the sub-

ject-object dichotomy, but not even for a transactional 

framework of experience. (By the way, ‘play’ figures in 

the latter merely as one among the many possible forms 

– that is, not a dimension or even a major constituent 

– of experience, as Ryder explains: 2020, 62.) It is per-

haps also worth of mentioning that, for Gadamer, the 

cyclical movement of nature itself can be characterized 

as “a constantly self-renewing play” (2004, 105), too, and 

in fact he conceives the very ‘speculative (self-mirroring) 

structure of Being’ – which “is the ground of hermeneu-

tics” (2004, 472) – as an anonymous, play-like self-pre-

sentation of Being in the medium of language. Accord-

ingly, Gadamer’s ontology envisions a hermeneutical 

universe that consists of ‘things or issues’ (Sachen) which 

are historically valid universals held in place by the life of 

language, overarching the times.

4. The constellation of pragmatic naturalism, herme-
neutics, and their Rortyan synthesis

This lastly mentioned thought of Gadamer – namely, that 

Being has a ‘speculative structure’ in the sense that it 

presents or mirrors itself in the medium of language – 

triggered of course the dismay of many critics, and ac-

cordingly, hermeneutics has been widely criticized for 

its alleged ‘linguistic idealism’. In turn, Ryder repeatedly 

refers to an “excessive idealism” which he attributes to 

the kind of “extreme postmodernism” that “abandons 

altogether the idea that nature possesses objective 

traits, and therefore [holds] that all aspects of nature, 

and presumably experience, are a matter of interpreta-

tion, or subjective judgment, or opinion, or some such 

enterprise of an experiencer” (2020, 53), in which case 

“knowledge dissolves into so many perspectives and bi-

ases” (2020, 209). To be sure, Ryder does not direct his 

point against hermeneutics, but rather, he explicitly ad-

dresses it to Rorty (and implicitly to all kinds of interpre-

tative postmodernism), and to that extent, Ryder must 

maintain a clear distinction between utterly ‘idealist-sub-

jectivist’ versions of interpretative philosophy (among 

them Rorty), and in turn, hermeneutics. Thus, in order 

to clarify this very distinction – but also some of the fun-

damental differences between hermeneutics and ordinal 

naturalism – and to highlight meanwhile the explanatory 

power of the notion of ‘mediality’, I proceed by answer-

ing the inherent assumptions of Ryder’s criticism, first, 

from a hermeneutical point of view, and then, according 

to my reading of Rorty.

There are three such major (and correlated) as-

sumptions in Ryder’s claims that pertain to the issues of 

idealism, objectivity, and interpretation. As opposed to 

the ‘idealism’ charge – which Ryder does not, but oth-

ers pose to hermeneutics –, the first thing to be empha-

sized is the fact that hermeneutical philosophy maintains 

a robust sense of facticity or ‘quasi-realism’ – it widely 

acknowledges the ‘mind-independent existence’ of enti-

ties we face within the world, and far beyond that. With 

that, hermeneutics can readily subscribe to the claim 

that there are traits of the complexes of nature “that do 

not depend on us, which is precisely what we mean by 

objectivity in nature” (Ryder 2020, 53). What hermeneu-

tics would dispute in this regard is the claim that we can 

access those traits, and a fortiori the very ‘existence (or 

Being) of mind-independent entities’, without having re-

course to understanding (‘understanding’ in the herme-

neutical sense – to which we must return).

Accordingly, to the claim that for the hermeneuts 

‘everything is a matter of interpretation’, or to put it in 

other words, that the idealism allegedly represented by 

hermeneutics is a linguistic one, we must object that 

such a claim rests on an utter neglecting of the Heide-

ggerian distinction between beings as such, on the one 

hand, and the meaning of their Being, on the other, 
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which is his famous notion of the so-called ‘ontological 

difference’ (Heidegger 1982, 318–330). This difference 

implies, among others, that extant beings do have a 

‘mind-independent reality’ and can very well be grasped, 

conceptually, regarding their categorically distinguish-

able traits, yet, all these traits say nothing about what 

it means that these beings are ‘given’ for us, how we do 

or may understand the fact that they ‘are’ (their Being). 

For the meaning of their Being is definitely not something 

like an extant being, and it is not some objective trait of 

beings either. That meaning is exclusively a matter of un-

derstanding, it is always ‘for us’ – even if that meaning 

remains implicit in most cases.

In fact, the early Heidegger solves the ‘Gordian knot’ 

of the realism-idealism debate by means of this very no-

tion of ‘ontological difference’. Accordingly, the realists 

are right to claim that for the most part beings – or the 

complexes of nature, to use the terminology of ordinal 

naturalism – prevail independently of any ‘subjectivity’. 

In turn, idealism has the advantage in principle (com-

pared with realism) that when it emphasizes – in Heideg-

ger’s words – that “Being and Reality are only ‘in the con-

sciousness’, this expresses an understanding of the fact 

that Being cannot be explained through entities”, which 

is to say that notions like ‘Reality’, ‘independence’, ‘ob-

jectivity’, etc., are “possible only in the understanding of 

Being” (1962, 251). For the hermeneuts, then, the differ-

ent meanings of Being are ‘transcendental’ with regard 

to beings, or entities, or complexes, and such meanings 

are solely correlates of understanding.

In this vein, when ordinal naturalism claims that “to 

exist is to prevail in an order, any order” (Ryder 2020, 20), 

for the hermeneuts it means several things, among them 

that this naturalism maintains a very specific and nontra-

ditional understanding of Being – namely, ‘to prevail in’, 

‘to be located’, in tune with its ‘ordinality’ – which is a 

highly formalized notion held to be valid in every context, 

with regard to any complex. But the hermeneuts would 

most probably wonder, how such an understanding of Be-

ing is justified – beyond its coherence with all the other 

elaborated concepts of such a metaphysics – without an 

explicit inquiry into the meaning of Being, which in turn is 

Heidegger’s project. The Seinsfrage, which is to say the 

question “What are the meanings of the different modes 

of ‘Being’ of different kinds of entities or beings, and 

what is the meaning of ‘Being’ as such?”, must be raised 

prior to all possible metaphysics, at least in the eyes of 

the hermeneuts, and the elaboration of that question in 

Being and Time has in fact resulted in identifying several 

distinct meanings of ‘Being’.7

Ordinal naturalism maintains Buchler’s principle of 

ontological parity in claiming that “There are … no de-

grees of reality, so there is no sense to be given to the 

idea that this or that exists or prevails more or less than 

something else” (Ryder 2020, 20), and to that tolerant 

idea hermeneutics – which is a version of phenome-

nology that in turn aims at describing whatever is given 

in experience in the very way and modality it is given, 

striving to distance itself from normative, prescriptive 

theoretical expectations or pre-judgments – would most 

probably not protest, at all. But when this ordinal natu-

ralism, the tolerance of which is highly welcomed, goes 

on to address the meaning of the ‘reality’ of any and all 

the complexes in nature uniformly and solely in terms of 

the relations and functions of those complexes – their 

‘operational’ aspects alone –, disregarding the possible 

differences in the very senses in which different kinds of 

complexes can be said to ‘exist’ – with that metaphysi-

cally conceived and uniformly ‘ordinal’ understanding of 

Being, hermeneutics is at variance. 

A pertaining point is that the notion of ‘world’, and 

in turn, ‘being-in’ the world as such, mean something 

utterly different things for the two traditions. In Ryder’s 

ordinal metaphysics the concept of world appears in a 

7 First and foremost, this work differentiates the meaning of hu-
man existence (care, Sorge) from the meaning of Being of extant 
entities or objects (present-at-hand, Vorhanden), or from that of 
tools (ready-to-hand, Zuhanden), and the later Heidegger and 
Gadamer go on to work out the meaning of the mode of Being of 
artworks, pictures, symbols, signs, history, words, the ‘thing’, etc.
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number of different contexts, often in the sense of “our 

environment, our ‘world’”, or again, the “world as expe-

rienced”, and at times in formulations like “to reject the 

absolute nature of … the world altogether”, and, “the 

world as related to us and the world unrelated to us” 

(2020, 2, 26 ff., 52, 91). In sum, there is an emphasis put 

on the notion of world understood as our environment 

which we interact with, but the same notion also refers 

to those aspects of nature which we do not relate to, and 

to that extent, ‘world’ and ‘nature’ seem to be synon-

ymous. In turn, ‘being in’ something has nothing to do 

with its spatial meaning – just as in hermeneutics –, but 

rather, it means “being a constituent trait of [that] some-

thing” (ibid., 49), with the consequence that in cases of 

transaction its both ‘poles’ become constituent traits 

of, and therefore enter ‘in’, the other pole’s relational 

identity. This is precisely the reason why ordinal natural-

ism may be so apt for emphasizing the important point 

that “The relational, creative construction of meaning 

[comes] through the individual’s relation to the world, … 

through experience” (ibid., 128).

In hermeneutics, however, being-in-the-world (In-

der-Welt-sein) serves as a preliminary but at the same 

time most comprehensive characterization of human Be-

ing-there (Dasein), exclusively. In Heidegger’s Being and 

Time, the world does not signify either the ‘totality of 

beings’ or some region that encompasses a manifold of 

beings (e. g., ‘nature’ as opposed to ‘history’). Heidegger 

rejects such ‘realistic-objective’ notions of the world be-

cause they deduce the concept of the world from beings 

that appear from the outset as entities ‘within-the-world’. 

In other words, “the phenomenon of worldhood … gets 

passed over” (Heidegger 1962, 93) in such approaches. 

As opposed to them, Heidegger sets out from the exis-

tential meaning of the world as it is mirrored for example 

in the phrase ‘the world of children’. What he looks for is 

the existential-ontological idea of worldhood that func-

tions in an a priori manner in all such particular ‘worlds’. 

Accordingly, the world signifies the horizon that human 

Being-there, distinguished by its understanding of Be-

ing, always already projects as a context of meaning in 

which it exists. Conceived that way, the ‘world’ is one of 

the ‘structural’ moments of existence, i. e., one of the 

so-called ‘existentialia’. Thus, the world does not in any 

sense belong to the non-human ‘innerworldly’ things – in 

themselves they are ‘worldless’. Their character of being 

‘within-the-world’ is exclusively due to their being ‘dis-

closed’ by humans, namely, that they can get in our way 

only in a world that we as humans always already project. 

Thus, humans are distinguished by their ‘disclosed-

ness’ (Erschlossenheit) or openness to a ‘world’ (Heide-

gger 1962, 171ff. – stones are not ‘open’ in any sense 

to any world, and animals are ‘world-poor’, Weltarm, 

according to Heidegger). This openness manifests itself 

in our always already attuned and finite, historically de-

termined understanding, which is also the basis of our 

ability to speak. In virtue of our openness, therefore, a 

‘world’ is always already disclosed for us as a context of 

meaningful possibilities. It is within the horizon of such a 

‘world’ that individual beings may then acquire meaning 

for us – not merely as reference-points of ‘blind’ inter-

actions, as in the case of a reflex, e. g., but rather – re-

garding their Being. ‘Being-in-the-world’, ‘understand-

ing-of-Being’, and ‘linguisticality’ prove therefore to be 

closely connected, basic determinations of human exis-

tence – within the hermeneutical approach. Accordingly, 

humans do not exist in a world consisting of the sum total 

of objects or complexes, but rather, they exist in a ‘her-

meneutic universe’ as it is articulated in the medium of 

understanding and its linguisticality. Language, or more 

precisely linguisticality is something basic for hermeneu-

tics because it is most closely connected to being human, 

to the fact that we ‘have and live in a world’ constituted 

by meaningful possibilities. 

Regarding the claim that interpretation is some-

thing subjective and arbitrary – arbitrary in the sense, 

presumably, that what is to be interpreted, namely, the 

interpretandum, does not have a constitutive role in the 



135

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Subject-centered Transaction versus A-subjective Medial Participation

Miklós Nyírő

process of interpretation –, it is advisable to take a closer 

look at the hermeneutical notion of understanding. First 

of all, and according to the ontological turn of hermeneu-

tics introduced by Heidegger, understanding and inter-

pretation is not merely the business of certain disciplines, 

but rather, humans as such are understanding-interpret-

ing beings, they are ‘hermeneutical animals’, so to speak. 

According to this claim, understanding is at work in each 

and every world-comportment of humans – one needs to 

understand, however much implicitly, what ‘equipment’ 

as such means in order to be able to use a stick or a tooth-

brush, e. g. Such an understanding is not a reflexive act 

of some consciousness, and it is definitely not ‘reason’ 

in any of the senses conceived in the past. The herme-

neutical notion of understanding (Verstehen) has nothing 

to do, furthermore, with the Kantian concept of under-

standing (Verstand) that grasps the content of sense-per-

ception by means of its own a-historical concepts, the 

so-called categories. Nor is it a tabula rasa, for human 

understanding is defined historically – we begin our lives 

by appropriating the interpretations of the things around 

us from our parents and fellow humans (by ‘socializing’), 

and we always enter into new situations and world-com-

portments with a certain pre-understanding or ‘under-

standing beforehand’. This makes the ‘hermeneutical 

experience’ circular, because, first, understanding may 

take place – if at all – only in between what is familiar 

(has been understood) and what is not, but strange and 

unfamiliar (has not been understood) – and to that ex-

tent understanding is a ‘business’ of finite historical be-

ings; and second, that ‘in-between’ is properly speaking 

not a transaction, because in the effort of understand-

ing one has to do with ‘truth candidates’ or possible in-

sights (rather than ‘realities’) and that implies a ‘work on 

ourselves’, so to speak, on our previous understandings 

in the light of what is being experienced, by letting the 

‘truth claim’ of the issue (Sache) assert itself. As we have 

seen, Gadamer describes this process – and he is more 

instructive in this respect than Heidegger – in terms of a 

‘middle-voiced participation in a play-like event of mean-

ing-formation’, which is something that happens to us. 

The word ‘under-standing’ (Ver-stehen) expresses quite 

properly the fact that understanding is strictly speaking 

not an achievement of a sovereign subject, but rather, it 

is something that happens to or breaks in upon us. But 

that means that – although understanding does require 

a certain kind of effort on the part of the ‘sub-ject’ – the 

event of understanding is beyond our control, and it is far 

from being arbitrary: “this event is not our action upon 

the thing, but the act of the thing itself”, as Gadamer 

claims (2004, 459).

This explains also the acknowledged fact that under-

standing and interpretation – as they are conceived and 

practiced in hermeneutics – do not and cannot possibly 

have an appropriate methodology. For just as the imper-

sonal event of play compels its participants to go along 

fittingly and fulfill the movement in which they partake 

– as we have seen –, the interpretive process also com-

pels the interpreter to follow, ‘medially’, the lead of the 

‘issue’ (Sache) itself, as it plays out its possible meanings. 

Accordingly, the interpretive-hermeneutical procedure 

is far from being devoid of ‘discipline’, a collected con-

duct of thought, or a ‘measure’ that it tries to follow. That 

‘measure’ is the truth of the ‘issue’ itself, where the task 

of the interpreter is to let that truth assert itself.

On my reading, Rorty also maintains a sense of ‘qua-

si-realism’, as his distinction between a ‘norm-free order 

of causation’, on the one hand, and a ‘norm-free order of 

justification’ (i. e., ‘conversation’) among norm-governed 

vocabularies, on the other, attests to it. This distinction 

aims at setting intersubjective communication against 

the nonlinguistic world, and regarding the relation be-

tween the world and the agents as a purely causal, vo-

cabulary-indifferent one (see Nyírő 2020, 203–206).8 Ac-

cordingly, Rorty does not deny that ‘there are traits of 

8 This is what Habermas epitomized as a program urging that 
“‘being in touch with reality’ has to be translated into ‘being in 
touch with a human community’” (quoted by Rorty 2000, 56).
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the complexes of nature that do not depend on us’, yet, 

he denies that we could access those traits without hav-

ing recourse to our norm-governed vocabularies – quite 

similarly to the hermeneuts. In fact, Rorty’s notion of an 

‘order of justification’ is but a variant of ‘hermeneutic 

universalism’.

However, Rorty follows – in tune with his mentioned 

distinction – a basic idea of his that permeates his whole 

life-work, from beginning to end – one that is well known 

and easily ‘understood’, yet, hard to take to heart. This 

idea has for the first time been developed by Rorty as 

a response to the traditional mind-body problem, in his 

so-called ‘eliminative materialism’ (Rorty 1970). There 

his claim is that certain objects – in this case, the ‘mind’ 

– are objects that ‘exist’ insofar as a certain vocabulary 

is being used. For, if the mind is something which is de-

fined by how we know about it – namely, by ‘perfect ac-

cessibility’, as Descartes claims it to be the case – then 

the mind is an entity insofar as a special kind of language 

game – one that ascribes authority to first person sin-

gular predicates – is being acknowledged.9 Accordingly, 

Rorty’s mentioned ‘basic idea’ is that certain ‘objects’ 

talked about owe their linguistically conceived ‘existence’ 

to the functioning of certain vocabularies – again, the 

hermeneuts maintain a similar claim.

Thus, Rorty and the hermeneuts share a radically his-

toricist outlook – one that the ordinal metaphysics of na-

ture does not embrace (while it makes room for change, 

freedom, and the emergence of the ‘new’ in nature, it 

9 As Brandom puts it, “Having minds … is a function of speaking 
a kind of vocabulary that incorporates a certain sort of epis-
temic authority structure” (Brandom 2000, 157–158). An ex-
tended version of the same idea appears already on the very 
first page of the Preface to Rorty’s Mirror of Nature, where he 
says in general that “a ‘philosophical problem’ [is] a product 
of the unconscious adoption of assumptions built into the vo-
cabulary in which the problem was stated” (Rorty 1979, xi). 
The same idea surfaces again – in a more explicit form – in the 
Contingency book, where Rorty describes intellectual history 
as the history of metaphors – metaphors whereby inherited 
problems are dissolved rather than solved (Rorty 1989, 16–22). 
There can be no doubt that it is the very same idea that eventu-
ally broadens into Rorty’s notion of ‘philosophy as cultural pol-
itics’ (which is the title of his posthumously published collected 
papers from 2007).

holds fast to its ‘a-historically ordinal’ understanding of 

Being). Yet, Rorty and the hermeneuts depart when the 

prospects of such a historicist view of the situation are 

concerned. Although Rorty agrees with the hermeneuts 

that human finitude means being unsurpassably embed-

ded in traditions, he is motivated by his hopes for radical 

cultural change, wishing to get rid of the past. His an-

ti-representationalist program rests on the assumption 

that – just as “‘consciousness’ is an artifact of Cartesian 

philosophy in the same way that God is an artifact of ear-

ly cosmology” (Rorty 2007, 14) – most of our traditional 

philosophical concepts (such as mind-independent Re-

ality having an intrinsic nature, Truth, correspondence, 

objectivity, etc.) are artifacts of a representationalist 

paradigm of philosophical inquiry – artifacts simply to 

be abandoned, if a post-ontological, post-epistemolog-

ical culture (and a pragmatism without ontology) is to 

be promoted, as Rorty does. The hermeneuts, however, 

draw different conclusions from the fact that humans 

are tradition-embedded beings. For Gadamer, this very 

fact implies that we must rehabilitate tradition as a true 

and equal dialogical partner. For Heidegger, in turn, tra-

dition is ruled by the ‘history of Being’ and therefore one 

may – if one wishes – at best ‘prepare for a second be-

ginning in the history of Being’. The contrast between 

Rorty’s ‘activist’ ambitions, and in turn, the ‘medial, mid-

dle-voiced’ approach of the hermeneuts, is most explicit 

on this point.

Rorty’s competitive-agonal grasp on ‘conversation’ 

requires a ‘leached’ – that is, nominalized, de-ontolo-

gized – notion of hermeneutics, and he appropriates 

Gadamer’s concepts of ‘hermeneutics’, ‘Bildung’, and ‘ef-

fective-historical-consciousness’, accordingly (see Nyírő 

2022, 55–60). Traditionally, the term ‘hermeneutics’ re-

fers to the ‘problems of understanding and proper inter-

pretation’, and Gadamer also makes use of it in this sense. 

For Rorty, however, ‘interpretation’ is not anchored in 

‘understanding’ – which, as he rightly perceives, stands 

in the way of his radical activism –, but rather, it trans-
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figures into ‘re-description’ according to one’s purposes. 

Rorty doesn’t speak about ‘understanding’ and the ‘thing 

or issue’ (Sache) to be understood, at all, and his activ-

ism wants to get rid of the weight of experience, too. The 

point in entering into hermeneutic-abnormal discourses 

is for him: “to take us out of our old selves by the pow-

er of strangeness” (Rorty 1979, 360). Hermeneutics for 

Rorty has exclusively to do with the issue of “becoming 

new beings” (ibid.). It has nothing to do with ‘knowl-

edge’ or ‘truth’ – which could be claimed to be valid over 

against individual idiosyncrasies – in any sense.10

One can detect the same shift toward ‘aestheticism’ 

in Rorty’s manner of appropriating the other two men-

tioned Gadamerian concepts. According to the Gadamer-

ian notion of Bildung, which is derived from its humanist 

ideal, it leads to the acquisition of a ‘sensus communis’, 

a “universal and common sense” (Gadamer 2004, 16), 

practical reason itself, the very “sense that founds com-

munity (Sinn, der Gemeinsamkeit stiftet)”, a ‘sense’ for 

“the concrete universality represented by the commu-

nity of a group, a people, a nation, or the whole human 

race. Hence developing this communal sense is of deci-

sive importance for living” – Gadamer emphasizes (2004, 

19). For Rorty, however, the main thrust in Bildung is that 

it underscores “the romantic notion of man as self-cre-

ative” (1979, 344). It is primarily – and beyond its basic 

function to socialize – about self-formation, individual-

ization: we learn, first, how to follow prevailing conven-

tions, and then, how to transcend such conventions, in 

whatever idiosyncrasic manner.

In a similar vein, Rorty re-describes Gadamer’s term 

of ‘effective-historical-consciousness’ as a notion “to 

characterize an attitude interested … in what we can get 

10 While Rorty interprets hermeneutics – the study of ‘abnor-
mal’ discourses – as a ‘Whiggish enterprise in commensura-
tion’ (one that inevitably proceeds from its own norms and re-
fers therefore to ‘human finitude’), he in fact practices it in its 
strong sense of a ‘commensuration from the point of view of a 
self-assured consciousness of superiority attributed to the cul-
ture of the rich North Atlantic democracies’. Yet, thereby Rorty 
renounces the dialogical communality with our ancestors, and 
with other traditions.

out of nature and history for our own uses” (my empha-

sis: 1979, 359). Again, Rorty does not mention any of Ga-

damer’s correlated notions – such as ‘application’ in the 

sense of ‘fusion of horizons’ taking place in a true dia-

logue, not to mention ‘the rehabilitation of authority and 

tradition’ –, because he wants to avoid the Gadamerian 

implications of the term. Namely, Gadamer’s concept of 

effective-historical-consciousness refers to the unsur-

passable historicity of human understanding, according 

to which it is not only inevitably shaped by, but it is also 

compelled to remain open to, traditions.

In sum, Ryder’s definite distinction between herme-

neutics and the interpretative postmodernism of Rorty, 

which he clearly maintains in spite of the fact that Rorty 

appropriates in his own way hermeneutics and fosters 

thereby the revival of pragmatism, is wholly justified in 

my eyes. What I’d like to stress, however, is that such 

a distinction among purely interpretative philosophies 

can truly be made meaningful only by reference to a 

contrast between the ‘medial or middle-voiced’, a-sub-

jective, happening-like character of understanding – as 

hermeneutics maintains it –, on the one hand, and the 

subjectivist grasps of interpretation in any manner, on 

the other. While for the hermeneuts the complex pro-

cess of interpretation is anchored in an understanding 

that occurs to us in an uncontrollable manner, affording 

insights which are historically achieved truths, far from 

being arbitrary, understood as valid beyond one’s own 

will, in Rorty’s case the place of interpretation is taken 

by a practice of re-description that is to serve one’s sub-

jective and even idiosyncratic purposes within the arena 

of competing views. All the more surprising is the fact, 

then, that – despite of its fundamental significance and 

Gadamer’s emphatic elaboration of the issue – this ‘me-

dial’ temper of hermeneutics is not recognized in the 

pertaining literature (at least not explicitly, to my knowl-

edge).11

11 For example, a prominent interpreter of Gadamer and Rorty, 
Georgia Warnke rightly warns us that “hermeneutics is not as 
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5. Conclusion

As one can see, the scope of the concept of experience 

is – horizontally, so to speak – much wider in pragmatic 

naturalism than in hermeneutics, insofar as the former 

theory regards as experience every kind of transaction 

with our environment, whereas in the latter only those 

encounters figure as genuine experience which cross our 

expectations and therefore give occasion for reconsider-

ing our pre-understandings. Yet, vertically speaking the 

hermeneutical notion of experience reaches deeper and 

into a more general dimension than what can be grasped 

or covered by its transactional concept – in fact, we often 

interact with our environment without understanding 

anything significantly new.

The ultimate reason behind this difference lies in the 

discrepancy between what is simultaneously active and 

passive, and in turn, what is medial or middle-voiced. 

For the latter is neither something active or passive, nor 

some mixture of these two, but rather, it refers to a pe-

culiar, autonomous, and originary, ‘ontologically laden’ 

dimension of participatory involvement in some event – 

subjectivistic as Rorty makes it out to be” (Warnke 1987, 146), 
yet, her otherwise insightful interpretations of these authors no-
where mention the ‘medial’ aspect of hermeneutics, and thus, 
they do not capture the core of the discrepancies between their 
approaches. In turn, Bjørn Ramberg’s Davidsonian critique of 
Rorty fully endorses the latter’s post-ontological initiatives, and 
holds against him ‘only’ that he does not acknowledge the dis-
tinctiveness of the ‘vocabulary of the mental’ (as opposed to 
the various causal-explanatory vocabularies – Ramberg 2000). 
Ramberg’s critique is important, but he takes side with Rorty’s 
pragmatic activism, with the consequence of passing over the 
basic, a-subjective dimension of human existence and its inher-
ent ontological orientation. A further example is the Introduction 
to the most recent issue of the European Journal of Pragmatism 
and American Philosophy dedicated to pragmatism and herme-
neutics. Here the authors rightly emphasize as a “common hori-
zon” of the two traditions that they equally shun “the extreme 
opposites of nihilistic relativism and any form of absolutism and 
dogmatism”, and also that despite their “different perspectives, 
for both Pragmatism and Hermeneutics, experience permeates 
the search for truth and the search for meaning”. The closest they 
come to defining the affinities and discrepancies between the no-
tions of experience in these traditions is, however, to claim that 
although “the terrain is different” and the pragmatist notion of a 
“co-constructive subject-object relationship … may not find full 
and direct correspondence with” philosophical hermeneutics, 
“some aspects do resonate with it”, especially in Gadamer, which 
they go on to enumerate (Busacchi, Nieddu, Michel 2022, 1–3).

just as we have seen it in Gadamer’s exposition of play 

and playing. What is truly medial in hermeneutics is then 

not only different from, but at the very root of, all activity 

and passivity, namely, it is the medial event of the a-sub-

jective occurrence of ‘meaning-formation’, and hence, of 

understanding. To that extent, the dimension addressed 

by the hermeneutical concept of experience is in fact ba-

sic, and therefore universal.

Accordingly – and regarding their notions of expe-

rience –, the difference in temper between these two 

traditions of thought is probably best described by the 

difference between the active aspect of judgment em-

phasized in pragmatist naturalism – whereby it pre-

serves a subject-centered point of view –, and in turn, 

the middle-voiced – and therefore a-subjective – aspect 

of understanding as it figures in hermeneutics. However, 

if judgment is but a selection between alternative possi-

bilities, then hermeneutics should point out the fact that 

such possibilities must inevitably be understood prior to 

selecting between them for engagement.

In spite of these differences, the spirit of hermeneu-

tics is much closer to that of pragmatic naturalism than 

the spirit of interpretative postmodernism is. This affinity 

between them is mostly due to their common efforts at 

overcoming the one-sided emphases put either on the ac-

tive or the passive aspects of experience. Hermeneutics is 

distinguished within the spectrum of interpretative philos-

ophies by its peculiarly medial or ‘middle-voiced’ temper, 

and precisely this is what implies its inherent ontological 

orientation, and at the same time saves hermeneutics 

from interpretative nihilism or subjective arbitrariness. 

In turn, pragmatic naturalism avoids the vicissitudes of 

interpretative postmodernism by developing a metaphys-

ics of nature – an ordinal one, to be sure – in tune with 

its transactional theory of experience. This ordinal natu-

ralism dissolves traditional substance- and subject-meta-

physics in a pan-relational, spatio-geometrical concept 

of metaphysical ordinality, and thereby maintains a kind 

of a-temporal, a-historical conceptual frame, and in that 
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sense a rather ‘theoretical’ spirit. Yet, it is precisely such 

a-historical, metaphysical frame and corresponding atti-

tude that hermeneutics strives to distance itself from by 

its temporalized, historicist, and existential ontology. Ac-

cordingly, hermeneutics is at variance with the metaphys-

ically conceived and uniformly ‘ordinal’ understanding 

of Being in pragmatic naturalism, and urges instead that 

the Seinsfrage be raised prior to all possible metaphysics. 

This has an immediate effect on one’s approach to expe-

rience, however. For interpreting experience according 

the preconceived terms of ‘ordinality’ may indeed help in 

grasping its content in its relational complexity, yet, it may 

as well cover up the true meaning of – and therefore the 

personal engagement in – that very experience. 
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