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The Nature and Role of Presupposition:
An Inquiry into Contemporary Hermeneutics

Ted Peters

PRESUPPOSITIONS are so basic to human thought that no reflection

can do without them. Yet, in the name of clear and honest reasoning,
war is often declared against them so that they are to be sought out and
eliminated. For the natural scientist and objective historian, presupposi-
tions are like lice in the hair, i.e., something to be cleansed of in order to
be made pure and clean. In his work, the ideal scientific thinker believes
he must become an innocent tabula rasa, a purely open mind onto which
the data of his research can inscribe “unbiased” knowledge.

On the other hand, presuppositions earn a living for the philosopher.! It
is his job to find them, especially the ones located in his opponent’s philos-
ophy. They are like termites in a theoretician’s house. You examine his
home, digging deep into the woodwork, scurry after them, and when you
have finally apprehended the elusive little rascals you display them for
everyone to see. It would also serve as an appropriate defense to extermi-
nate the bald presuppositions in one’s own house. Apparently, bare or un-
guarded presuppositions make us suspect that the structure of the philo-
sophical system is unsound. Ought this to be the case? Perhaps we need
an inquiry into the nature of the presupposition and its role in reflective
thought.

In this paper, I am going to suggest that for the philosopher presupposi-
tions ought to be recognized as inevitable and, therefore, he need not be
automatically embarrassed when someone else undresses his philosophy to
reveal them in their nakedness. Furthermore, presuppositions are the
very condition for the possibility of seeking further understanding.

! Anders Nygren defines philosophy as the “analysis of presuppositions.” Meaning -
and Method, Prolegomena to a Scientific Philosophy of Religion and a Scientific
Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972) p. 160. W. B. Macomber writes in The
Anatomy of Disillusion, Martin H eidegger’s Notion of Truth (Evanston: Northwest-
ern University Press, 1967) p. 20; “The history of Philosophy can be read as a con-
stant search for the presuppositions which underlie human experience, It is these

presuppositions, rather than the experience which they make possible, which the
ohilosobher oalls resllty or truth in the koot dan o o
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sis by those same principles, The rational nature of things is a boat in a
wider sea of mystery. Reason requires tradition as an island of solid
ground from which to launch its pursuit. Tradition thus becomes an au-

thority which establishes the intentional perimeter to which the

reasoning mind finally appeals, whether it is aware of it or not. It is not a
question of either tradition or reason for Gadamer, but both/and.

Concrusion

All inquiry depends upon prior insight. Human being (Dasein) any-
where at anytime exists with some insight. The priority of insight places
knowledge obtained through methodical inquiry at the level of a second-
ary mediation of experience.

What is a presupposition? A presupposition helps constitute the
unspoken horizon which makes a reflective supposition possible. A fun-
damental presupposition refers us to the structure of the most basic in-
sight, the pre-reflective connection between the knower and that which is
known. And the structure of this insight is basically acquired from the
historical and linguistic tradition in which the events of understanding
are taking place. It is because one has such an insight, or such a presup-
position, which serves as a sort of primal authority, that new under-
standings can be admitted with the power to convince. Presuppositions
are inevitable; they are shared; they determine the form of the questions
we ask; and they provide the condition for the possibility of acquiring any
new understanding.




