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Introduction

This paper provides a critical interpretation and a supportive
analysis of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s concept of tact and the role
that it plays in the conceptual thinking of human science. For
Gadamer tact represents a compellingly open and significantly
noncritical way of knowing the human subject. The concept is
very important to Gadamer explicitly in the first section of
Truth and Method and implicitly throughout his other works on
philosophical hermeneutics (Gadamer, 1986a, pp. 5-39).

The particular way I examine this subject is by raising the
question of what is “good” about tact and what is good about
tact with respect to the theoretical discourse of human science.
My choice of this approach is reinforced by Gadamer’s (1 986b)
recent publication of The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aris
totelian Philosophy where he endorses the Platonic belief in the
Good as the highest notion on which all others depend:
But in the end it becomes fully clear that only looking to what is
good ... or what is better or best, respectively, promises him real
knowledge, or, as we would say, “understanding”—understand
ing of the universe as well as the polis and the psyche. (pp. 25-26)

My argument is that the goal of tactful interpretation in the
human sciences is to develop that human consciousness that
can distinguish dialectical discourse from sophism. Although
tact itself does not generate an inquiry that is dialectical and
although tact itself often seems to be just a matter of sophism,
what is good about tact is that it seeks to distinguish between
these two modes of discourse and encourages the inquiry that is
dialectical. Gadamer (1986b) states, “Where the subject is of the
greatest importance, that is, in the realm of dialectic, one is
threatened steadily by the danger of sophism” (p. 99). The
pedagogy of tact, I argue, is to combat a mode of discussion
where “one succumbs to the blind desire for success in conten
tious argument” (p. 118).
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The Concept of Tact

Gadamer’s work has been criticized for being antimethodologi

cal (Hirsch, 1967; Rorty, 1979), but Gadamer’s account of the

concept of tact and its particular role in theoretical analysis

implicitly provides for that methodolo that sustains the work

of hermeneutical phenomenolor. For Gadamer, tact points to

the way in which the inquiry of human science supersedes the

epistemological constraints of the natural sciences and of social

science as natural science. Gadamer (1986a) states:

To do justice to the human sciences, he [Helmholzl emphasized

memory and authority and spoke of the psychological tact that

here replaced the conscious drawing of inferences. What is the

basis of this tact? Does what is scientific about the human scien

ces not lie rather here than in its methodology? [italics addedi

(p. 9)

While Gadamer praises Helmholz for introducing the concept of

tact to the discussion of human inquiry, he criticizes him for not

going far enough. To Gadamer, the problem with Helmholz’s

formulation of tact is that it does not depict tact as anything

more than an artistic intuition or a “purely psychological in

sight.” To Gadamer, tact is rather a mode of being that not only

adequately but also justifiably replaces the necessity for any

“methodological” control of human science. Gadamer (1986a)

says, “By ‘tact’ we understand a particular sensitivity and sen

sitiveness to situations and how to behave in them, for which we

cannot find any knowledge from general principles” (p. 16).

Still more strongly, tact is the control or, let us say, discipline

that is most necessary for the successful development of human

inquiry. Gadamer (1986a) says:

Hence an essential part of tact is its inexplicitness and inexpres

sibility. One can say something tactfully; but that will always

mean that one passes over something tactfully and leaves it un

said, and it is tactless to express what one can only pass over.

(pp. 16-17)

Gadamer’s thesis is provocative, and it is what Habermas

(1983) is perhaps thinking of when he disparagingly refers to

Gadamer’s work as “the gentlemen’s concept of hermeneutics”

(p. 269). Gadamer elevates the concept of tact above its every

day understanding. He presents the idea of tact as a self-justify

ing epistemology; that is, tact suggests an ontology, a

humanistic conception of what is real in social discourse, to

which, Gadamer (1986a) says, every methodology ought to be

subject.
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Gadamer’s discussion of tact often takes place on two levels.
Primarily, he speaks of tact as a way to name an ontology to
which the work of philosophical hermeneutics is committed,
and I develop this matter throughout the paper. Gadamer also
speaks of tact as a behavior: an ideal type of ethical behavior for
every human scientist. Gadamer (1986a) states, “Tact helps
one to preserve distance, it avoids the offensive, the intrusive,
the violation of the intimate sphere of the person” (p. 17). We
ask, is this type of behavior necessary for the work of human
science and is it necessarily good for the work of human science?
How does the human scientist, by preserving distance, avoiding
the intrusive and the violation of the intimate sphere of the
person, come to understand in a better way his or her subject?

The argument that tact could represent a compelling founda
tion for the conduct of human inquiry provokes many contem
porary theorists. Sartre (1965) states his resistance to the idea
when he incisively writes:

Thus to act “with tact” implies that the doer of the act has
adopted a certain conception of the world, one that is traditional,
ritual, and synthetic; one for which he can give no reason. It im
plies also a particular sense of psychological ensembles, it is in no
sense critical, and we might add that it takes on its whole mean
ing only in a strictly defined community with common ideas,
mores, and customs. (p. 124)

Sartre’s comment about the limited nature of the tactful actor’s
self-consciousness makes it challenging for us to recover what is
good about tact in theoretical discourse, but, as indicated, the
concept is extremely important to Gadamer for the work of
philosophical hermeneutics and so important to us for the ap
preciation of Gadamer’s work.

The pedagogy of Gadamer’s inquiry is to help his readers to
acquire and possess a sense of tact, and yet Gadamer (1986a)
will also describe this form of being as “this right, unlearnable,
and inimitable tact that bears the judgment and mode of know
ledge of the human sciences” (p. 15). We ask, how can one
acquire this tact when it is also unlearnable and inimitable?
Although actually speaking of Schleiermacher’s concept of her
meneutics, Sica (1981) would articulate this criticism of
Gadamer’s presentation this way: “It smacks of an aristocratic,
hermetic definition of knowing” (p. 46).

There are, of course, theorists who argue that their methodolo
gy is unlearnable as a techne. That is, there is no rule that in
itself adequately accounts for or reproduces the procedure of
their inquiry. But these theorists seldom go so far as to state, as
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Gadamer does, that their inquiry is inimitable, that is, unteach-

able. On this issue, Blum (1970) writes:

It will probably be recognized that I have nowhere provided rules

for theorizing and, of course, it is an essential feature of my de

scription of theorizing that this be impossible.... How, then, does

one learn theorizing? I would say that one “gets the hang of it”

by watching someone theorize (or re-cover his theoretic lan

guage) on a variety of particular examples. (p. 319)

The rhetoric of Gadamer’s presentation of tact is problematic.

Basically, the concept is overloaded in that it does more work

than it actually seems capable of doing. Gadamer does not

critically locate the limit of tact and examine what is good about

tact in itself. Rather, he exaggerates the significance of the

concept, and this is a practice of which Gadamer (1986a) him

self is highly critical. “We cannot avoid thinking about that

which was unquestionably accepted, and hence not thought

about, by an author, and bringing it into the openness of ques

tion” (p. 337). Here Gadamer is providing us with the incentive

for the study of his own work.

Tact and Theoretical Discourse

One of the problems of sophism is that it fails to communicate

the significance of its subject, and one way it does this is by

exaggerating the significance of its subject to the point that its

significance is no longer recognized. In contrast, dialectical in

quiry seeks to disclose the significance of its subject, and the

way it seeks to do this is by addressing the limit of its subject

and the necessity and the good of that limit for the understand

ing of that subject.

Habermas (1985) addresses this point when he writes, “Herme

neutical consciousness is incomplete so long as it has not incor

porated into itself reflection on the limit of hermeneutical

understanding” (p. 302). But Habermas more or less makes this

criticism of every subject and author that he examines (Blum &

McHugh, 1984, p. 96), which is perhaps why Gadamer (1985)

responds to Habermas’s criticisms by asking whether this guid

ing light of the emancipatory consciousness is not perhaps “the

vision of an anarchistic utopia” (p. 291). Habermas and

Gadamer both speak to the need to defend the discourse of the

human sciences from the threat of sophism, and yet each ac

cuses the other of falling to defend adequately against this

threat. “This sophistic dialectic,” Gadamer (198Gb) notes, “is

not real thinking, for in pursuing it one succumbs to the blind

desire for success in contentious argument” (p. 118).
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In The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy
Gadamer (1 986b) argues that there is an important and clear
advantage in raising the question of the good and the question
of the good of a particular subject. Gadamer carefully explicates
the Platonic-Aristotelian theory of inquiry in these terms and
wishes to renew this theory within the context of contemporary
human inquiry. Gadamer is perhaps at his best when he discus
ses Plato, and he is not alone in taking the position he does.
Blum (1978) presents a comparable reading of the relation
between Plato and Aristotle when he writes:
One conventional way of understanding Aristotle leads to the
conclusion that the first decisive enemy of Socrates was Aristo
tle. Yet, if we tentatively suspend our inquest into this opinion,
we might still begin with a remark of Aristotle with which
Socrates is sure to agree. In the Ethics Aristotle says, “Every art
and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is
thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has
been rightly declared to be that at which all things aim.” (p. 1)
In the same vein, Gadamer (1 986b) starts his study:
Today it is an established fact that in the entire traditional Aris
totelian works we never get back to a point where Aristotle was
not a critic of Plato’s doctrine of the ideas, but also that we never
arrive at a point where he really ceased to be a Platonist. (p. 8)
Notice that Blum and Gadamer begin by expressing a compell
ingly open and importantly nonjudgmental relation toward Ar
istotle and his relation to Plato. Both express good will toward
Aristotle’s theorizing and Aristotle’s theorizing vis-à-vis Plato.
For instance, Gadamer (1 986b) does not begin, as he could have
begun, with the critical and sensational remark that “Aristotle
ignored Plato’s self-criticism and cold-bloodedily repeated
Plato’s critical arguments in his own critique of Plato” (p. 9).
Gadamer (1986b), in other words, does not accuse Aristotle of
acting in bad faith, and yet Gadamer is sensitive to this pos
sibility. Blum and Gadamer slip by the worst readings of Aristo
tle’s work vis-à-vis Platonic philosophy, and their tactfulness,
whether it is gentlemanly or not, accounts for the excellence of
their theoretical studies. Speaking of tactfulness and its impor
tance to the development of theoretical discourse, Gadamer
(1 986a) states, “But to pass over something does not mean to
avert the gaze from something, but to watch it in such a way
that rather than knock against it, one slips by it” (p. 17).
What is the pedagogy of tact in theoretical discourse? We begin
to see that tact involves setting aside a purely critical opinion,
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that is, an opinion that “knocks”; such an opinion is not con

structive to a truly meaningful discussion, that is, a discussion

that understands. Tact instead focuses on the positive content

of a subject: how a subject orients to the question of what is good

as an essential feature of what that subject is. Aristotle’s state

ment “Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action

and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good” is the guiding

ontology for Platonic-Aristotelian inquiry. The idea of tact,

Gadamer (1986a) says, is the contemporary way in which mod

ern theorists exemplify Aristotle’s Socratic procedure for the

development of theoretical inquiry. Here is Gadamer’s method

ology no matter what the context, and it is the significant one

for the meaningful development of theoretical discourse in all

the human sciences.

The Interactional Concept of Tact

I noted that Gadamer (1986a) sometimes speaks of tact as a

behavior, a sort of ideal type of behavior for every social scien

tist, and I felt uncomfortable with this idea. When Gadamer

speaks of tact in this way, he begins to gloss the idea of what

tact really is. To generate a sharper analysis of tact I draw on

the early work of Goffinan (1967) and in this way make what

Gadamer (1986a) might call an application: “We consider ap

plication to be as integral a part of the hermeneutical act as are

understanding and interpretation” (p. 275).

In his seminal study of “face-work,” Goffman provides a fairly

definitive formulation of what tact is on an interactional level.

When Goffman focuses on the interactional practices of tact, he

captures analytically what Gadamer says of tact.

“Face,” Goffman (1967) says “is the positive social value that a

person claims for himself” (p. 5) and “to be out of face” is to be

caught in a social interaction where your positive social value,

your line, image, history, reputation, that is, the positive know

ledge of you that others as well as you share, is at risk or

seriously called into question. As a theory for the ground rules of

interpersonal interaction, Goffman’s face-work accounts for

our willingness to save not only our own face, but also (and

more importantly) the face of another. Tact is our ability and

willingness to preserve the positive social value not of ourselves,

but of another social member. Goffman (1967) says:

One can say that to give face is to arrange for another to take a

better line than he might otherwise have been able to take, the

other thereby gets face given to him, this being one way in which

he can gain face. (p. 9)
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To illustrate, recall how Blum (1978) and Gadamer (1986b)
both arrange for Aristotle to take a better line with respect to
Plato than perhaps Aristotle himself could arrange. Blum and
Gadamer are doing face-work; they formulate Aristotle’s work
in a compelling way by showing good will toward Aristotle, and,
interestingly, the way in which they show good will toward
Aristotle is by stressing Aristotle’s good will toward Plato even
when there seems to be little evidence for this assumption. Is
this sophism?

Like Sartre (1965) earlier, Goffman (1967) is skeptical of such
tactful behavior in social discourse, and his skepticism, whether
we agree with it or not, helps us to analyze the idea of tact in a
constructive rather than in an unconditional way. How is it
that, when we arrange for another to take a “better” line, we do
not in fact patronize the other? How is it that, when we help
another regain a more positive social value, we do not take on
the role of the superior? On what basis do we decide what is a
better line for another to take? What makes a better line better?
Is it better with respect to the other per so (altruism)? Is it
better with respect to ourselves and our advantage (egoism)? Is
it better with respect to the preservation of social order and a
sense of interactional harmony (conformity)? Or is it better
with respect to some metaphysical principle of what is just or
what is good (Socratic irony)? As an empirical scientist, Gof
fman (1967) himself needs to suppress this last possibility as a
real one, and so he writes:

Perhaps the main principle of the ritual order is not justice but
face, and what any offender receives is not what he deserves but
what will sustain for the moment the line to which he has com
mitted himself, and through this the line to which he has com
mitted the interaction. (p. 44)

Goffman (1967) argues that there can be a multis of motives for
doing tact, but, as theorists examining what tact in itself is, we
need to recover how this multis of motives can collectively
account for what tact is. Think of how Socrates limits Meno’s
attempt to define virtue. Rather than provide a list of an infinite
number of motives for being tactful (egoism, flattery, conde
scension, teaching, patronizing, nurturing, altruism, conform
ity, irony, and sarcasm), we need to discipline our narrative by
looking to what is good about tact: how tact in itself aims at
what is good.

In this light it is useful to focus on a seemingly weak motive for
doing tact so as to recover what is essential to tact in itself.
Goffman (1967) indicates that the rationality for the tactful

109



behavior is basically utilitarian. Think, for example, of the dip

lomat who is held captive by a group of terrorists. Prudently, the

diplomat chooses to be tactful with the terrorists. Here tact is a

mode of survival: It provides the only way for the diplomat to

defend himself or herself against the terrorists’ likely aggres

sion. By being tactful, by giving the terrorists’ politics, condi

tions, and needs a favorable line, the diplomat hopes to

influence the terrorists. He or she hopes to create something of

a social contract between himself or herself and the terrorists,

something that would make them think twice about whether

acting violently toward someone who might be their ally is to

their advantage. Goffman’s work suggests that tact is nothing

more than the exemplification of the Hobbesian social contract

at the microlevel.

The tension in this formulation is that tact looks either overly

calculative or else perhaps too humanistic; that is, a gentle and

submissive way of influencing another as well as of being influ

enced. Here tact is but a hollow means to an end where the end

is survival within any given social community. The diplomat

shows tact by expressing sympathy and support for the terror

ists’ cause, but is this tactfulness ever principled or genuine?

Does the diplomat really have sympathy for the terrorists’

cause, or is his or her expression of sympathy simply expedient?

With these questions, we seek to grasp the limit of tact through

an examination of its actual practices.

The critically practical question at this point (the one that

requires our use of practical reason) is if tact is the best way of

influencing the barbarian, the brute, or the bully. On this mat

ter Gadamer (1986a) himself writes:

Whoever abandons himself to his particularity is ungebildet [un

formed], e.g., if someone gives way to blind anger without

measure or sense of proportion. Hegel shows that basically such

a man is lacking in the power of abstraction. (p. 13)

Let us reformulate this point because there is something mis

leading here. The barbarian is abstract about his or her par

ticularity because the barbarian treats his or her particularity

as if it were what is universal, and in this way the barbarian

lacks the power of abstraction. But, despite what Gadamer says

about Hegel, Hegel is not against particularity per Se, and

Gadamer is confusing us when he tells us that Hegel is. The

power of abstraction involves the theoretical movement from

the particular to the universal as well as from the universal to

the particular. The power of abstraction is dialectical. In Blum

and McHugh’s (1984) words, “the ultimate truth is subject to
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discourse (its majesty must be adapted to human needs of
grasping and expressing)” (p. 143).

Notice that the sophist, Gadamer’s antagonist, is but the other
side of the coin to the barbarian. The barbarian is unformed
(ungebildet); the sophist is overformed (ubergebildet). If the
barbarian lacks the power of abstraction, the sophist abuses the
power of abstraction, where this is to feign indifference to the
question of what is good. The sophist abuses the power of ab
straction by moving every particular to the universal. The
sophist fails to show how the universal itself needs the par
ticular, in other words—”its majesty must be adapted to human
needs of grasping and expressing.”

We now see how, through the concept of tactfulness, Gadamer
shows concern for the use of abstraction in theoretical dis
course. Through the concept of tactfulness Gadamer (1986b)
speaks to how the human scientist exercises reserve toward
abstraction in human inquiry. Gadamer writes, “for Plato the
dialectician does not possess some superior art, which he em
ploys in self-justification, but that, instead, he seeks real jus
tification” (p. 38).

Socrates’ Use of Tact

Let us now consider the classic example of this use of tact, one
that brings together our theoretical and interactive analysis. In
Book One of the Republic why does Socrates keep saying to the
contentious and bullying Thrasymachus such things as “That’s
because you are wise Thrasymachus,” “You best of men,” or
“My blessed Thrasymachus”? It seems obvious that Socrates is
neither sincere nor genuine in making these statements. What
is the good reading of these statements? Are they vacuous
fillers? If so, why are they there?

For Socrates the best way to relate to Thrasymachus’s angry,
insulting behavior is to be tactful. Socrates’ phrases sound hol
low, but they serve a function. Socrates seeks some semblance
of a conversation in this contentious discussion with Thrasy
machus. The reason that their interaction does not deteriorate
into chatter, the consequence of sophism, is because Socrates
feigns a degree of tactfulness. With tact Socrates provides
Thrasymachus with a better line, a more rational line, with
respect to the question of what is just, and this use of tact pays
off. Blum and McHugh (1984) note:

A stronger notion of implication was developed by Socrates in the
exchange with Thrasymachus, when he showed justice to be good
by implication through his demonstration of how justice could
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not (essentially) be as it was reputed to be in various opinions. (p.
140)

Socrates’ tact influences Thrasymachus to stay with the discus
sion of justice. Socrates says, “Thrasymachus, you demonic
man, do you toss in such an argument, and have it in mind to go
away before teaching us adequately or finding out whether it is
so or not?” The line that Socrates provides Thrasymachus is for
Thrasymachus to teach Socrates the benefit of injustice, a very
exciting possibility for Thrasymachus. But does Socrates really
want Thrasymachus to teach him this? The advantage of tact is
that, by providing another with a more acceptable line, it estab

lishes some order within the discussion, even if this order is an
artificial one. In providing for some order the tactful response
establishes an opportunity for a meaningful discussion or what
Gadamer (1986a) has spoken of as “the fusion of horizons.”
Although tact per so does not represent that conversation (any
tyrant can be tactful and most know how to be), it nevertheless
provides a bridge for that conversation that represents a fusion
of horizons (Dostal, 1987, p. 433).

The critical question here for those of us who are examining
what is good about tact is if there is a difference between what
we could call being “cagey,” which is Thrasymachus’s charge
against Socrates’ narrative, and being tactful. At times
Socrates’ tactfulness seems to be mocking and sarcastic, which,
of course, invites contentiousness. One way to interpret the
subsequent speeches of Glaucon and Adeimantus in Book Two
of the Republic is that Glaucon and Adeimantus are asking
Socrates how he does not just happen at this particular time and
on this particular occasion to be more clever than
Thrasymachus (i.e., superior in refuting another). At another
time someone like Thrasymachus will come along, outfox even
Socrates, and so prove himself to be a better sophist. Does
saying that Socrates is charismatic mean that his arguments for
the benefits ofjustice vis-à-vis injustice are necessarily the most
persuasive (Gadamer, 1986b, p. 51)? Where is the necessity of
justice? Does that necessity lie simply within the character of
Socrates? The speeches of Glaucon and Adeimantus in Book
Two influence Socrates to try another role; that is, Socrates has
reached his limit with them. And, in having to take another role,
Socrates develops as a dialectician. Socrates’ subsequent in
quiry is informed by practical reasonableness orphronesis, and
we could say that, in developing as a dialectician, Socrates
becomes more of a social theorist and less of a philosopher.
Gadamer (198Gb) states:
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The new role that Socrates plays in the discussion of the just
state [in the Republic], for instance, should, and must, be per
ceived as a clearly accentuated change ... it is of particular signifI
cance that Plato’s brothers are the ones who make the transition
with Socrates in the discussion of book 2 of the Republic. (pp. 22-
23)

The problem that arises when an actor’s tactfulness is perceived
as self-serving, for example, merely as a means to setup and
refute an opponent, is that suspicion develops, “No answer is
found to the question posed” (Gadamer, 1986b, p. 22). The
listener becomes distrustful of the speaker’s good will, which is
the basic issue for the hermeneutics of suspicion (Gadamer,
1984; Ricoeur, 1981). According to the hermeneutics of suspi
cion, to distrust the good will of the speaker is the beginning of
critical, albeit skeptical, insight. This, of course, is counterpro
ductive to the deeper interests of tact. Tact wants to encourage
listening because listening is essential to conversation. And the
way tact encourages listening is by demonstrating its own
ability to listen. By showing its willingness to listen, that is, to
listen to how another speaker orients to the question of what is
good, tact develops a sense of confidence within social discourse
where this confidence provides the basis to transform discourse
into conversation.

Notice here how the sophist actually influences a listener not to
listen. The sophist influences his or her listener to distrust the
good will of the speaker where such is represented in the
speaker’s concern for the question of what is good. For the
sophist to be able to distrust the good will of the speaker and to
show another how to distrust the good will of a speaker repre
sents a theoretical insight that is powerful. Notice how the
sophist’s rhetoric belies his or her very own talk.

Tact, in contrast, influences the listener to heed the good will of
the speaker, even when this good will is not at all apparent. And
here is what is so gentlemanly about tact. Tact assumes the
good will of the speaker, that is, his or her interest in the
question of what is good, even when this assumption about the
speaker seems to be poorly grounded. Tact makes a commit
ment to the assumption of another’s good will, not necessarily
for the sake of the other and not necessarily for the sake of
oneself, but for the sake of that human conversation that in
quires.

Conci usion

Given this analysis, it is worth commenting by way of conclu
sion on the recent publication of the Gadamer-Derrida debate
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on contemporary human inquiry titled Dialogue and
Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida Encounter (Gadamer,
1989). A striking feature of this problematic exchange is that
Derrida denies the significance of good will for contemporary
inquiry and Gadamer has difficulty responding. Derrida (1989)
says, “I am not convinced that we ever really have this experi
ence that Professor Gadamer describes, of knowing in a dia
logue that one has been perfectly understood” (p. 54). And
Gadamer (1989) replies:

I cannot believe that Derrida would actually disagree with me
about this. Whoever opens his mouth wants to be understood;
otherwise one would neither speak nor write. (p. 55)

I have argued that to show tact is to ask how another orients to
the question of what is good, and there is every reason to
continue to use this method in our reading of Derrida’s provoca
tive remarks toward Gadamer. How does Derrida’s (1989, pp.
58-71) address “Interpreting Signatures (Nietzsche/Heideg
ger): Two Questions” orient to the question of what is good?

The answer at first glance is deceptively simple. What is com
pelling about Derrida’s (1989) remarks is that Derrida displays
a knowledge of Nietzsche’s work that seems superior to
Heidegger’s understanding of Nietzsche’s work. An important
question, then, is how is it that Heidegger failed to know
Nietzsche in an authentic way? Derrida (1989) provides an
interesting answer; he says that Heidegger’s relation to
Nietzsche is primarily one of good intention, and this relation
accounts for the flaw in Heidegger’s appreciation of Nietzsche.

In saving Nietzsche, Heidegger loses him too; he wants at the
same time to save him and let go of him. At the very moment of
affirming the uniqueness of Nietzsche’s thinking, he does every
thing he can to show that it repeats the mightiest (and therefore
the most general) schema of metaphysics. (p. 65)

What Derrida wants his reader to see is that with an absolutely
metaphysical friend like Heidegger, who needs a particular
enemy? The implicit claim here is that Derrida is Nietzsche’s
better friend—Derrida knows Nietzsche as a unique entity.
Derrida’s remarks are defending Nietzsche as not being what
Heidegger reputes him to be. Notice, though, that this claim to
a deeper friendship infers that Derrida himself embodies more
good will toward the subject.

For Den-ida (1989), Heidegger’s good intentions are fatal to the
genuine spirit of Nietzsche. In the following passage, Den-ida
makes this point poignantly:
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These are the preliminary remarks ... for a future reading of
Heidegger’s Nietzsche—for this ambiguous life-saving act, in the
course of which one stretches out the net for the tightrope
walker, the one who runs the greatest risk overhead on the nar
row rope, only in so far as one has made sure that he ... will not
be taking any risks. In other words: he was dead before he landed
in the net. (p. 69)

Here Nietzsche is the tightrope walker who runs the greatest
risk, and Heidegger is the cautious one who stretches out the
net.

The idea that animates my reading of Derrida’s remarks (for
Gadamer) on Heidegger’s relation to Nietzsche is that
Gadamer’s talk (1989, p. 55), for perhaps rhetorical reasons,
glosses the distinction between good will and good intentions.
And Derrida, for analytic reasons, uses Gadamer’s gloss critical
ly. Derrida’s resistance to the recommendation to heed the
importance of good will in contemporary inquiry is grounded in
Derrida’s own knowledge of what good will really is vis-à-vis
what good intentions actually are. Derrida will not defer to good
intentions.

Good intentions are fundamentally narrow-minded: They ex
press nothing more or less than a will to power in that they
stipulate the needy and helpless character of the subject. Good
intentions define what is good for the other in terms of what the
other per se is unable to do for himself or herself. Gadanier
(1989) says, “one seeks to strengthen the other’s viewpoint so
that what the other person has to say becomes illuminating” (p.
55).

The limit of good intention is that, if it were not for the ascribed
weakness of the other, good intentions would have neither a real
place nor a genuine purpose in human discourse. Good inten
tions are parasitic: They take advantage not of the host’s
strengths, but of the host’s weakness. By suggesting that
Nietzsche is not as weak as Heidegger claims, Derrida (1989)
undermines and so deconstructs Heidegger’s restrictive rela
tion to Nietzsche.

In contrast to good intentions, good will is directed toward the
positive content of the other. Good will is not directed toward
what the other lacks, but directed toward what the other has—
the other’s character, the other’s knowledge of self. Although
the relation of good will is not in itself what friendship is, it
forms the basis for friendship, and, without good will as the
prerequisite, friendship cannot develop. What good will does is
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heed what is essential to another’s life. Derrida (1989) himself

admits:

Life does have a beyond, but it does not allow itself to be made

into something secondary. As itself and in itself it unfolds the

movement of truth or knowledge. It is in itself as its own beyond.

(p. 66)

Such is the profundity of good will; Derrida’s work exemplifies

good will toward life, and, in the above passage, he perfectly

accounts for its guiding principle in human inquiry. A tactful

inquirer recovers how a human life, no matter how different

from the inquirer’s, orients to the question of what is good as

what is essential to that life per se, and to recover this orienta

tion generates understanding.
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