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According to Manfred Frank, Gianni Vattimo is “the man whose name
occurs immediately to one and all when someone calls for the leading Ital-
ian philosopher and intellectual.”” While much of Vattimo’s work has been
translated into English (he is perhaps best-known for the book The End of
Modernity?), there has been little critical reaction to this work. Finally, a vol-
ume of critical essays has become available in English with the publication
of Weakening Philosophy: Essays in Honour of Gianni Vattimo. The volume
is edited by Vattimo’s “disciple” Santiago Zabala, who also provides an ex-
cellent introduction to Vattimo and his philosophy of “weak thought” (pen-
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siero debole), containing much biographical background not previously
available. The contributors are all distinguished philosophers and theologi-
ans in their own right, and among those well-known in the English-speaking
world are Umberto Eco, Charles Taylor, Hugh J. Silverman, Reiner Schir-
mann, Richard Rorty, Manfred Frank, and Jean-Luc Nancy. (Zabala ex-
plains in his introduction that Jacques Derrida was also invited to be a part
of this project, and was keen to write an essay for his “friend Gianni,” but
was sadly prevented from doing so by his failing health (34)). The chapters
are collected in three sections: “Part One: Weakening Metaphysical Power”
(On Vattimo’s philosophy of weak thought generally); “Part Two: Weaken-
ing Metaphysical Methods” (on hermeneutics and the problem of method);
and “Part Three: Weakening Metaphysical Beliefs” (on religion). The book
also contains a concluding essay by Vattimo, and an extensive bibliography
of writings by and about him compiled by Zabala.

The subtitle of the volume was originally planned to be “a Festschrift
for Gianni Vattimo on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday.” The rea-
sons for the change are perhaps obvious from a publishing perspective, but
the rejected subtitle gives a clearer indication of the nature of the collection.
The essays collected here — most specially commissioned for the occasion
— are offered in tribute to Vattimo. Tributes can take many forms, and not
all of the essays collected here in fact address Vattimo’s work directly, or in
a sustained and engaged way. Many of those which do engage Vattimo
start from the author's own philosophical position, and then stake out the
differences of Vattimo’s position to their own. This is perhaps partly ex-
plained by the fact that the contributors are high-profile academics, with
their own habits and patterns of thought well-established, and their own po-
sitions to defend. Thus, while the volume is very effective as a tribute, and
the inclusion of many “big-name” academics helps establish the stature of
Vattimo’s own philosophical profile, the volume also has its drawbacks
considered as a collection of secondary texts on Vattimo. It is of course
only fair to assess the book as it was intended (i.e. as a tribute), but many
English-speaking readers may well approach it wanting to learn more about
Vattimo’s own philosophy and its place in the contemporary critical scene,
and it is therefore worth noting its limitations in this regard. It is also notable
that while the contributors typically express the highest regard for Vattimo’s
philosophical achievements, most of the essays which engage with his
work directly argue quite strongly against one or more of his conclusions.
Some of these criticisms are pertinent, while others miss their mark. In
what follows, | will chart my own interpretive thread through the volume,
picking up and addressing arguments in some chapters while passing over
others entirely, in order to bring out what | believe are some of the most in-
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teresting points on which Vattimo’s philosophy of weak thought is critically
engaged by the contributors to this volume. Firstly, however, since Vat-
timo’s philosophy remains largely unknown in the Anglophone world, | will
give a brief introduction to this philosopher and his distinctively original
thought. Vattimo’s work is syncretic and multifaceted, but since the most in-
teresting engagements in Weakening Philosophy take place around her-
meneutics, | will emphasise this trajectory of his philosophy in the following
comments.

Gianni Vattimo was born in Turin in 1936. He completed doctoral work
on Aristotle at the University of Turin with Luigi Pareyson, before studying
at the University of Heidelberg with Karl Léwith and Hans-Georg Gadamer.
He is currently Professor of Theoretical Philosophy at the University of Tu-
rin. Vattimo served a term as a member of the European Parliament from
2000-2005, and is widely known as a politically-engaged public intellectual
and cultural critic. Vattimo’s philosophy takes its bearings from “the Holy
Trinity of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Gadamer.”® Vattimo has spent much
of his philosophical career reading and developing radical interpretations of
the two leading critics of modernity, Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Hei-
degger. During his time at Heidelberg he translated Gadamer's Warheit
und Methode [Truth and Method] into Italian, and he has been largely re-
sponsible for disseminating Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics in It-
aly.* In 1983, he and Pier Aldo Rovatti (who also contributes a chapter to
Weakening Philosophy) published an edited collection of essays entitled Il
pensiero debole [Weak Thought],® and this term has become central both
to his own work, and to a general trend in Italian philosophy. Weak thought
has sometimes been characterised as a kind of Italian deconstruction (see
for example Rainer Schirmann’s chapter), and shares many thematic con-
cerns with French “post-structuralism” and philosophical “postmodernism”
more broadly. As with deconstruction, post-structuralism, and postmodern-
ism, the iconoclastic philosophies of Nietzsche and Heidegger are of cen-
tral importance to Vattimo’'s weak thought. As Jean Grondin suggests,
however, it is the influence of the hermeneutic tradition (and Gadamer in
particular) on Vattimo’s thought which gives it its distinctive character (Paul
Ricoeur aside, hermeneutics has never been well-received in France).6

Running from Friedrich Schleiermacher to Wilhelm Dilthey to Heideg-
ger to Gadamer, the tradition of philosophical hermeneutics had its prehis-
tory in the problem of how to interpret biblical texts, developed with the
problem of how to interpret written texts in general, and finally became a
hermeneutic ontology which concerns itself with the interpretation of all of
reality. While he has published a book on Schleiermacher,” Vattimo’s ma-
ture philosophy develops a hermeneutic ontology influenced primarily by
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Heidegger and Gadamer, and which also — significantly — takes Nietzsche
seriously as a hermeneutic philosopher.® Jean Grondin’s chapter (“Vat-
timo’s Latinisation of Hermeneutics: Why Did Gadamer Resist Postmodern-
ism?”) explains how Vattimo develops his own “postmodern” hermeneutics
by applying Nietzschean and Heideggerian ideas to Gadamer’s hermeneu-
tics, ideas Gadamer himself would never have accepted. Vattimo’s inter-
pretation of Gadamer turns around the famous phrase from Truth and
Method, “Being that can be understood is language.”® Vattimo chose to
translate this phrase maintaining the commas of the original German omit-
ted in the English translation, so that the phase is effectively: “Being, that
can be understood, is language.”'® This choice allows a reading which radi-
cally identifies Being with language (rather than the demarcation of a lim-
ited sphere of Being which can be understood through language). As
Grondin explains, Gadamer always believed that while language was cen-
tral to interpretation and understanding, what gets interpreted through un-
derstanding is in some sense the meaning that things-in-themselves have.
Vattimo develops and radicalises his interpretation of Gadamer’s herme-
neutics, however, by applying Nietzsche’s famous aphorism: “There are no
facts, only interpretations.”"" In effect, Vattimo subjects Nietzsche’s radical-
ised Kantian thesis — that we have no access to things-in-themselves, only
to appearances — to a “linguistic turn,” courtesy of Gadamer’s (suggested)
thesis about the relation of language and Being. For Vattimo, Being is lan-
guage — our linguistic structures are that which gives meaning to beings
(entities), that by virtue of which they appear as what they appear to be.'?
Thus, we can have no facts about things as they supposedly are in-
themselves; things are what they are only by virtue of language and inter-
pretation.

Furthermore, Vattimo subjects Gadamer’s hermeneutics to what may
be seen as a Heideggerian correction. Gadamer has often been criticised
as a conservative apologist for tradition. Such a view arguably rests on an
interpretation of his work which sees history as an objective and unchang-
ing given, the true meaning of which is to be gained through interpretation.
Vattimo, however — picking up on Heidegger’s influence on Gadamer and
exploiting the dialogue with Being and Time which takes place in Truth and
Method — insists that hermeneutics must see history as the history of the
epochs of Being (Seinsgeschick). That is, beings are revealed as what they
are by virtue of particular “disclosive openings” or events of Being, open-
ings which change through historical time and which Heidegger calls “ep-
ochs.” The meaning of history is thus never given once and for all, since as
we move through historical time the changing nature of the disclosive open-
ing in which we ourselves live governs the parameters of our interpretations
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of the past. Thus, the past is never given once and for all, as objectively
factual, and the inheritance of tradition implies a necessary critical interpre-
tation from the perspective of our current situation. Thus, in Vattimo’s her-
meneutic ontology, Gadamer’s idea of the Wirkungsgeschichte [effective
history] is amalgamated with Heidegger's Seingeschick [destiny of Being]
to overcome the danger of a conservative historicism.

Vattimo radicalises hermeneutic ontology by reading Gadamer,
Nietzsche, and Heidegger together in this unconventional way. For him,
Being itself is language; that is, beings are what they are by virtue of their
appearance in disclosive openings formed from the transmission of linguis-
tic messages handed down to us through tradition. Vattimo gives a further
original twist to his reading of these philosophers by contending that the
term “nihilism,” used critically by Nietzsche and Heidegger, may be recu-
perated to give a positive meaning to their own philosophical positions.
Nietzsche suggests an epistemological form of nihilism with his statement
“there are no facts, only interpretations.” Heidegger suggests an ontological
form of nihilism in his story about the forgetting (or oblivion) of Being in the
history of metaphysics. Vattimo argues that we should embrace nihilism
positively in both these senses: it means that there is very little of Being left
in the metaphysical sense; that is, considered as an objective and eternal
structure. Instead, Being is dissolved in the history of interpretation, in
which there are no facts, only more or less cogent interpretations. As such,
Vattimo thinks that nihilism is a term which can and should be embraced
positively; it indicates the disclosive opening in which we find ourselves to-
day, and it describes the hermeneutic ontology he proposes, which he be-
lieves goes a long way in overcoming the problems of metaphysical
thought identified by Nietzsche and Heidegger. Vattimo’s positive construal
of nihilism is arguably his most provocative gesture, and, as we shall see, a
point on which his interlocutors often feel some discontent.

Vattimo’s philosophy is called “weak thought” precisely because it es-
chews the primary ways in which metaphysical thought strives to be
“strong” or rigorous: that is, by formulating concepts or propositions thought
true by virtue of their correspondence to an independent and objective real-
ity. Instead, weak thought takes the form of an ontological hermeneutics as
just outlined; it strives to interpret both written texts and the world in a way
which will be convincing (or at least plausible) to other members of a dia-
logical community, but which recognises itself as “only” an interpretation.
As such, it is an attempt to develop a “postmetaphysical” form of philoso-
phising which avoids the problems of metaphysics identified by Nietzsche,
Heidegger, and others. The preceding is a necessarily brief outline, indi-
cating some of the main points of Vattimo’s philosophy. In what follows, |
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wish to take up in dialogue some of the authors who contribute chapters to
Weakening Philosophy. First, since in his conclusion Vattimo chooses to
clarify his own position rather than respond to the contributors’ essays, |
wish defend him from several criticisms that | believe are misplaced. | will
then turn to some of the more apposite critical engagements in the volume.

The leading article of the anthology (after Zabala’s introduction) is by
Vattimo’s long-time friend Umberto Eco. Eco was one of the contributors to
the book Il pensiero debole. He notes here that that book was conceived as
a critical discussion concerning the prospects for a “weak thought,” but was
taken by some (whom, Eco quips, probably prefer just to read the titles of
books rather than the books themselves) as a manifesto. Consequently,
Eco was lumped together with the apostles of weak thought, despite the
fact that his chapter was in significant disagreement with Vattimo and
Rovatti’s provocation. In his contribution here, Eco seeks to distance him-
self from weak thought by setting out the difference between Vattimo’s po-
sition and his own. The crux of this difference is indicated by the title of his
chapter: “Weak Thought and the Limits of Interpretation.” Eco takes it as
well-established and commonly accepted in contemporary philosophy that
the relationship between the world and the mind is interpretive (rather than
representational, as in the image of the mind as a mirror of nature criticized
by Rorty'); that there are no facts free of interpretive frameworks. How-
ever, he proposes that there are limits to interpretation, so that while we
may well say that there are an indefinite number of valid interpretations of a
text (or the world), there are also identifiable misinterpretations. In other
words, Eco believes that there are constraints on interpretation, while con-
struing Vattimo’s position as one which rejects such constraints. After quot-
ing Vattimo’s metaphor of Being in the contemporary era as “moth-eaten,”
Eco writes:

Even if being were moth-eaten, there would always be a fabric
whose warp and web, confused by the infinite holes that have eaten
into it, still subsist in some stubborn way (55).

And, even more evocatively:

Being says no in the same way a tortoise would say no if we asked it
to fly (55).

Eco’s argument, in a nutshell, is that there are objective conditions which
constrain our interpretations of the world; conditions which mean that tor-
toises are the kind of beings which cannot fly, and which mean that a small
stick with its tip covered in cotton is a better tool for cleaning one’s ear than
a screwdriver.
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This may seem quite reasonable. Underlying Eco’s criticism of Vat-
timo, however, seems to be the assumption that for Vattimo there are no
limits to interpretation. Now, this seems to me to be a misinterpretation of
Vattimo’s texts (whatever warrants such a claim). For Vattimo, interpreta-
tion is always limited; not by supposedly natural and objective conditions,
but by historical conditions. Specifically, in the epoch we are in, nihilism it-
self acts as a guiding thread and limit to interpretation (such that we ought
to prefer nihilistic interpretations over non-nihilistic ones). Vattimo ex-
presses this same idea in different terms when discussing biblical interpre-
tation: the only limit on such interpretation, he argues, is charity, the central
value and only core meaning of Christianity (as he sees it). Now, these may
be very minimal limits on interpretation, and a good deal of critical work
could be done on this problem.15 The point, however, is that Eco’s criticism
misses the mark. Eco seems to insist on ahistorical and objective limits to
interpretation (there is something about the objective structure of the real
which makes x a plausible interpretation and y a misinterpretation, etc.).
Since Vattimo’s limit is a historical one and nothing more, Eco discounts it.
Another way of seeing the issue might be this: Eco thinks that for Vattimo
there are no limits on interpretation because from a God’s eye perspective
Being is subject to any and all transformations (it is infinitely malleable). But
this is precisely the position Vattimo rejects; we are in history and con-
strained in our interpretations by the history of interpretations. From this
perspective, we must even understand the interpretation of Being as “moth-
eaten” as itself an historically relative interpretation. What Eco refutes is an
objective thesis about Being, perhaps quite reasonably. But this thesis is
not Vattimo’s own.

Another criticism which | see as misplaced is made by Wolfgang
Welsch in his chapter “The Human — Over and Over Again.” Welsch’s lead-
ing question of Vattimo is, “Did the author of The End of Modernity depart
from the modernist way of thinking, or does he remain its partisan?” (87).
Welsch defines “the modernist way of thinking” as given by what he calls
the anthropic principle, or what is more commonly known as humanism. Its
fundamental axiom was formulated by Diderot in 1755: “Man is the unique
concept from which one must start and to which one must refer everything
back.”'® After a survey of various major thinkers and schools in contempo-
rary philosophy (including, notably, Nietzsche and Heidegger) which char-
acterizes them as essentially humanistic, Welsch concludes that the entire
hermeneutic tradition, and Vattimo with it, also remains humanistic, thereby
failing to overcome modernist thinking. Vattimo’s hermeneutic ontology is
modernist, on Welsch’s reckoning, because the meaning of things is
thought to be given by language, itself a human product. Welsch argues
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that there are good reasons for desiring to overcome the modernist, hu-
manistic mindset. One of these is that it is dogmatic,17 and another is that it
is self-contradictory. On this second point, Welsch argues that modernist
thinking

maintains that all our understanding is determined by our physical,
cultural, social, etc., parameters and contains nothing capable of
reaching beyond them. But a determination and limitation of this kind
could in any case be stated only from a position outside these pa-
rameters, from the perspective of a God’s-eye view. Otherwise the
assertion would be itself subject to the same restrictions and thus
could itself be at best only relatively valid and hence unable to serve
as a binding principle. But according to the modernist position, pre-
cisely such an overview is unavailable to us (97).

Now, there are several problems with Welsch’s reading of Vattimo here.
First, Vattimo’s own definition of the defining trait of modernist thought dif-
fers from Welsch’s, and Welsch makes no attempt to take this into account
or debate Vattimo on this issue. For Vattimo, modern thought is defined by
the taking of the novum (the new) as a central value. This valuation of the
new is linked to the ideas of progress and of overcoming, where the new is
thought to overcome or surpass the old in a way which contributes towards
the march of modern culture toward the telos of emancipation.”® From a
Vattiminian'® perspective, Welsch would appear to remain thoroughly en-
meshed in the modernist mindset precisely because of his desire to over-
come humanism. Secondly, the problem of the self-contradictory nature of
modernist thinking that Welsch notes here is in fact a well-known problem
with many naive formulations of relativism. However, Vattimo’s thinking is
not so naive. He recognizes that it would be self-contradictory for herme-
neutic ontology to claim the primacy of interpretation as a fact about the
world, and insists that hermeneutic ontology is itself only an interpretation,
one which is moreover not warranted by any supposed conformity with the
objective nature of things, but one which has become available in the con-
temporary world precisely because it has been handed down to us through
the historical transmission of interpretations. (In other words, Vattimo’s
hermeneutic ontology finds its validity-conditions not in supposedly extra-
interpretive facts about the world, but in the history of hermeneutics itself,
as it has been handed down from Schleiermacher to Gadamer.)?® To illus-
trate this point, Vattimo emphasises what he sees as an essential caveat to
Nietzsche’s famous statement about facts and interpretations: “There are
no facts, only interpretations, and this too is an interpretation.” While Vat-
timo’s position brings with it its own attendant difficulties — some of which
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Welsch also correctly notes, and to which | shall turn shortly — his rejection
of the possibility of hermeneutic ontology presenting itself as a “fact” (in
Welsch'’s terms, presenting a position from a “God’s-eye view”) means that
it successfully avoids the charge Welsch makes against modernist human-
ism.

Taking up a further misplaced criticism — in relation to Nancy K.
Frankenberry’s chapter “Weakening Religious Belief: Vattimo, Rorty, and
the Holism of the Mental” — will also allow discussion of a theme to which
Vattimo has more recently turned, and to which a third of Weakening Phi-
losophy is dedicated: religion. It is notable that in his book The Weak
Thought and Its Strength (one of the few other books on Vattimo available
in English), Dario Antiseri spends much time trying to argue that Vattimo’s
weak thought would indeed be compatible with religious belief, and chastis-
ing him for remaining an atheist.?" Since the writing of that book, Vattimo
has taken a “theological turn,” marked perhaps most famously by the con-
ference organised, and subsequent book edited, with Derrida: Religion.*
Vattimo has developed a surprising interpretation of Christianity which
makes it compatible with his own Nietzscheanism, by seeing Christianity it-
self as the impetus behind secularization. He equates Nietzsche’s pro-
nouncement of the “death of God” with the death of Christ on the cross,
and the secularization process with the theological theme of kenosis, the
self-abasement of God through his incarnation in Christ. The incarnation is
understood as a handing-over of power from God to humanity, and a
change in the relationship of the divinity to humanity from one of “Father” to
one of “friend.” The kenotic theme may be understood as confluent with
secularization because they both enact a weakening of metaphysical
power. Moreover, Vattimo argues that the strong reasons for being atheistic
which were proposed as part of the Enlightenment critique of religion as
superstition have now themselves been undermined (with the critiques of
reason, of progress, etc.). Ultimately, Vattimo defends a version of Christi-
anity in which metaphysical beliefs (such as the notion that the Godhead is
composed of a Trinity, etc.) are reduced to the point of having little or no
significance, and what survives is what he sees as the central value of the
Christian tradition, caritas (love or charity).?

Frankenberry, quite reasonably, comments that once Christianity has
been reduced in this way “...one can question whether there is any longer
any reason to talk about Christianity if we can more simply talk about love.
If everything said in terms of the Christian belief system could equally well
be communicated in the vocabulary of existentialist humanism, one lan-
guage or the other would seem to be superfluous.”® The implied answer to
this question is that religion meets certain human needs, helping people
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confront the contingency or arbitrariness of existence.”> However,
Frankenberry faults Vattimo (and Rorty) for supposedly subscribing to a
functionalist explanation of religion which explains religious beliefs as a
function of certain human needs (284-5; 295, note 39). Referring to influen-
tial critiques of functionalism as a method of explanation in the social sci-
ences (such as Carl Hempel's®®), she argues that functional explanations
do not increase our understanding because “[n]Jeeds — even the deep hu-
man need for meaning — do not explain anything. Needs are what need to
be explained...What exactly is shown? Are the purported needs any less
obscure than the religious phenomena they are supposed to explain?”
(285).

It is true that Vattimo’s thinking about religion and secularization has
an important debt to Nietzsche’s analysis of religion, which might be seen
as functional (metaphysical beliefs provide a sense of security, etc.). How-
ever, Vattimo would certainly not endorse an approach to religion which
purports to be a model of explanation. In the hermeneutic tradition, an im-
portant distinction is made between explanation and understanding, where
the former is the goal of the natural sciences (and, arguably, social sci-
ences which [mistakenly?] adopt methodologies from the natural sciences),
and the latter is the goal of the human sciences.?’ Frankenberry seems to
conflate explanation and understanding. Significantly, understanding is that
which is arrived at through interpretation, and discussion of religion as a
function of needs should be understood as an interpretation, not a causal
explanation (nor a matter of deductive logic in which needs and religious
beliefs might be established as independent terms before a relation is es-
tablished between them, a demand which seems to be implicit in Hempel's
critique). As an interpretation, the view of religion as answering human
needs yields a great deal in understanding, since it can displace an entire
worldview — from a world which includes the objective existence of meta-
physical entities (seen as the best way to understand religious belief), to a
secularized world which has a scepticism towards the existence of such en-
tities (because alternative interpretations of the phenomenon of religious
belief are available). As such, Vattimo’s implicit justification of continuing to
talk about the Christian tradition because it meets certain needs is far more
defensible than Frankenberry supposes.

The preceding arguments made by Eco, Welsch, and Frankenberry
may all be seen as displaying what Jean-Frangois Lyotard called a differ-
end: a dispute in which the two parties cannot agree on a common criterion
for settling the dispute.?® This is perhaps not surprising, since what are of-
ten being disputed in these critical engagements with Vattimo are the crite-
ria for validity themselves. Vattimo’s philosophy provocatively calls for a
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“weakening” of such criteria, transposing them from the supposed objectiv-
ity of the world to the fluidity of the history of interpretation. As with all phi-
losophers who innovate on such a profound level of thought, a special diffi-
culty arises as to how to judge the validity of their claims. Either we can ap-
ply previous tests for validity, tests which the innovator is not likely to live
up to because they rely on a framework for thought which have been ex-
plicitly rejected, or we can try to assess the innovator’'s work on its own
terms, testing it for internal coherence and freedom from “performative con-
tradiction.” Perhaps ideally, we can combine both approaches, offering both
an “internal” and an “external” reading to help us get a clearer picture of the
value of a radical thinker's thought.29 The problem with many of the per-
spectives expressed here, however, is that they do not sufficiently take the
“internal” perspective on Vattimo’s work into account, and the result is that
we often simply have a differend; an assessment of Vattimo’s work in terms
other than his own, and terms he has explicitly rejected. The result is that
many of the engagements here risk being an unproductive disagreement,
an impasse, rather than a genuine dialogue with Vattimo.

Nevertheless, there are also many engagements with Vattimo’s
thought in this large volume which are made in terms internal to his own
problematic. Turning now toward some of these, we can identify at least
two points on which important objections to Vattimo are made: his descrip-
tion of the ontology of the current situation, and his prescription of the form
of postmetaphysical thinking appropriate to it.*> On the first point, we can
return to Frankenberry, as well as turning to Giacomo Marramao and Paolo
Flores D’Arcais. To some extent (the exact extent is debatable), the co-
gency of Vattimo’s philosophy depends upon his description of the ontology
of the current situation as nihilistic. That is, the legitimacy of weak thought
relies on the supposition that “God is dead,” that Being is in decline, that
metaphysical beliefs have largely lost their purchase, and so forth. But sev-
eral contributors to this volume question this interpretation of the current
situation. For a start, Vattimo’s description of our epoch may be challenged
on directly “factual” grounds. For example, while Vattimo’s interpretation
suggests a widescale weakening of metaphysical beliefs in contemporary
culture (the result of secularization), Frankenberry points to empirical stud-
ies of religious belief which suggest that belief in supernatural entities and
metaphysical principles abounds in the contemporary world (and is particu-
larly high in the U.S.A., it seems) (282). Of course, Vattimo would not con-
sider his interpretation of our epoch to be a “factual” description of an “ob-
jective” situation; it is self-consciously an interpretation, and only an inter-
pretation. Nevertheless, at the very least, empirical studies such as those
cited by Frankenberry suggest alternative interpretations, ones which Vat-
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timo and the partisans of weak thought cannot simply ignore without being
accused of upholding their own preferred interpretations on purely arbitrary
grounds.

So, how are interpretations of epochality to be validated? Marramao
pointedly asks, “according to which criteria and/or experiences can we af-
firm that historicity and contingency belong to our epoch and not to preced-
ing epochs?” (79). This problem is particularly difficult since the appeal to
our epoch as nihilistic is often what does the work of validation for weak
thought. Vattimo argues that we ought to think weakly because we are liv-
ing in a nihilistic epoch, but what resources does weak thought have to
validate this interpretation of epochality? Clearly, Vattimo does not believe
it is an “objective” description, but one which emerges from the history of
interpretation itself. That is, Vattimo offers it as an interpretation and “vali-
dates” it with reference to a host of previous interpretations, principally
those of Nietzsche and Heidegger, but also many others (Dilthey, Theodor
W. Adorno, Lyotard, Arnold Gehlen, etc.). According to D’Arcais, however,
this move doesn’t place Vattimo in a better situation. If the interpretation of
(post-)modernity as nihilistic is only an interpretation, a “fable,” then there is
the problem of choosing between different fables, with no apparent criteria
for judgement. D’arcais argues that “no fable can prove another one wrong:
they all co-exist in the limbo of a common undecidability, unless there is a
criterion given from a higher level ... ” (262). Moreover, D’Arcais notes, Vat-
timo’s hermeneutics appears circular since it validates itself with reference
to an interpretation of culture and history which it simply presupposes. He
writes that:

only by presupposing modernity as the occurrence of nihilism does
this interpretation become more persuasive than that of modernity
as an unbridgeable gap or as the totalitarian aberration of the
Enlightenment. In the end, the “truth” or greater persuasiveness of
hermeneutic interpretation reduces itself to the claim: “I will tell the
fable in this way!” (263).

This problem of validating his description of the contemporary situation
leads on to the second problematic aspect of Vattimo’s philosophy | wish to
discuss. This is a problem | have already raised, and the one which
emerges most often in the pages of this book: the problem of relativism.
This is a problem which bears directly on Vattimo’s prescription of weak
thought. Relativism is of course a constant bugbear for hermeneutics and
theories of interpretation generally, and is arguably the central problem in
Vattimo’s philosophy, the one which may cause the most resistance to
weak thought. We have already seen some of the objections to Vattimo in-
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volving accusations of relativism (Eco, Welsch), and | would simply like to
summarise the difficulties weak thought has with relativism via a few further
points made by D’Arcais.

Firstly, it should be noted that the problem of relativism, within the pur-
view of Vattimo’s philosophy, does not bare on epistemology, at least inso-
far as it is traditionally conceived in terms of “objective” truth. Rather, it
bears on the act of interpretation, and the problem of knowing which inter-
pretations are better than others (and for what reasons). As D’Arcais notes,
Vattimo’s weak thought is “an essentially moral philosophy, or more pre-
cisely, an ethico-political philosophy.” This is because ‘it is an antimeta-
physical, antidogmatic and antiauthoritatian philosophy, where the theoreti-
cal purpose (antimetaphysical and antidogmatic) is nonetheless explicitly
commanded by a political purpose (antiauthoritarian)” (250). Ultimately,
Vattimo’s reasons for rejecting metaphysics are not theoretical (problems of
system, of closure, of foundation, etc.), but ethical. This is precisely the
theme which he chooses to develop in his concluding essay to this volume,
“Metaphysics and Violence.” Vattimo argues that metaphysics is essentially
violent, for at least two reasons. While he develops this theme in detail with
reference to Nietzsche, Heidegger, Adorno, and Lévinas, the links between
metaphysics and violence may be simply put as follows. First, Vattimo
gives a specifically hermeneutic account of violence as silencing an Other
and excluding them from dialogue (and hence, on Vattimo’s account, ex-
cluding them from participation in the community and in the constitution of
“reality”). In appealing to truth and foundation, the “strong” thought of meta-
physics discourages an ethical relation to the Other because one has no
reason to engage in respectful dialogue with him or her. If one believes one
has the truth (or a method by which to determine it), then one would seem
to be warranted in ignoring, or even silencing, those who disagree with ei-
ther that truth or that method. Hermeneutics appears as an “ethical” phi-
losophy on this count because it encourages respectful dialogue with oth-
ers, and Vattimo’s “nihilistic” hermeneutics particularly so because it rejects
claims to ultimate truth or foundation (and thus, regects strong reasons to
close off dialogue with, or actively silence, others).” Secondly, metaphys-
ics — as Heidegger and Adorno both demonstrate in differing ways — is a
form of thinking which is fundamentally complicit with the total rational or-
ganization of society. That is, metaphysics, as instrumental rationality
(Adorno) and techno-scientific Ge-Stell (Heidegger), promotes a form of
social life in which freedom is diminished and alienation is cultlvated

While the desire to listen respectfully to others might appear to lead to
a kind of “anything goes” relativism, in which all interpretations are seen as
equally valid, Vattimo rejects this “vulgar” form of relativism on the grounds
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that it, too, lends itself to violence. If all interpretations are considered
equally valid, then there is nothing to determine which interpretations will
take precedence except the violent play of competing forces. In other
words, no principles would legitimate dialogue, since there would be no
way of convincing someone that one interpretation is better than another,
and so no reason not to simply impose one’s own interpretation through
force.33 So Vattimo seeks a criterion to guide interpretation, to enable the
judgement that one interpretation is better than another. As we have al-
ready seen, he takes this criterion from his interpretation of history, and
suggests that the nihilistic epoch in which we live gives us criteria for inter-
pretation. However, at a deeper level of motivation is the view that the sin-
gle criterion for guiding interpretation is an ethical and political one: the re-
duction of violence. Thus, the reduction of violence is the criterion by which
Vattimo might claim that the interpretation of the current epoch as nihilistic
is preferable to other interpretations, since it suggests that the violent think-
ing of metaphysics is no longer appropriate or tenable.

However, as D’Arcais points out, Vattimo seems to run into a difficulty
here. For what validates this very appeal to a reduction of violence? This is
the metaethical question: why be ethical? Generally, Vattimo appeals to his
philosophy of history again here, stating that the reasons for being ethical
are not metaphysical absolutes, but have been given to us in the handing-
down of tradition.34 But, as D’Arcais rightly notes and as Vattimo himself
argues, tradition is itself a matter of interpretation (i.e. we must choose
what aspects of tradition to accept and what to reject), and the ethical re-
duction of violence seems to be validated by appeal to a philosophy of his-
tory (nihilism) which is itself validated by the ethical reduction of violence,
and we seem to have a problem of circularity. D’Arcais thinks that Vattimo
thus reaches an impasse, where the choice is between a vulgar relativism
and a metaphysical principle (the only ways of avoiding this circularity). He
writes:

One cannot escape this dilemma: either there exists a criterion by
which to choose one interpretation over another, one that avoids the
anarchic confusion but supplies a criterion that is (metaphysical)
truth and not interpretation, or this criterion does not exist, and con-
sequently everything is really interpretation (including this affirma-
tion) but unavoidably (in its turn a truth, above all!) there is anarchic
confusion (which closes the discussion on preference, and entrusts
it to the contingent facticity of the battle among wills to power) (261).

One might perhaps reply on behalf of Vattimo and weak thought that the
diagnosis of this impasse relies on an insistence on a foundational mode of
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thinking: perhaps circularity only appears as a problem if one insists that
there must be an ultimate and independently verifiable criterion which
guides thought. Perhaps all Vattimo’s philosophy requires — and all it as-
pires to - is a self-consistent interpretation of the world and of thought itself
which is able to engage itself as a plausible position in a dialogue, and in-
deed in such a way that it remains open to other positions because it does
not take itself to be a truth, but only an interpretation.35 Nevertheless,
D’Arcais’ investigation of the problem of relativism in Vattimo’'s weak
thought is something more than simply a misplaced criticism like those we
saw earlier, since it is based on a careful internal reading of Vattimo’s
thought, and brings to light a potential aporia. D’Arcais thus correctly identi-
fies the point on which many are likely to have justifiable hesitations about
Vattimo’s philosophy. In short, it remains unclear whether Vattimo’s herme-
neutics can adequately avoid the problem of relativism, and this, | believe,
is the central point on which further dialogue and debate around Vattimo’s
work needs to focus.

Weakening Philosophy stands as a major contribution to the dissemi-
nation of Vattimo’s thought in the Anglophone world. It perhaps does not
always serve as well as it might as an introduction to this important Italian
philosopher, and as a critical assessment its results are varied, patchy, and
far from definitive — no clear and consistent critical angle emerges from the
many varied essays collected here. But this only serves to highlight the
multifaceted and provocative nature of Vattimo’s work. Ultimately, it is un-
deniable that Weakening Philosophy is an invaluable sourcebook of critical
interpretations of Vattimo, which all future engagements with his philosophy
must take into account. Engaging with Vattimo’s weak thought is important,
even for those who could never accept its conclusions, for it represents an
important position in the trajectory of postmetaphysical (post-Nietzschean
and post-Heideggerian) thought. Arguably, it is this trajectory which still de-
fines the horizon and limit of contemporary philosophical and critical
thought, and even those who reject this Heideggerian problematic outright
— such as the increasingly popular Alain Badiou and his followers — argua-
bly inscribe its importance in the very desperation and arrogance of their
gesture.®® Vattimo’s work should also be considered one of the most origi-
nal and significant (if controversial) developments of Gadamerian herme-
neutics, and interpretation-theory in general, which highlights and proposes
innovative solutions to problems endemic to this discipline, such as the lim-
its of interpretation and the problem of relativism. Above and beyond the
theoretical dimension of his work, however, Vattimo’s most distinctive con-
tribution to postmetaphysical and hermeneutical philosophy is perhaps his
extension of it into the practical domains of ethics, politics, and lived exis-
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tence. This point is highlighted by many of the contributors to Weakening
Philosophy, and | will conclude with two examples:

Vattimo on more than one occasion has been asked to clarify
precisely what he means by [weak thought]. In response, he tells
us most emphatically that it is not a weakness of thinking in
which philosophy is no longer able to give directions to the con-
cerns of life.*’

Vattimo’s thought always relates to and affects the life we live ... If
you read Vattimo and follow his reasoning for part of the way, you
will begin to act, judge, and live differently in a number of situa-
tions. >

The Melbourne School of Continental Philosophy

phallacy@tpg.com.au
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