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Fink and Gadamer

Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, 
and the Aesthetics of Play

Stefano Marino

In the present contribution I will try to sketch an attempt of critical comparison 
between Eugen Fink’s phenomenological account of play and the role played by the 
notion of play in the context of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy. Due 
to the limits, in terms of length and structure, of a single book chapter, and also due 
to the breadth and complexity of this topic in the philosophies of both these great 
German thinkers, it is not my aim to ambitiously provide here a systematic or all-
encompassing investigation of all the aspects of Fink’s and Gadamer’s philosophies 
of play. The present contribution must be rather understood only as a preliminary 
exploration of a topic that I potentially hope to investigate in a more complete, detailed, 
and systematic way in some future comparative works on these authors. Throughout 
the decades Fink developed his phenomenological, ontological, and even cosmological 
interpretation of the concept of play. I will limit myself to some references to Fink’s 
1957 essay “Oasis of Happiness: Toward an Ontology of Play” (OH) and to his 1969 
book Fashion: Seductive Play (FSP).

It is noteworthy that fashion is included by Fink in the complex and multifaceted 
realm of phenomena that can be explained through the concept of play. In particular, 
with regard to the question as to whether or not there is an aspect that can be taken 
as a privileged key to gain an adequate access to fashion, Fink’s answer is the aesthetic 
dimension. Fink emphasizes the irreducibility of fashion’s play to other dimensions 
of human existence, such as economics, ethics, or politics. Fink poignantly defines 
fashion as “an aesthetic realm ‘beyond good and evil’,” and then adds that “This 
relegation of fashion to aesthetic manifestations, which reach their peak in artworks, 
should not deceive us into applying categories from theoretical aesthetics to fashion” 
(Fink 2023: 85).

In some passages of FSP what emerges is the relation between fashion and play—
and also seduction. Seduction occupies a strategic position of mediation between the 
two other concepts in Fink’s account of these phenomena. For example, Fink observes 
that sociability plays a fundamental role in the whole of human existence and that, in 
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turn, “Sociability lives in the element of play. The great forms of sociability, with their 
‘receptions,’ their ‘festivals,’ always have a more or less masked play-character” (Fink 
2023: 97). Fink further observes: “Human play is a basic phenomenon that does not 
occur alongside and outside of the carrying out of serious existence, but rather, in 
its sphere, replicates and mirrors all serious undertakings in the mode of as-if” (Fink 
2023: 93). These passages show the continuity of Fink’s observations about play since 
they are comparable to his earlier work in OH (Fink 2016: 19, 24–6, 28–30).

Fink’s philosophical work on the concept of play culminates in PSW. There he 
emphasizes the need to offer today a rehabilitation of the importance of the “worldliness” 
of human play, starting from the idea of the ecstatic openness of the human being toward 
the world and eventually arriving at an outline of a phenomenological cosmology. A 
philosophy centered on the concept of kosmos, on a general view of the human being as 
the ens cosmologicum, and on the basic idea of “cosmological difference” (comparable, 
although not identical, to Heidegger’s “ontological difference”). Especially the concepts 
of play and world assume a central role in this context, up to the point that play, 
world, and world-totality can be defined as “the key concepts of Fink’s entire post-war 
philosophical work (Bertolini 2012: 128).

In the twentieth century there has been an important series of philosophies of play. 
Let us simply think about the great relevance that the concept of play has acquired 
in different thinkers such as Huizinga, Caillois, Adorno, Gadamer, Marcuse, Plessner, 
Wittgenstein, and others. For example, in the philosophy of language, “language game” 
has become a key concept since Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1953). In 
aesthetics the philosophical use of the concept of play has often relied on some insights 
whose original coinage can be traced back to Kant’s notion of the “free play” of the 
“powers of cognition” (Kant 2000) or to Schiller’s original concept of the “play-drive” 
(Schiller 1993).

Compared to others, Fink’s philosophy of play stands out because of its breadth, 
coherence, rigor, and systematic character. Gadamer is one of Fink’s contemporaries 
who can be compared to him on this topic. He wrote of play often (Gadamer 1976: 
130–81) and belongs to the so-called Phänomenologische Bewegung (Figal 2007 and 
Gregorio 2008). Of course, it is important to immediately emphasize the explicit 
hermeneutical orientation that characterizes Gadamer’s approach to phenomenology, 
due to the long-lasting influence of Heidegger’s 1920 lectures and the original 
ontological and hermeneutical interpretation of phenomenology that Heidegger had 
developed in his 1927 Being and Time (see Heidegger 2010, §§5–8, 13–35).

Even a quick comparison between Fink’s and Gadamer’s philosophies shows that 
both conceived of play as a basic human phenomenon, as an “existential characteristic” 
that deserves to be studied at a serious philosophical level. In the same years in 
which Fink wrote and published PSW, Gadamer also intensively reflected on the 
phenomenological and hermeneutical significance of play, most notably in the first 
part of Truth and Method (TM).

TM is structured in three parts, respectively corresponding to different fields and 
steps of development of Gadamer’s ambitious “universal hermeneutics.” In general, 
Gadamer’s fundamental philosophical task is “to seek the experience of truth that 
transcends the domain of scientific method wherever that experience is to be found, 
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and to inquire into its legitimacy” (Gadamer 2004: XXI). In fact, “the problem of 
hermeneutics”—which, for Gadamer, is basically the problem of understanding and 
“not merely a concern of science,” but rather something that “goes beyond the limits 
of the concept of method as set by modern science” and that “belongs to human 
experience of the world in general” (Gadamer 2004: xx). The first part of TM is focused 
on some fundamental aesthetic problems, understood in light of the basic hermeneutic 
phenomenon of understanding. This part of Gadamer’s opus magnum starts from a 
penetrating critique of the “subjectivization of aesthetics” in the modern age—with a 
specific critique of the notion of “aesthetic consciousness,” as inadequate to fully grasp 
the breadth of “aesthetic experience”—and arrives to the retrieval of the question of 
artistic truth and the development of a hermeneutic ontology of the artwork. The 
main contents of the first part of TM are probably summarized by Gadamer’s famous 
statement “Aesthetics has to be absorbed into hermeneutics” (Gadamer 2004: 157).

In the first part of TM, Gadamer offers a hermeneutical conception of play 
that understands it as the “clue to ontological explanation” leading to the center of 
Gadamer’s philosophical theory of art. Besides this, it is remarkable that in other 
subsequent Gadamerian essays on aesthetics and poetics from the 1970s and 1980s the 
concept of Spiel keeps playing a particularly important role, although sometimes with 
a light shift from the strictly ontological orientation that characterized TM to a more 
anthropological one. This is especially the case of two essays from the mid-1970s, “The 
Play of Art” and “The Relevance of the Beautiful.” In the first, play is understood as “an 
elementary phenomenon” that “determines man as a natural being,” and the human 
“forms of play” are emphatically defined as the “forms of our freedom” (Gadamer 1986: 
123, 130). In the second essay, the concept of play, alongside the concepts of symbol 
and festival, forms the essay’s subtitle and thus immediately shows its centrality in the 
context of Gadamer’s attempt to philosophically grasp the essence of art, beauty, and 
aesthetic experience. The focus is that play is a fundamental communitarian element, 
tightly connected to the ritualistic dimension of artistic events, that is, the festival 
(Gadamer 1986: 39–53).

In TM play is vital in overcoming the narrow and subjectivistic orientation of 
various modern aesthetic theories that Gadamer critically discusses. In fact, for 
Gadamer this concept offers the possibility of developing an aesthetic paradigm that is 
finally capable of connecting the phenomenon of the work of art to the fundamental 
dimensions of understanding and experience (and not merely Erlebnis, understood 
by Gadamer as a reductive idea of human experience). In order to stress the anti-
subjectivistic orientation of his hermeneutical conception of play, Gadamer explicitly 
claims that, “When we speak of play in reference to the experience of art, this means 
neither the orientation nor even the state of mind of the creator or of those enjoying 
the work of art, nor the freedom of a subjectivity engaged in play, but the mode of the 
being of the work of art itself ” (Gadamer 2004: 102).

For Gadamer, the experience of movement represents the basis of the idea of play: 
“The movement of playing has no goal that brings it to an end; rather, it renews itself 
in constant repetition. The movement backward and forward is obviously so central to 
the definition of play that it makes no difference who or what performs this movement” 
(Gadamer 2004: 104).1 Just like Fink, Gadamer focuses his attention on the fact that, 

BLO_04_PHPL_C004_docbook_new_indd.indd   38BLO_04_PHPL_C004_docbook_new_indd.indd   38 30-01-2024   20:08:0930-01-2024   20:08:09



	�  39Fink and Gadamer

in play, the player is “played.” This is what Gadamer emphatically calls “the primacy of 
play over the consciousness of the player,” arguing that “The players are not the subjects 
of play; instead play merely reaches presentation through the players” (Gadamer 2004: 
103, 105), so that the main feature of play is “self-presentation” that includes in itself—
and actually overcomes—the supposed primacy of the subject. According to Gadamer,

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 his spirit. The player 
experiences the game as a reality that surpasses him. This is all more the case 
where the game is itself “intended” as such a reality—for instance, the play which 
appears a presentation for an audience. (Gadamer 2004: 109)

On this basis, assuming a critical stance toward the basic subject/object dichotomy 
that has been typical of modern epistemology, Gadamer gradually aims to show that 
art cannot be reduced to a mere object of a subjective aesthetic consciousness, nor can 
it be properly understood on the basis of the idea of “aesthetic differentiation” that, 
for him, has characterized modern aesthetics. In this context, play functions as a sort 
of emblem of art itself, inasmuch as it allows recognition of our experience with art 
as “a part of the event of being that occurs in presentation, and belongs essentially to 
play as play” (Gadamer 2004: 115). For Gadamer, “Th[e] change, in which human play 
comes to its true consummation in being art,” can be defined as a “transformation into 
structure,” and it is “only through this change does play achieve ideality, so that it can 
be intended and understood as play” (Gadamer 2004: 110).

It is especially, but not exclusively, in the first part of TM, dedicated to the development 
of his hermeneutical aesthetics, that Gadamer’s account of play emerges. In the 
conclusion of the third part of TM, dedicated to the development of his hermeneutical 
conception of language, there is included a significant reference to the concept of play. 
It is understood as a sort of trait d’union between the aesthetic experience of beauty 
and the linguistic dimension of understanding. “Language games exist where we, as 
learners—and when do we cease to be that?—rise to the understanding of the world. 
Here it is worth recalling what we said about the nature of play, namely that the player’s 
actions should not be considered subjective actions” (Gadamer 2004: 484).

Both Fink and Gadamer assign a fundamental importance to the role “played” by 
play in human existence. In contrast to less philosophical accounts of play which often 
considered it as “mere idle amusement, to be valid only as a restful pause which helps 
us return all the more energized to what is ‘really’ important,” in OH, Fink develops “a 
speculative phenomenology of play that begins from the sort of play with which we are 
all familiar and from there attempts to reflect on play, moving from child’s play all the 
way up to cosmic play, where the world itself is conceived as a ‘game without a player’” 
(Moore and Turner 2016: 1). Gadamer, for his part, understands, “The playfulness of 
human games [as] constituted by the imposition of rules and regulations that only 
count as such within the closed world of play,” and, for him, this is exactly the element 
that is constitutive of the collective world of human practices: “this is indeed so 
universal a structure of human existence that we might well consider the directedness 
of play to be characteristically human” (Gadamer 1986: 124).
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Fink’s ambitious phenomenology of play develops a full-blown and somehow all-
encompassing account of this phenomenon not only in existential and ontological 
terms but eventually also in a cosmological direction and, quite surprisingly, even 
in relation to a human practice that most philosophers have traditionally considered 
as “the most superficial of all phenomena” (Svendsen 2006: 7), namely fashion. In 
contrast, Gadamer’s interest in the concept of play is more delimited, not arriving to 
the metaphysical and cosmological vastness of Fink’s treatment. In fact, in the case of 
Gadamer play appears to be especially important in the context of his hermeneutical 
aesthetics—outlined in the first part of TM and then in many subsequent essays, later 
collected in the eighth and ninth volumes of his Gesammelte Werke—and then, partially, 
also in some of his contributions on language. With regard to this, it is noteworthy 
that, especially in some works connected to Gadamer’s “turn” to a conception of 
hermeneutics as practical philosophy from the 1970s onward, what seems to emerge 
is a sort of transition from the strictly ontological paradigm of Truth and Method to a 
more anthropological one. In fact, in late writings such as his important essay “Towards 
a Phenomenology of Ritual and Language” (Gadamer 2000), it is possible to speak of a 
primacy of the anthropological dimension in Gadamerian hermeneutics of language.2 
Remarkably, also in aesthetic essays such as “The Relevance of the Beautiful”—in 
which, as we have seen, the concept of play is fundamental—Gadamer lets emerge 
the promising and rich anthropological background of his hermeneutics, explicitly 
speaking of the need to inquire into “the anthropological foundation upon which the 
phenomenon of art rests” and the “profound anthropological dimension” of aesthetic 
experience (Gadamer 1986: 5, 47).

However, despite these significant dissimilarities concerning the different breadth 
and the dissimilar contexts of application of the concept of play in Fink and Gadamer, 
it is also remarkable to note some fundamental affinities between them. For example, 
the fact that the notion of play leads beyond a merely subjectivistic conception of 
human experience, because during the event of playing, for both Fink and Gadamer, 
the primary role must be assigned to the play itself and not simply to the subject that 
is playing. From this point of view, it is surely noteworthy that the essence of play 
for both thinkers seems to consist in a particular dialectics of activity and passivity, 
of “playing-with” and at the same time “being-played-by.” Noting and emphasizing 
certain commonalities in Fink’s and Gadamer’s original treatments of the concept of 
play—without, for this reason, overlooking the differences between them—can be 
useful to cast a new light on some aspects of their philosophies. For both authors, 
play does not appear anymore (as it has often been conceived of) as something merely 
opposed to the sphere of “real” or “serious” occupations; rather, play is something like a 
constitutive element or pole in the dialectics that, for Fink and Gadamer, underlies the 
arrangement and development of the human practices, experiences, and forms of life.
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