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Hermeneutics and Quantum Mechanics: How Application of Gadamer’s Fusion of 

Horizons to the Many Worlds Theory Provides a Better Model of Self-Understanding 

By, Keli Birchfield 

 The Many Worlds Interpretation is an attempt on the part of quantum mechanics 

to explain the existence of other possibilities seemingly contained in any one measurable 

event or object; possibilities that play out in parallel realms, while one and only one 

outcome of all the potential modes of being attributable to said object is experienced. 

Although its main focus is essentially explaining phenomena at the microscopic level 

(like electrons), it uses the model of, and also applies to, macroscopic phenomena; 

available to the unaided senses. Its attempt to account for other possible worlds existing 

alongside that which is experienced leads to a complex set of principles that, while 

mathematically sound, leaves one wanting of a better explanation. In attempting to 

explain the existence of other possible future directions or unfoldings contained in one 

physical object in determinable, self-effacing results (as once proposed by Hugh Everett 

III), quantum physicist De Witt developed a physical theory in which the world 

containing said object with multiple possible futures, actually splits into different worlds; 

each containing one of the possible outcomes upon measurement (or observation). The 

reason we see one outcome of one event over another is because we are located in the 

world containing those certain observable results. We do not see any other possibilities 

manifest because the different worlds do not communicate. The theory accounts, then, 

accounts for the experiencing subject that examines and measures the determinable 

world- in a way that limits both the world in its own right, as well as subjectivity; and, 
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necessarily so, limits the way any sense of the word “subjectivity” relates to an 

“objective” world. 

 The problem with this theory is apparent: it is in fact asserting something that it 

denies- namely, the isolation of the worlds. If there is no fusion between the possible 

worlds, how would one even be able to speak of them? Or derive any meaning from 

them? The problem lies in its scientific roots that try and reduce existence to one 

objective reality with repeatable results. Sure, it accounts for possibilities; but in a 

restrictive, determinative way. A better model accounting for other possible worlds/ 

interpretation of any given results in science, or any other such authoritative field: 

Gadamer’s fusion of the horizons. In this paper, I will attempt to show how 

Hermeneutics, specifically referring to Gadamer’s Truth and Method, provides a richer 

understanding of other possible vantage points from which to take on the world, and a 

better understanding of the enrichment power of the other in one’s self-understanding. 

This hermeneutical approach to this particular comparative theory yields a less restrictive 

explanation of possibilities; furthering the understanding of Gadamer’s own point that 

objectivity and the scientific method are insufficient, alone, for providing a model for 

understanding and the fusion of world views and horizons entailed therein.  

The Measurement Problem 

 Without going into too much technical detail, the motivations behind the Many 

Worlds Interpretation are that of a measurement problem. According to figures such as 

Einstein
1
, any observable, physical system develops continuously and determinately in 

space and time (unmeasured). In classical theory, one should be able to measure the exact 

                                                 
1
 Henry Krips, “Measurement in Quantum Theory,” Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. (2007) 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/qt-measurement/>.  
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location and momentum of an object in a given system and determine the exact future 

behavior of said object, given certain, determinable causal forces
2
. For example; when 

observing an electron, one should be able to determine its location and orientation, as 

well as its preferred path in the future. But quantum mechanics shows us that it is 

impossible to determine with certainty all the possible properties of subatomic particles at 

a given moment (at least at this point in time). This leaves room for multiple possible 

causalities, as well as an indeterminable future.  

 The presumed determinable historic evolution of a system, unmeasured, is said to 

be in superposition; represented mathematically as a wave function of probability. 

Whenever an observer takes a measurement, this “collapses” the wave function rendering 

it impossible to establish the continuous evolution of the system sans observation. 

Whether it is because subatomic entities violate Einstein’s special relativity
3
, or because 

our perceptive limitations as humans of space and time, or because of the position of the 

observer- the implications are the same: Modern physics is unable to measure all of the 

properties of a given object in the same continuous, determinate fashion. Unable to 

pinpoint these assumed intrinsic properties, science is only able to predict how an 

electron, or any object for that matter, will behave.  

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 For example, Newton’s theory of gravity describes perfectly (for macroscopic objects) the determinable 

result of gravity acting on objects within its realm of influence. Examples such as this led us to believe that 

one can determine the continuous evolution of a system as it really evolved. 
3
 One aspect of this theory is that the speed of light is the limit of human perception. This implies that 

reason for the electron’s ambiguity lies in its movements being too fast for us to perceive; rendering the 

possibility of pinpointing all of the characteristics of a particle at one instance in time, in fact, impossible.  
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 This understandably bothers many physicists who maintain: 

“If without in any way disturbing a system we can predict with 

certainty...the value of a physical quantity, then there exists an element of 

physical reality corresponding to this physical quantity.”
4
 This criterion 

characterizes physical reality in terms of “objectivity” understood as 

independence from any direct measurement. By implication, then, when a 

direct measurement of physical reality occurs it merely passively reflects 

rather than actively constituting that which is observed.
5
 

According to Everett, the problem lies in the standard collapse formulation.
6
 By treating 

the observer as something external to the system ordering these measurable events, we 

make the mistake of thinking that we can observe the totality of the system and assign 

objective value to the measurements; leading to hysteria when the measurement actually 

collapses the continuous evolution and despair that we cannot assign meaningful values 

to said measurements. Everett offers a non-collapse alternative; if the observer is 

understood as a part of the system studied, then a measurement does not collapse the 

wave-function of probability. The system in superposition, that is, all things possibly 

allowed to the system, accurately describes the reality of it. This implies that one object 

can actually simultaneously contain multiple values and possible futures, and that all of 

the possibilities are real. How is this possible? 
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Many Worlds 

 De Witt proposes in his Many Worlds Interpretation of Everett’s formulations 

that, when a measurement is made on an object, the value of that element depends on the 

position of the observer; i.e., depending on the world in which the observer finds himself. 

A world, here, is defined as “the totality of (macroscopic) objects: stars, cities, people, 

grains of sand, etc. in a definite classically described state… A world defined at some 

moment of time corresponds to a unique world at a time in the past, but to a multitude of 

worlds in the future.”
7
 When a measurement is made on an object within a world, all of 

the possible outcomes of that measurement represents a new possible world; with each 

world containing only one outcome. The event of measurement actually, physically splits 

the world into an infinite amount of possible worlds; the definite value of the 

measurement depending on which world the observer finds himself in after the splitting.  

 The element of superposition is maintained, for the wave-function does not 

collapse. Each possibility happens in its own world, and the examining subject is allowed 

fluid participation in this world by an act of measuring. Since everything actually 

happens, it is wrong to claim that one event happens while others do not, just because we 

do not observe the other results. The reason we perceive only one determinable outcome 

is because the worlds do not communicate with each other. We can never observe the 

other possibilities play out; rendering them meaningless in our understanding of reality.  

The Problem of Measurement  

 Everett and De Witt were on the right track in claiming that the observer is 

necessarily a part of the system being studied; and this prevents us from directly 

                                                 
7
A world is not everything that exists; this is saved for the title of “the universe” which is the compilation 

of all the possible worlds. Lev Vaidmen, “Many Worlds Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics,” Standford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy. (2002). < http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/qm-manyworlds/>.  
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experiencing other possible valuations or points of view. But how can they acknowledge 

the existence of other possible worlds if these worlds do not communicate? They are in 

fact asserting something that they deny. This does not mean that there are no other 

possible worlds; even the discontinuous results of quantum mechanics show the existence 

of other possibilities in the valuation of reality. This also does not mean that one should 

regard one’s perception as meaningless in the face of discrepancies; rendering an 

understanding of worldly experience impossible. What essentially makes this model of 

experience problematic is the idea of objective, innate properties belonging to objects of  

experience (and experience writ large); and that discovering the identifying results of 

these properties lays the foundation for understanding. If this were the case, then we 

could experience one continuous stream of phenomena, with no discrepancy in valuation 

or interpretation. The acknowledgement of other possible interpretations, even by science 

itself, leaves one wanting of a better model of experience than the Many Worlds 

Interpretation.   

Concept Formation and the Cultivation of Prejudice 

 We are definitely in our own little world of experience; but it is not a rigid, 

objective world as can be found in the attitude of the natural sciences, in which our initial 

understanding of experience constitutes the understanding of reality that will always hold 

true. In a hermeneutical interpretation of the problems presented by quantum mechanics, 

the application of Gadamer’s following assertion sheds new light on how we can 

understand his model of understanding itself; thus allowing room for a more meaningful 

experience.  
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If we thus regard experience in terms of its results, we have ignored the 

fact that experience is a process. In fact, this process is essentially 

negative. It cannot be described simply as the unbroken generation of 

typical universals. Rather, this generation takes place as false 

generalizations are continually refuted by experience and what was 

regarded as typical is shown not to be so… If a new experience of an 

object occurs to us, this means that hitherto we have not seen the things 

correctly and now know it better. Thus the negativity of experience has a 

curiously productive meaning.
8
  

There is always the fallibilistic chance that in the application of our knowledge, our 

presumed universals are not correct. In more scientific terms, measuring an object always 

presents multiple possible valuations. This allows for an even more fluid world of 

perception, which entails a broadening of understanding with each new experience.  

 What are the implications for the process of understanding with these presumed 

universals? What Everett says about the influence of the observer is true; namely that the 

valuation given to a measured object depends on the position of the observer. But this 

assertion implies something deeper than mere emphasis of physical positions; the 

“position” should be understood as the “prejudice” through which experience is 

understood. One applies any preconceived notions about a given object with each new 

experience of it; experiences essentially given through a historically defined vantage 

point. Every factor that constitutes one’s point of view, one’s cultivated tradition,
9
 

                                                 
8
 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 347 

9
 The idea of prejudice ties into Gadamer’s notion of tradition. Tradition, as with Nietzsche’s concept of 

memory creation, consists of an intentional passing down of certain elements of that tradition. In the case of 

prejudice, the influences one has in interpreting meaning of phenomena, one applies one’s previous 
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influences pre-conceived notions the subject has when experiencing any phenomena 

(whether previously encountered in any way shape or form, or not). This is what 

Gadamer means by “know it better”- seeing something new in the object that will stick 

with us and influence the understanding of any preceding experience.  

The Negating Dialectic 

 Gadamer calls this model of understanding I have presented “dialectical.” 

Understanding, in this sense, is always a self-understanding; i.e., understanding of one’s 

own finitude. So, again, Everett and De Witt were not so far off in implying that 

knowledge allowed to us indicates something about the observer himself; namely which 

world the observer is in. But self-understanding on the part of the observer is not limited 

to knowledge of one rigid, objective world: “To acknowledge what is does not just mean 

to recognize what is at this moment, but to have insight into the limited degree to which 

the future is still open to expectation and planning of finite beings is finite and limited. 

Genuine experience is experience of one’s own historicity.”
10

 So yes, knowledge is 

limited to our own experience (our own “world”); but it is because of other possible 

worlds that we can have any sort of understanding of our own world; which negates and 

broadens understanding.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
knowledge of experience to the new object; and if it correlates, then the previous notion is kept and 

“handed down” as acceptable in interpreting new encounters of experience. If not; they are forgotten (or at 

least understood as unacceptable). Just as tradition grows from this reapplication, so is one’s prejudice 

enriched by negating experiences- creating new a foundation for prejudice application. Hans-Georg 

Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 278.  
10

Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 351. 
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If a new experience of an object occurs to us, this means that hitherto we 

have not seen the thing correctly and now know it better. Thus the 

negativity of experience has a curiously productive meaning. It is not 

simply that we see through a deception and hence make a correction, but 

we acquire a comprehensive knowledge. We cannot, therefore, have a new 

experience of any object at random, but it must be of such a nature that we 

gain better knowledge through it, not only of itself, but of what we thought 

we knew before- i.e., of a universal. The negation by means of which it 

achieves this is a determinate negation. We call this kind of experience 

dialectical.
11

  

If one is not open to the possibility of a new and different experience, negating what was 

previously known to be true; then experience itself is impossible. Openness to other 

worlds in which there are new and different possibilities, allows for a fusion of our 

historic world with the new. That is to say, in this model, our finitude leads to self-

understanding in terms of “the other.” 

Experience of the Thou is a Fusion of Horizons  

  The dialectical experience as described above has for its model the Platonic 

Dialectic. In this, “there is a profound recognition of the priority of the question in all 

knowledge and discourse that really reveals something of an object. Discourse that is 

intended to reveal requires that that thing be broken open by the question.”
12

 If there were 

no discrepancy concerning the meaning of phenomena, the continuous stream of events 

would not collapse in the face of a different possibility. The question in this sense 
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 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 347-8. 
12

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 357. 



 10 

collapses the wave-function, leaving room for interpretation. The question arises in the 

first place by the negation of one’s previous notion; leaving one to ask, “How, given all I 

know, could this truth claim be the case?” These questions give rise to openness towards 

infinite possible answers to that question. 

 This openness is not boundless, however. A question “implies the explicit 

establishing of presuppositions, in terms of which can be seen what still remains open. 

Hence a question can be asked rightly or wrongly, according as it reaches in the sphere of 

the truly open or fails to do so.”
13

 The question, then, is proposed out in the open air of 

discourse- where others can offer another possible world view concerning the topic of 

discussion. In asking a question, one actively acknowledges and seeks out other possible 

interpretations concerning a certain topic- better vantage points or worlds or horizons- to 

incorporate into one’s total understanding; both of the topic and essentially of one’s own 

world/ horizon in a given world, in relation to these realms of discussion.  

 When asking a question, when bringing one’s own position out into open 

language,
14

 we are in fact “experiencing the Thou.” This does not merely acknowledge 

the existence of another’s opinion; but the model of self-understanding requires this I-

Thou relationship, leaving room for the fusion of other horizons (or vantage points) 

through which experience becomes manifest to us.  

 

 

                                                 
13

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 357.  
14

 Language being the basic foundation for prejudice, developing with ever use of it. We experience 

through language, we raise questions in language; and in doing so, we change the language from which we 

form concepts, and the cycle of self-understanding continues. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 

p.448.  
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This relation (to the other) is not immediate but reflective. To every claim 

there is a counterclaim. This is why it is possible for each of the partners 

in the relationship reflectively to outdo the other. One claims to know the 

other’s claim from his point of view and even to understand the other 

better than the other understands himself. In this way the Thou loses the 

immediacy with which it makes its claim.
15

 It is understood, but this 

means it is co-opted and pre-empted reflectively from the standpoint of the 

other person… The inner historicity
16

 of all the relations in the lives of 

men consists in the fact that there is a constant struggle for mutual 

recognition.
17

  

One is constantly searching for new and better horizons that provide a better 

understanding of the self in relation to these other possibilities. Unlike the Many World’s 

Interpretation, the other possibilities are available to language; that is, they do 

communicate. Since any and every experience can be brought to language
18

, it can be 

brought to the attention of the other. Bringing it to the attention of the other implies that 

one’s current horizon is deficient and in need of expansion. One can explore other 

worlds/ vantage points/ horizons through communication with “the Thou.” These new 

horizons, then, are forever being fused with the horizon proposing the question.  

 

 

                                                 
15

 Just as in Quantum mechanics where we cannot experience the continuous flow of reality as it is, else 

there would be no discontinuous explanations.  
16

 Historicity recognizes the historical position of the subject, but acknowledges the relationship between a 

man and his history. One has a relationship to history like one relates to another person; allowing for one to 

add to it, while being shaped by. With the ability to add to it, one existentially recognizes the possibility of 

another perspective on the matter that can change one’s whole self-understanding.    
17

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 353.  
18

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 448.  
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Reflective Loss of Immediacy is Not Loss of Meaning 

 The Many Worlds Interpretation takes this loss of immediacy in discourse with 

the other to mean that, since one does not directly experience other possible worlds, one 

cannot derive any meaning from them. Even though one cannot experience all of the 

possible influences that establish another world, we are still engaged in conversation with 

the other. The space involved in this communication allows for the creative process of 

self-understanding to take place. Physicists take this discontinuity of the observer’s 

relationship to what is experienced
19

 as problematic; but it is the very possibility of the 

other that allows for meaning. Through the fusion of horizons, through communication 

with other world-views, one derives an understanding of one’s own world. This is why 

Gadamer states, “The truth of experience always implies an orientation toward new 

experience,”
20

 so that “the nature of experience is conceived in terms of something that 

surpasses it; for experience itself can never be science.”
21

 

 Furthering this thought, Gadamer writes: “The world of physics cannot seek to be 

the whole of what exists. For even a world equation that contained everything, so that the 

observer of the system would also be included in the equations, would still assume the 

existence of a physicist who, as the calculator, would not be an object calculated.”
22

 After 

laying out the logistics of the Many Worlds Theory, which feebly tries to include the 

observer as part of the world, I showed directly what Gadamer means by this statement. 

There is no self-understanding in physics. Physics in and of itself cannot account for the 

                                                 
19

 “In understanding we are drawn into an event of truth and arrive, as it were, too late, if we want to know 

what we are supposed to believe.” Every new encounter negates previous experience, leaving one to have 

to reflect on what just happened, instead of deriving meaning directly from what is immediately 

experienced. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 484.  
20

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p.350 
21

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p.349 
22

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, p.448. 
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total meaning of experience. Only through engaging in dialogue with the other, and the 

fusing the horizons, can one apply valuations to the world.  
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