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Contrary to the traditional hermeneutics of Gadamer, according to whom reception is based on a “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschmelzung), in intercultural hermeneutics, the process of interpretation recognizes and respects the ‘foreign’ element. This paper will argue that Nietzsche’s perspectivism can fruitfully be understood as a form of intercultural hermeneutics.

In his essay “Questioning one’s ‘own’ from the perspective of the foreign” (published in Parkes 1991), Scheiffele discusses a crucial aspect of Nietzsche’s perspectivism. By inhabiting ‘strange’ or ‘foreign’ perspectives on what seems old and familiar, Nietzsche seeks again and again to render strange what we consider to be our own.

This hermeneutical strategy enables Nietzsche to criticize European culture and religion by embarkinging on a journey into non-European territory, from which he can survey the European tradition with his ‘trans-European eye’: “we command a view, no doubt for this first time, of its total configuration, and when we approach it again we have the advantage of understanding it better as a whole than those who have never left it.” (MA II/1,200).

The best example of such an ‘intercultural hermeneutics’ in Nietzsche is his treatment of Buddhism. In AC 20-23 he uses an idealized version of Buddhism to criticize Christianity. And he diagnoses the phenomenon of nihilism by labeling it as a “European Buddhism”. As a contributor to the Nietzsche Wörterbuch Project (Paul van Tongeren et al.), I will focus on Nietzsche’s hermeneutical use of the term ‘Buddhismus’. 

Since Nietzsche is from our own western philosophical tradition, we all too easily expect him to share with us some unannounced assumptions. An intercultural hermeneutics can help us to get behind what we initially take to be familiar in Nietzsche, only to discover that he too can be very ‘foreign’ indeed (see Ames 1991, p. 132).
