
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Can a Computer Understand? Hermeneutics in Computer Science (Thinking Through 
Heidegger, Habermas, and Dilthey)

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4bh7801c

Journal
Kodikas/ Code, 14(3&4)

ISSN
0171-0834

Author
Maurer, Bill

Publication Date
1991-12-20

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution License, 
available at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4bh7801c
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/




356 Bill Maurer 

design. Next, !will point out the rationalist assumptions Winograd and Flores rearticulate 
in their rethinking of computer design, and I will argue that these also implicitly ground 
the philosophies of Heidegger and Habermas. I will then take a brief detour into the work 
of Alan Turing, another computer scientist concerned with artificial intelligence. I find 
Turing useful for exposing some of the 'pre-understandings' that are pervasive in Heideg­
ger and Habermas, and that reemerge in Winograd and Flores. I end this essay by 
contrasting Heidegger and Habermas' hermeneutics with Dilthey's, to suggest future 
directions for the kind of project Winograd and Flores have initiated. 

I should add here that I am sympathetic to Winograd and Flores' project, and that my 
criticisms are not meant to undermine their work, but rather to build on it. Understanding 
Computers and Cognition has received mixed reviews in the field of artificial intelligence. 
Most, however, have been unfavorable and some have been downright hostile.2 In being 
attentive to the tenor of these reviews, I intend to avoid misunderstandings of my own 
position on Winograd and Flores' book. When I mentioned to a friend -whose spouse is 
a computer scientist - that I was writing this paper, she expressed dismay at my being 
critical of "the only people in computer science doing any good for the world." I think it 
will become clear in the course of this essay that I agree with my friend's assessment of 
Winograd and Flores' work. But taking their book as an occasion to reflect on the 
hermeneutic tradition and its great value and challenge for 'science' leads me to reject parts 
of Heidegger and Habermas on which Winograd and Flores rest, and more fully to embrace 
Dilthey. Ultimately, my reflections bring me to the hope that Winograd and Flores will 
continue to delve into hermeneutics in their project of reshaping science. 

I. Understanding Computers

Artificial intelligence is that branch of computer science which is devoted to modelling 
'intelligence' on machines. The term 'artificial intelligence' was coined at a conference of 
scientists held at Dartmouth College in 1956 which brought together a group of ten 
computer scientists from government, academia and industry to discuss the possibilities 
for designing computer programs that would display behaviors which one could call 
'intelligent.' Since that initial conference, the field of artificial intelligence has expanded, 
and has had a strong impact on linguistics, cognitive science and philosophy. 

The initial question of whether computers could exhibit 'intelligence' has led to 
reflection on the nature of intelligence itself, and on the claims made by artificial 
intelligence to model the workings of the mind. Two general paradigms have resulted: in 
the 'weak' view, the prospect of making intelligent machines is really an occasion to 
understand how humans think; modelling apparently intelligent behavior on a computer 
serves a heuristic function for sciences of the mind more generally. In the 'strong' view, 
computer models of intelligence are taken to be instantiations of cognition itself; the 
computer 'thinks' and really is a mind.3 

Terry Winograd and Fernando Flores situate their project at the center of debate in 
artificial intelligence. In it, they take an unflinching-but unpopular-position:" one cannot 
program computers to be intelligent" (Winograd and Flores 1986: 93). But Winograd and 
Flores are not merely concerned with the technical problems of modelling 'intelligence;' 
they intend to bring to light the conditions of possibility for the question of whether 
























