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The language of understanding is deeply imbued with ideas and images of place 

and space. To speak of 'understanding' is itself to draw upon a sense of 'standing in 

the midst of’ or ‘between’ (from the Old English, understandan)1 – one might even 

say, then, that to understand is 'to draw near' or ‘to be close to’.2 Heidegger points to 

the character of the German Verständnis as having “the original sense of ‘standing 

before’ [Vorstehen]: residing before, holding oneself at an equal height with what one 

finds before oneself, and being strong enough to hold out”3 – and here too there is 

surely also a sense of standing ‘near to’.  The French, comprendre, on the other hand, a 

term which also enters into English as 'comprehend', does not draw upon any idea 

of standing 'before' or 'near’, but the idea on which it draws is no less spatial or 

topological, namely, of grasping or seizing – even of taking in or bringing together.4  

 The way understanding appears to bring with it such spatial and 'topological' 

associations may be seen as an example of the primacy of bodily metaphor, not only 

in the manner in which we speak and think about understanding, but in all our 

speaking and thinking, especially in our speaking and thinking about the 'inner 

space' of the mind and its activities.5 In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and 

Mark Johnson argue that such 'metaphors' do indeed underpin our thinking,6 and in 

The Body in the Mind, Johnson develops this idea specifically in relation to the 

understanding of the mind and the mental.7  Part of Lakoff and Johnson's argument 

concerns the need to pay attention to the metaphors that they claim are at work here 



(and in other domains) and to their character as metaphors. In this respect, one can see 

Lakoff and Johnson as drawing attention to aspects of our ways of speaking and 

thinking that might otherwise be said to pass largely unnoticed – and it certainly 

does seem to be the case that, for the most part, we barely attend to the bodily, the 

spatial, or the topological character of the language we use and the concepts we 

employ, especially in our speaking and thinking about the mind and the activities 

we associate with it. 

 Yet in Lakoff and Johnson's work what is primarily brought to our attention, 

and what they claim has otherwise been overlooked, is the supposedly metaphorical 

character of that speaking and thinking. The staring assumption of their work is thus 

that we can indeed identify certain language and ideas as metaphorical, and, as a 

consequence, the content of the metaphor, and so, in this case, its spatial, topological, 

its bodily character, seems actually to be secondary. Even Johnson's The Body in the 

Mind, although it shifts to explore the role of image schemata in providing the basic 

structure that underpins thought and experience in general, still seems largely to 

focus on the role of the assumed metaphor or image rather than of its spatial, 

topological, or even bodily content. The question as to whether there is a 

fundamentally spatial and topological character to understanding that is indicated by 

the prevalence of spatial and topological imagery and idea in the structure of our 

speaking and thinking about understanding never really emerges as even an issue. 

Indeed, the very assumption that what is at issue is metaphor or image (where 

image is itself understood as continuous with metaphor) already predisposes Lakoff 

and Johnson's inquiries in a particular way – space and place do not appear in their 

work other than as metaphors or as expressed in terms of metaphor or image. 

 Accepting, as do Lakoff and Johnson, that space and place, as well as the body 

(although I take the latter as a secondary notion here, since it already depends upon 

some notion of both space and place), but refusing the assumption that the way 

space and place appear is metaphorically or merely imagistically, the question then 

arises as to what is the role of space and place in thinking and experience, and so 



also in understanding. Might understanding itself be spatially or 'topologically' 

structured? Moreover, given the way language also intrudes here, one might ask 

what the role of space and place might be tin relation to language or to metaphor 

and image? From the standpoint of contemporary hermeneutics, concerned as it is 

with both understanding and language, these ought to be viewed as significant 

questions, even though they are also questions upon which hermeneutics has, with 

some notable exceptions, tended not to reflect.  In what follows, my aim is to explore 

some of the spatial, and especially the topological character of understanding, and so 

also to explore the connection between hermeneutics and what I have elsewhere 

referred to as philosophical topology or topography.8 My argument will be directed 

at showing that not only is understanding imbued with the spatial and the 

topological, but that hermeneutics is itself essentially topological in character.    

 

*  *  *    

 

Hans-Georg Gadamer is undoubtedly the central figure in twentieth-century 

hermeneutics. It is Gadamer who draws out and develops, in explicit fashion, the 

hermeneutical implications of Heidegger's thought, at the same time establishing 

hermeneutics as a distinctive mode of philosophy and demonstrating (even if it also 

remains contested) the essentially hermeneutical character of philosophy itself. On 

the face of it, Gadamer might be thought to have little to say about the topological 

character of understanding or of the hermeneutical – he nowhere draws attention to 

hermeneutics as determined by place, and place is not a central term or theme in his 

writing – moreover, if anything, it might be thought that it is the temporality of 

understanding that preoccupies him, and not its topology. Part of what I am to do in 

the discussion below, however, is to demonstrate the ways in which place and 

topology are indeed present in Gadamer's work – the topological character of 

understanding is thus something that emerges in Gadamer no less than in 

Heidegger, and indeed, is present even in the very temporality of understanding. 



Certainly if understanding is topological, then one would expect to find 

topological modes and figures at work in Gadamer just as they must also be at work 

in all thinking and all understanding – one of the tasks of a philosophical topological 

ought, in fact, to be one of retrieving the topology that is inevitably present within 

the history of philosophy in general and so to make explicit the topological 

underpinnings that are present even in the work of the most seemingly atopic 

thinkers. In Gadamer, however, the topological character of his thinking is not 

merely present as part of the general topology that governs all thinking, but instead 

appears, if sometimes implicitly, in the very articulation of the hermeneutical as 

such. One only needs to reflect on the topological character of notions such as 

horizon and situation to see how this is so. Yet if hermeneutics is itself essentially 

topological, then not only will the topological character of hermeneutics be evident 

in key hermeneutical notions, but the very thematization of the hermeneutical will 

itself bring a topological orientation with it even if the topological orientation is not 

itself thematized. This seems to be very much the case with Gadamer. 

 It is significant, from a topological perspective, that, when talking about the 

formative influences on his thinking, especially in regard to Heidegger, Gadamer 

turns to Heidegger's lectures on 'The Origin of the Work of Art'.9 Gadamer 

comments: 

 

In these lectures, it was the concept of the 'earth' with which Heidegger 

dramatically transgressed the limits of German philosophical vocabulary once 

again... These three lectures so closely addressed my own questions and my own 

experience of the proximity of art and philosophy that they awakened an 

immediate response in me. My philosophical hermeneutics seeks precisely to 

adhere to the line of questioning in this essay and the later Heidegger, and to 

make it accessible in a new way.10 

 



What appears in the lectures from 1935-36 is a dramatic new orientation in 

Heidegger's thinking, although an orientation that has strong continuities with his 

earlier thought, that is not merely focussed on the artwork, but on the artwork as it 

stands in relation to truth and to 'site' (Stätte). It is in the explication of the 'sitedness' 

of the artwork – what I would term its 'placing' or 'being placed' (the sense of 'site' at 

issue here is not the abstract notion associated with the mere projection of a plan, but 

the 'site' as that which 'gives room to' through the 'clearing of ground for') – that the 

idea of earth emerges in direct juxtaposition with 'world'. Often identified with the 

Dionysian and the Apollonian,11 these two terms are perhaps best understood as 

encompassing two fundamental aspects of place and of being in place: Earth is place 

as that which grounds, supports and shelters; world is place as that which expands 

and opens up.12 Both of these are essential elements of place and in the 'Origin of the 

Work of Art' it is the tension between them – a tension that arises out of their being 

brought together in the work, that also opens up the space that belongs to the work, 

and that is the space of appearance, of understanding, and of truth.13 Even though 

the lectures that make up the 'Origin of the Work of Art' may be thought of as a 

Holzweg14 – a path that leads to its own 'clearing' but ends there, offering no direct 

way onwards15 – still the basic shift to the idea of 'site' or 'place', continues into 

Heidegger's work of the ‘forties, ‘fifties and ‘sixties. It is thus no ‘dead-end’, but 

rather constitutes a development central to Heidegger’s later thinking (and is 

explicitly treated as such by Gadamer16), as well as to the thinking of place more 

generally.    

 As explored by Heidegger in the 'Origin of the Work of Art', the happening of 

truth is an establishing and opening up of world, and yet it occurs always and only 

in relation to a singular work – a work that stands in the midst of things at the same 

time as it draws things into relation and so also into appearance. Without the work, 

without the thing, there can be no happening of truth, nor any opening up of world.  

In Gadamer, the work has a similar primacy – it is in and through our relation to the 

work, whether it be a text or utterance, a performance or painting, a sculpture or a 



building, it is the work that guides and constrains our interpretive engagement with 

it – and that also provides the mediative focus (with an emphasis here on the 

mediative as precisely that which pertains to the 'between' – das Zwischen) for our 

engagement with others. As Gadamer writes in Truth and Method, “Understanding 

belongs to the encounter with the work of art itself”, and, he adds, “this belonging 

can be illuminated only on the basis of the being of the work of art itself”.17 It is thus 

that ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ does indeed take the artwork as central to the 

happening of truth, and it is precisely in the focus of attention on the being of the 

work that the importance of place itself becomes evident.   

There is no work that does not also bring its own situatedness with it – the 

work, the thing, is always situated or placed. That situatedness belongs to the work 

and is that on the basis of which the work can appear as a work. In 'The Origin of the 

Work of Art', the situatedness of the work is partly captured through Heidegger's 

emphasis on the way the works stands before us, stands in a certain place, stands 

there, in the case of the Greek temple, on the rocky plain – stands, one might say, on 

the earth. Earth here appears as that which supports and sustains, but also that which 

places, as it provides a 'site-for' (in the sense of a clearing of ground). 

 In 'The Origin of the Work of Art', Heidegger's emphasis on the standing 

character of the work is complicated by a shift in Heidegger's German between 

stehen and stellen – a shift Heidegger later acknowledges and recognises a 

problematic. Both of these terms can be translated as 'to stand', but whereas stehen is 

the simple standing of that which stands, stellen is standing is the sense of being 'set 

in place' or 'positioned' (stellen is at work in a range of other terms including her-

stellen, vor-stellen, and also Ge-stell).18  In its own 'standing there' in its place the work 

possesses an autonomy (though not an autonomy, as becomes clearer below, that 

implies independence or separateness) that is the proper ground out of which comes 

its own determinative role in the happening of truth or of understanding. However, 

the 'placing' of the work associated with this sense of 'standing there' can easily be 

confused with the 'placing' that is a  'setting in place' of the work  a 'placing' that is 



imposed upon the work  and that claims to determine the work rather than allowing 

the work to be determinative.   

 Recognising the centrality of the work, and in a hermeneutical context, of that 

which is the focus for understanding, whether it be artwork, text, or thing, thus also 

means recognising the placed character of the work. The work appears as work 

through the way in which the work itself stands in its own place, but this does not 

mean that the work stands alone and apart. Gadamer emphasises the way the work 

is no mere ‘object’, but rather, in standing in itself, the work “not only belongs to a 

world; its world is present in it”.19 The character of the work as belonging to its 

world in this way is taken up in Heidegger's later thinking through the inquiry into 

‘the thing’ – exemplified by a simple jug or, elsewhere, a bridge.20 Rather than 

understand the thing as some separate, self-subsisting entity or object, Heidegger 

takes the thing to be a dynamic nexus that draws together as it also sets apart. The 

thing gathers, and its gathering is also a gathering of world, but that gathering 

occurs through the thing’s own ‘standing there’ (its Da-stehen – or as it might also be 

put, its own ‘being there’, its own Da-sein). In 'The Origin of the Work of Art', the 

work, for instance, the temple, functions in this same way. In being itself placed, the 

work opens up and establishes a place for everything else that comes into 

appearance around it:  

 

The temple's firm towering makes visible the invisible space of the air. The 

steadfastness of the work stands out against the surge of the tide, and in its own 

repose, brings out the raging of the surf. Tree and grass, eagle and bull, snake and 

cricket first enter into their distinctive shapes [Gestalt] and thus come to 

appearance as what they are.21    

 

The ‘gathering’ that occurs in the work or the thing appears as an establishing of 

identity through differentiation. The work stands ‘in itself’, but in standing so, it also 

stands in relation to its world, and so also to everything that appears within the 



world. The work stands, then, within a dense web of relations – through those 

relations it gives shape and focus to other things, but in doing so it also gives shape 

and focus to itself. 

There is thus a mutuality that exists between work and world. The world is 

drawn to appearance in and around the work, even while the work itself appears 

through its standing within the world.  There is, however, a certain priority within 

the mutuality that obtains here. This priority derives simply from the fact that the 

relationality at work here is indeed ordered or ‘gathered’, and it is the work or thing 

that is the focus for that ordering. This means that the relations that appear here do 

not ramify endlessly. The opening up of the world is not the opening up of a 

homogenous and horizon-less space lacking in orientation or direction (such a space 

would lack any genuine openness – would not be able to be grasped as a space), but 

is precisely the opening of an expansive and yet unified whole that is essentially 

configured in relation to what appears within it. The world is not given in relation to 

just any one thing, nor in just one place alone, and yet is configured in relation always 

to some thing and some place. It is only in and through things and places (the two 

being bound together) that the open-ness of the world is possible. 

 

*  *  *  

 

The way Gadamer emphasises the role of the work in his reading of Heidegger is not 

merely a feature of that reading alone, but also reflects a central element in 

Gadamer’s own hermeneutics. His claim that “understanding belongs to the 

encounter with the work of art itself” is thus intended as a claim that indicates a key 

direction in Gadamer’s own account. It is to the character of the work, of the thing, 

of that which is the focus for understanding that is the key to unlocking the nature of 

understanding. In looking to the work and to the thing, we are also forced to attend 

to the manner of their being, and so also to the placed character of that being. In 



discussing Heidegger’s ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’, in a way relevant to his own 

as well as Heidegger’s thinking, Gadamer comments:  

 

Heidegger speaks of the ‘clearing of being’ which first represents the realm in 

which beings are known as disclosed in their hiddenness. This coming forth of 

beings into the ‘there’ of their Dasein obviously presupposes a realm of openness 

in which such a ‘there’ can occur. And yet it is just as obvious that this realm does 

not exist without beings manifesting themselves in it, that is, without there being 

a place of openness that openness occupies.22 

 

What appears here is a mutuality between ‘beings’ and the ‘realm of openness’ in 

which they are disclosed that mirrors the mutuality of work and world. As Gadamer 

puts it here, the ‘realm of openness’ is distinct from the ‘there’ of beings, since he 

talks of the ‘there’ presupposing that ‘realm of openness’. I would argue that the 

‘there’, understood as designating a certain place or placedness implies an openness 

that belongs with it rather than an openness that it presupposes,23 but this does not 

affect the key point regarding the mutuality between beings and the open, and so the 

way place, whether understood in terms of the ‘there’ or openness as such, is indeed 

implicated here. 

The openness that is at issue is an openness into which we also are drawn – 

and here the character of the openness that is tied to the thing connects directly with 

the character of the openness that belongs to play (which Gadamer takes as a concept 

central to the ontology of understanding)  – an openness that belongs to the ‘in 

between’ character of play (it occurs between players, and also between players and 

the game itself), but also to play as itself open within the bounds of the ‘space’ in 

which the play is defined. Gadamer thus says of play that it “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 its spirit. The player experiences the game as a reality 

that surpasses him”.24 This ‘surpassing’ of the player is reflected in the character of 



understanding as also a surpassing that occurs through the focus of understanding 

on that which is to be understood, and that occurs in the experience of art through 

our being taken up in the artwork. This ‘surpassing’ is itself a phenomenon that can 

be understood – and perhaps ought to be understood – topologically, since it 

involves a surpassing of the interiority of experience or thought in the direction of 

the exteriority of the thing and the world as that occurs through our being drawn 

into the space and place before us, into the space and place of the thing, the space 

and place of the play.  

  Gadamer’s own talk of play, and much of his discussion of understanding, 

tends to emphasise the character of both as events.  In his discussions of Heidegger, 

too, it is often the idea of the event that is to the fore. So, for instance, when Gadamer 

asks the question as to the nature of the ‘there’ – the Da that appears in the term 

Dasein – he answers: 

 

…this ‘Da’ does not mean something merely being present: rather it signifies an 

event. Every ‘Da, like all things earthly, dwindles, passes away, and is carried off 

into oblivion – yet it is a ‘Da’ precisely because it is finite, that is, aware of its own 

finitude. What is happening there [da], what happens as a ‘Da’, is what Heidegger 

later calls the clearing of Being [Lichtung des Seins].25 

 

Two points emerge here: one is the dynamic character of the Da; the other is its 

finitude. Both might be said to be tied to modes of temporality, and yet that 

connection can also be a misleading one. Although Gadamer seems, in this passage, 

to insist on understanding the topological in terms of the temporality of the event, I 

would argue that only if the temporality of the event is understood topologically, 

can it be understood aright. I would argue further that such an understanding is 

implicit in Gadamer, as it is in early Heidegger also, although the fact that it often 

remains implicit means that its significance is also sometimes overlooked. 



 To be ‘there’, that is to say, to be in a place, is already be situated within a 

complex set of relations that connect to other things, other places – to be ‘there’ is, in 

this respect, to be situated within the world. But just as the ‘there’, and that which ‘is 

there’, does not stand apart from things, but as interconnected with them, so the 

‘there’ and what ‘is there’, is not some mere ‘being present’, as if it’s being were just 

a matter of some static perdurance, To be there is to be bound up in the world, and 

to be bound up in relation, but that worldly relationality is itself an active and 

dynamic ordering – an ordering or gathering, as we saw above, that occurs in and 

through that which is ‘there’, and so in and through the thing or the work. Perhaps 

the simplest way to see this is to reflect on the character of orientation – understood 

as a both of being in place and of having a sense of relation to place. Such orientation 

is not a matter of what might be referred to as mere ‘positionality’ – of being at such 

and such a point or location – but rather of being actively focussed on the place in 

such a way that enables one to move and also to act within it. This is what 

orientation is:  most literally, to have a sense of the east (the orient), of the position of 

the sun, and so to have a sense of the ordering of movement that belongs to the 

place; and then, since one cannot have any sense of such movement unless it is 

related back to oneself (as Kant emphasises),26 also to have a sense of the ordering of 

one’s own movements or capacities for movement in that place. 

 Neither place no placedness can be understood other than as already having a 

dynamic character that belongs essentially to them, and that is itself directly related 

to their relational character. This may lead us to say that places are events, except 

that events cannot themselves be understood other than in relation to place – events 

are, one might say, always happenings of place. That this is so is part of what is 

indicated by the centrality of the work or thing in the happening of art as well as in 

the event of understanding. Once again, the work or thing may be said to have an 

event-character, but equally if not more significant here is the way in which the work 

or thing provides a unitary focus for the happening that occurs in and around them 

– the way, in other words, in which they gather. Such gathering cannot be 



understood as a purely temporal phenomenon (and so ‘event’ itself is not a purely 

temporal notion either), but is also spatial (and necessarily so), although the 

spatiality at issue, because it is focussed and ordered (and so, is in an important 

sense, bounded), can only be made sense of in relation to place. Place is itself the key 

concept here, and it is the notion of place that is actually invoked by ideas of finitude 

and the finite. Human being is itself finite, not merely in virtue of its being curtailed 

in time, but rather through it being turned back towards its own there, towards its 

own being as given in the there – which, as with the experience of art, or the event of 

understanding is given content and meaning through being oriented and placed, 

through being focussed on the singularity of its being, a singularity that is precisely a 

consequence of its being placed.27 

 

*  *  * 

 

The topological is at work in Gadamer no less than Heidegger. It can be discerned in 

Gadamer’s own constant resort to spatial and topographic ideas or to notions that 

presuppose such ideas – whether in relation to the notion of play, the between, the 

fusion of horizons, the circularity of understanding, the nature of conversation, or of 

the worldly character of understanding. The way the topological is at work in 

Gadamer’s thinking is particularly evident in his account of language. That this is so 

is partly a function of the character of language as already ‘outside’ of ourselves, and 

so as moving in that common realm that exists ‘between’.28  As is so often the case, 

the way Gadamer approaches this is initially through a claim about temporality, but 

the discussion almost immediately moves to draw upon spatial and topological 

ideas. So Gadamer writes: 

 

It is man’s having language that sets off his form of life from that of certain kinds 

of herd animals. His communication is not just the expression of a particular 

condition …. It manages to make manifest what is helpful and what is harmful. 



That means pointing out things that we want to recommend or warn against even 

when they do not immediately recommend themselves … One thinks of bitter 

medicine, or of the doctor’s painful surgery, which requires a distance from what 

is present and a looking forward to what is coming. One is no longer given over 

and delivered up to the rush of the moment. This, then, is what we recognise in 

the essence of language: a distance by means of which, in the breath of our voice, 

fleeting as it is, we can embody everything that occurs to us, making it audible 

and communicable to others. Obviously it is this kind of distance with respect to 

ourselves that opens us up to the other…29 

 

How are we to interpret language of space and distance by which Gadamer here 

explicates the opening up that occurs in language? First, it is crucial that, pace Lakoff 

and Johnson, we not immediately resort to the metaphorization of this language. Not 

only is there nothing to indicate that it is a metaphorical use of distance that is at 

issue, but it is quite unclear how such a metaphor would work or what it could 

mean. Indeed, I would go so far so to assert that in ontology, which is surely what is 

at issue here, there are no metaphors – at least not in any straightforward sense (which 

is not to say, however, that there may not be other tropes at work).30 Second, one 

might be inclined to say that what Gadamer describes here is an opening of the 

temporal, and so the language of the spatial and the topological has to be 

understood in light of that temporal focus – except that what is at issue is also a 

freeing from the temporal, or at least from the temporal understood as the ‘rush of 

the moment’ (or even the succession of moments) in which we might otherwise be 

thought to be trapped. 

Inasmuch as the temporal is invoked here it is both as that from which we are 

freed and as that into which are freed that is achieved through the rethinking of the 

temporal as itself an open domain. But this ‘freeing into’ is actually a freeing into 

time understood as an oriented region, as determined in terms of place. The 

rethinking of time that is at work here already occurs in Heidegger’s work, 



particularly in, but not restricted to, Being and Time (which suggests a re-reading of 

that work as Being and Place, no less than it is Being and Time). In ‘The Origin of the 

Work of Art’, this rethinking of the temporal occurs through the thinking of the 

topological character of the event and that rethought conception carries through into 

the later Heidegger and is itself at the heart of the idea of the Ereignis (literally, the 

Event, but also translated in various other ways also) as well as the fourfold (Das 

Geviert).31 At the very end of Truth and Method, Gadamer also addresses the character 

of language in a way that emphasises this idea of the temporal as topological, and so 

draws attention, once again, to the topological character of language – but the 

starting point here is the event of understanding as linguistic, and of language as 

itself a play:  

  

The weight of things we encounter in understanding plays itself out in a linguistic 

event, a play of words playing around and about what is meant. 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, since it is, rather, the game that plays, for it draws the players 

into itself and thus itself becomes the actual subjectum of the playing. The 

analogue in the present case is neither playing with language nor with the 

contents of the experience of the world or of tradition that speaks to us, but the 

play of language itself, which addresses us, proposes and withdraws, asks and 

fulfils itself in the answer.32  

 

In the last sentence here, Gadamer evokes a way of thinking about language that 

draws language into the topological – that lets it appear as topological. Language 

belongs to the very play of place, and that play itself belong to language. 

The topological character of language that emerges here is an enormous and 

hugely important, yet also relatively neglected topic. One might argue that, from a 



certain perspective, the topic ought to be taken to be the most pressing concern of 

any future hermeneutical inquiry. It is this topic, moreover, that also draws us 

directly back, as is already evident, to some of the issues that underline the inquiries 

of Lakoff and Johnson. I noted at the very beginning of this discussion how 

understanding seems to bring a certain topology with it. Lakoff and Johnson argue 

for space and the body having a key role in the way we think as well as in our 

thinking about thinking. Their approach, however, is one that takes the focus on 

space and the body as part of a larger role played by metaphor in thought and 

cognition. As soon as we begin to recognise the genuinely topological character of 

understanding – and so of thought and cognition – then we are also led to recognise 

the topological character of language itself (something implied by Lakoff and 

Johnson’s approach but not itself directly thematized or taken up). But that ought to 

render uncertain the very idea of the metaphorical as a notion that can be assumed 

in any straightforward way. If part of what is at issue is the topological character of 

language, then the topological has to be recognised as operating at a level that may 

itself turn out to be presupposed by the very idea of metaphor just inasmuch as 

metaphor already presupposes the structure of language. 

 

*  *  * 

 

It would seem dubious to suppose that we could use metaphor to understand the 

topology of language, since it must surely be in the very topology of language that 

metaphor finds its own ground. The role of topology, then, whether understood as 

referring to a structure or the inquiry into that structure, is not as a source of 

metaphor nor does topology work primarily or solely through metaphor. The task 

that the recognition of the topological character of understanding presents is the task 

of explicating the topology that belongs to understanding – of explicating the proper 

place of understanding –  but this also means explicating  what topology itself might 

mean here. It is this task that must lie at the heart of any genuinely philosophical 



hermeneutics, moreover that task is also a task that involves an explication of the 

topological character of the hermeneutical, and so might be said to involve the 

explication of the hermeneutical character of the topological as well, and that does so 

with an explicitly ontological orientation.  The task at issue is one of providing an 

articulation of the ontology of understanding in a way that takes seriously the 

topological character of understanding as well as of ontology.33 

The turn towards place that is at issue here is one that follows from the 

hermeneutical focus on the finitude of understanding and on such finitude as the 

enabling condition of understanding – an idea that is at the very heart of the 

philosophical hermeneutics of Heidegger and Gadamer.34 The turn towards place 

cannot be characterised as merely temporal or spatial in its orientation, but rather 

encompasses both – as place itself does. Similarly, it is not a turn towards work or 

thing taken on its own, nor towards pure relationality, but instead attends to both 

thing and the relationality within which the thing is embedded. The turn towards 

place is not a turn towards any form of constructionism, since place is that which 

determines the very ontology within which any form of construction must itself be 

understood (constructionism is, in any case, and to use a Heideggerian distinction, 

an ‘ontic’ more so than an ‘ontological’ position, playing a role within certain 

contemporary theoretical discourses, but inadequate as a grounding concept within 

or with respect to those discourses). Place cannot itself be understood as either a 

subjective or an objective phenomenon, being that out of which the very distinction 

of subjective from objective emerges. 

The turn towards place, and so also the topology to which hermeneutics leads 

and which it embodies, is a turn that is directly relevant to many contemporary 

intellectual developments: ‘externalist’ conceptions within analytic philosophy 

converge with elements of topological thinking;35 topology connects with key ideas 

at work in so-called “material culture studies”;36 holistic and relationalist 

conceptions can be seen to themselves draw on an essentially topological mode of 

thinking; the emphasis on the geographic – whether in psycho-geography or geo-



criticism – can be read as implying an emphasis on the placed no less than the 

spatial.37 It is partly because of its connection with such a range of developments that 

the real potential and significance of hermeneutics, and certainly one of the most 

productive areas for future work, seems likely to lie in the direction of a more 

explicit engagement with the topological. Such an engagement would also 

constitute, if my argument here is correct, a more explicit engagement with what the 

hermeneutical itself is. 
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