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“Understanding begins … when something addresses us” – Gadamar, Truth and 

Method1 

 

Hermeneutics, especially as articulated by Gadamer in Truth and Method, begins 

nowhere if not with the concrete experience of understanding – an experience that 

arises in the encounter with a work of art, in the reading of a text, in the conversation 

with another person, in the simple appearing of things as thus and so. For this reason, 

hermeneutics begins with an event – the same event that Heidegger also called the 

event of truth (aletheia) – although it is an event that cannot be separated from our 

factical situatedness in the world.2 The event of understanding is thus no mere passive 

‘happening’, but an active engagement, nor does it remain restricted to the subjective, 

but encompasses the world within which the subject, always standing in relation to 

others, is already embedded. Both Heidegger and Gadamer refer to this situatedness, 

which Heidegger thematizes early on in the idea of the ‘hermeneutical situation’, as 

the ‘Da’ of being, even though both also tended, at various times, to interpret this 

‘Da’, this ‘here/there’, in terms that prioritise temporality.  

While the focus on temporality is certainly important, and especially so given 

the way in which understanding has so often been separated from its essential 

historicality (a point that is particularly important in Gadamer) , it should not be 

allowed to deflect attention from the spatialised and located character of 

hermeneutical situatedness.3 Understanding is always singular and concrete4 – it is 



always a ‘taking place’ in place – and this has important consequences not only for 

the character of understanding as such, but also for the character of hermeneutical and 

philosophical engagement. Indeed, if a large part of what is distinctive about the 

hermeneutical approach is its attentiveness to the original situatedness of 

understanding, then this must itself be understood as an attentiveness to the essential 

“topos” of the hermeneutical event as such. In fact, in the work of both Gadamer and 

Heidegger, such an attentivness to the “topographical” or “topological” (the latter 

term deriving from Heidegger himself) is clearly evident, even if it is not always 

made explicit nor directly taken up.5 In the pages that follow, I intend to explore the 

‘place’ that is invoked here as a means, not only to understand the character of 

hermeneutic situatedness as it encompasses the temporal and the spatial, but also the 

way in which such situatedness underpins hermeneutical and philosophical 

engagement – an engagement without which philosophy cannot even begin  – as well 

as implicating, in a crucial way,  the concept of truth.6 

The emphasis on the temporality of understanding as a matter of its 

historically conditioned character, and on such historicality as central to the very 

possibility of understanding, is one of the key insights of Gadamerian hermeneutics – 

an insight that extends back beyond Heidegger to Nietzsche, specifically to 

Nietzsche’s 1874 essay ”On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life”.7 In 

Gadamer’s work this emphasis on historicality is articulated in a number of ways, 

most notably through the idea of the indispensible role of tradition in understanding, 

itself connected with Gadamer’s rehabilitation of a positive notion of “prejudice” or 

“pre-judgment”, and in the notion of “historically-effected consciousness” 

(wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein).8 



Historicality itself, however, is not a purely temporal phenomenon. History, 

and so also ‘tradition’, works itself out in relation to particular communities, and so 

also to particular locales, sites, and geographies. Indeed, within twentieth-century 

historiography, the essential interconnectedness of the historical and the geographic is 

one of the themes that has determined the influential line of thinking that 

encompasses Vidal de la Blache, Lucien Febvre, and Henri Lefebvre, and out of 

which comes Pierre Nora’s monumental Realms of Memory9  – a work that explores 

French history and culture through the sites and spaces (the lieux de mémoire) in 

which French national identity and collective memory are inevitably constituted. The 

spatialized character of the historical is also a theme that appears in Heidegger 

himself, and, as Stuart Elden argues, is further developed in the work of Michel 

Foucault.10 Indeed, an increasing focus on place and space as part of the essential 

frame within which social, political and historical formation occurs is a characteristic 

feature of much contemporary theorising, not only in geography and historiography, 

but in many other empirically oriented disciplines that concern themselves with the 

study of human behaviour and forms of life. 

In Heidegger, the essential connection between the temporal-historical and 

what we might think of as the spatial-geographic is particularly evident in the essay 

that Gadamer acknowledges as foundational to the development of his own 

hermeneutical perspective, 11 ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ from 1935-36.12 The 

Heideggerian analysis of the event of understanding, or, to keep to the language of the 

essay, of the working of truth, is addressed specifically as it occurs in relation to the 

artwork. Heidegger is not concerned merely with any such work, however, but rather 

with the artwork that serves to ‘found’ a ‘world’,13 and so with the artwork in its 

historicality, not only in its historically determined character, but as itself opening up 



the historical as it arises for a community and for a people –  much of Heidegger’s 

discussion is focused on the Classical Greek temple as paradigmatic of such an 

artwork. Heidegger’s analysis recognisees the historical specificity of the artwork 

(and so the need to understand its very working as an artwork only in relation to a 

particular historical-world14) is not separable from its character as set into a particular 

locale or ‘site’ (Stätte), and as standing there (Da stehen) in that site.15 

It is thus that the artwork, in its concrete placedness – which involves both the 

temporal and the spatial16  – initiates what Heidegger refers to as the “struggle” or 

“strife” (Kampf, polemos) between world and earth. This strife is a differentiating 

between and opening up of world and of earth, in which world emerges as the open 

dimension of possibility, that which  allows for the free play of appearance, while 

earth comes into view as that which closes off, and so determines, but also supports 

and grounds. The artwork works as art from out of its placedness in the midst of the 

world and above the earth. One might even argue that the historicality of the work, 

and even history itself, operates only in and through such placedness – history 

becomes history in the place that belongs to it and to which place it belongs also – 

although this placedness is itself a happening of place as such.  

The central role of the work in the happening of truth – which appears in “The 

Origin of the Work of Art” in terms of the standing there of the work in the strife 

between world and earth – is a central theme in Gadamer’s own thinking, although 

Gadamer presents it in rather less dramatic terms than Heidegger’s 1935-36 essay, 

and in a way that does not prioritize the artwork in the same fashion. Understanding, 

for Gadamer, always takes place with respect to some thing or subject matter (Sache) 

that invariably retains its own authority.17 In its ‘conversational’ or ‘dialogic’ 

character, understanding has its origin in the space that is opened up between 



interlocutors – in a space that is properly dialogic18 – as that space arises in and 

around the singular entity or event (text or image, performance or artefact, idea or 

thing) by which those interlocutors are brought together, and that sustains and 

structures the very possibility of engagement. Such an analysis can be seen as 

capturing the structure of the conversational and the dialogic, in its concrete form, but 

also of the broader movement of tradition itself (which might, with a nod to Oakshott 

and Rorty, be viewed as a certain sort of ongoing and developing “conversation”, 

although in a somewhat different sense19), as well as of the happening of history. 

It might be argued, however, that the focus on historicality, as well as on the 

dialogic or conversational, and the way this inevitably calls upon notions of the spatial 

and the geographic, has to be distinguished from the idea of the temporal as such, and 

whatever might pertain essentially to it. The fact that historicality or conversationality 

might require modes of the spatial or the geographic need not imply the same about 

temporality. Moreover, temporality, it might be thought, is also more primordial 

within the structure of understanding than is the historical, or the spatial or the 

topographic, and not only distinct from them. Such a line of thinking could be seen to 

reflect the strong tendency within modern and contemporary philosophy to take 

temporality as central to the structure of subjectivity and the self, and especially to the 

structure of self-consciousness. In that case, the apparent role played by notions of 

space and place in the structure of understanding, while not irrelevant, perhaps ought 

to be seen as secondary to temporality. 

The tendency to prioritize temporality that is at issue here is clearly evident in 

two very recent books. In David Hoy’s “critical history” of temporality, The Time of 

Our Lives, the problem of temporality or time-consciousness is presented as closely 

entangled with the problem of self-consciousness,20 and in a way that, significantly 



for what is at issue here, makes no mention of spatiality whatsoever – indeed, in spite 

of the care and insight that Hoy’s discussion exhibits in other respects, it is a 

discussion from which space and spatiality seem to be entirely absent. Similarly, Dan 

Zahavi’s otherwise excellent phenomenological investigation of the relation between 

self, subjectivity and consciousness, Subjectivity and Selfhood, gives considerable 

attention to temporality and time-consciousness, but none at all to spatiality – even 

when embodiment emerges as an issue towards the end of Zahavi’s discussion, the 

spatial remains unaddressed.21 

Although the tendency both to prioritise the temporal as central to any 

investigation of subjectivity and self-consciousness, and to treat the temporal in a way 

that often appears to separate it from the spatial, is commonplace in modern and 

contemporary philosophy – especially in  the idealist and phenomenological traditions 

– the thinker who is most often assumed to exemplify the modern philosophical 

prioritization of temporality, namely, Immanuel Kant, actually insists on the co-

relatedness of time with space. It is certainly true that Kant takes time to be the form 

with respect to which all representations are ordered, both the representations that are 

given as belonging to inner-consciousness alone (dreams, imaginings and so forth) as 

well as to  consciousness of what is external (our perceptual acquaintance with 

worldly events and things). Yet Kant also stresses the character of time as itself 

representable only by means of what is spatial, and so by reference to the line or to the 

counting-off of discrete elements (whether on the fingers, an abacus, or whatever), 

and this is largely tied to his insistence on quantity as itself representable only in such 

a way: “The possibility of things as magnitudes… can also be exhibited only in outer 

intuition, and…by means of that alone can it subsequently also be applied to inner 

sense”.22 



The representability of time by means of what is spatial reflects, not so much a 

feature of quantity alone, however, as the character of representation as itself spatial 

in character – a point reflected in Derrida’s idea of inscription as that in which the 

possibility of language essentially resides (which is partly why he gives priority to 

writing over speech). Language can thus be viewed as itself dependent on 

spatialisation – an idea also expressed in the Sausurrean notion of language as “a 

system of differences”. The latter is taken up by Derrida, in a way that combines 

spatialisation, in the form of differing, with a mode of temporalisation, in the form of 

deferring, so as to give rise to the idea of différance, as fundamental to any form of 

difference or deferral, and so to all forms of more particular spatio-temporal ordering, 

unification, or differentiation.23 

The idea that representation may be essentially dependent on the spatial, as 

well as on the temporal, gives a new sense to the Gadamerian conception of language 

as conversation – conversation provides a model of a particular form of spatialisation, 

and so also temporalisation, that works through the back-and-forth relatedness of 

conversational partners, each concretely situated in respect of one another, but 

therefore also apart from one another, that is a relating to, and so both a connecting 

and disconnecting with, some subject matter. Here is a model of language as 

fundamentally social, and therefore also public, as worked out dialogically between 

subjects, and so as occurring in and through particular locations and encounters (the 

movement of conversation is thus a movement within and between places), in a 

manner that combines Derrida with Gadamer, as well as with Davidson. Indeed, 

Davidson’s notorious assertion that “there is no such thing as a language”,24 can be 

reformulated as the claim that there is no language outside of the conversational, and 

so no language that is not tied back to particular instances of situated engagement 



between speakers (even if the engagement is sometimes one in which the other 

speaker is present only through the already given text). 

  Yet if the conversational model of language can be seen, in this way, to 

reflect the spatialized character of representation, then it is not only through the way 

in which conversation involves a certain play of difference and deferral (and equally, I 

would say, of sameness and advance), but also through the very distinction that is 

apparent in conversation between what is spoken and what is spoken about. 

Conversation, and language with it, depends essentially on this distinction (a 

distinction that takes on a particular form in relation to the concept of truth), since 

without it there can be no sense in which conversational partners can engage with one 

another in any meaningful way: the act of speaking is a relating of oneself to what is 

other than oneself –  a relating to one’s interlocutor that is accomplished through a 

relating to a subject matter that is accessible to both oneself and to one’s interlocutor 

(hence the metaphor of ‘triangulation’ in Davidson’s work,25 and the model of 

dialogue or conversation in Gadamer’s).  

Representation, and so also communication and understanding, can thus be 

said always to call upon a form of externalization, which is also, of course, a 

spatialization (and this occurs together with the internalization that is also involved 

here). Such externalisation and spatialization is what makes for the public and social 

character of language; it is what enables language to be historical (in the sense both of 

being historically determined, and of operating across temporal distance); and it is 

also a necessary element in the meaningfulness of language, since meaning arises 

only through the relating of things that are otherwise distinct (through the relating of 

particular marks or inscriptions, for instance, to certain entities and events). It is the 

latter, in fact, that can be seen expressed in a particularly significant way in 



Davidson’s externalist conception not only of meaning, but also of mental content in 

general26 – an externalism that does not concern merely our knowledge of content, but 

the very basis on which content is determined.27 

The role of spatialization in making possible representation and language, 

fundamental though it is to questions of understanding, is, however, only one instance 

of the way spatialization, in conjunction with temporalization, underpins the 

possibility of sameness and differentiation. The very formation of the self, so often 

treated as primarily temporal in character, is also tied to the spatial in a way that is no 

less primordial. That this is so should already be evident from the way in which, in 

Kant, time and space are mutually implicative of one another – while the appearing of 

things in space is also dependent on the ordering of representations in time, so too is 

the representation of things in time dependent on the representation of time by means 

of space. What is also evident in Kant is that the formation of what is “inner” occurs 

always in relation to what is “outer” (which is itself always more than anything 

merely temporal), and this is a central part of the argument Kant advances in the 

“Refutation of Idealism” in the First Critique.28 

The way spatiality is implicated here (and which is expressed at a number of 

points in Kant’s thinking)  can be seen most clearly when one considers what it might 

be that could mark off, not only the self, and so what is “inner”, from that which is 

“outer”, and so belongs properly to what is “objective,” but also what might 

differentiate the self from other selves, that is, what might make for the possibility of 

different instantiations of the “inner”. This cannot be possible by reference to 

temporality alone, since temporality is precisely the form of inner sense, but only by 

calling upon some notion of spatialization.29 Indeed, one might argue that if the 

differentiation of the self from other selves, and so the very possibility of the sort of 



differentiation between persons that is necessary for the inter-personal engagement 

that is at the heart of conversation, is dependent on the externalization that is 

realizable only within the frame of the spatial, then so too is the identity of the self 

also bound up with such spatialization – both identity and individuation are worked 

out spatially as well as temporally. 

The essential role played by externalization and spatialization in the formation 

of the self, and that appears above in highly schematic terms, appears in a much more 

concrete and immediate fashion in the actual working-out of individual human lives. 

Such lives are typically constituted, not in terms merely of the temporal continuity of 

thought or memory (a continuity which is, after all, often interrupted), but through the 

way in which our “inner life” connects with the sense we have of our own bodies, our 

relations to other persons, and our involvement with the specific things, places and 

events within which we are inevitably involved – all of which presuppose a sense of 

spatial and not only temporal articulation. It is thus that the commonplace idea of the 

connection between a sense of self and a sense of place – which is perhaps so 

commonplace as to seem like a naïve assumption of everyday thinking – can be 

viewed as expressing a much deeper philosophical truth, namely, that the structure of 

human lives, including the most basic structures that underpin memory, thought and 

meaning, are essentially relational in character (we may also say that they are 

essentially “holistic”) in a way that encompasses both the internal and the external, 

the temporal and the spatial, the “subjective” and the “objective”.30 It is thus, to take a 

common, and readily accessible example, that the simple act of removing someone 

from one place to another – as in cases, especially, of forced migration or 

displacement – can have frequently such disruptive psychological effects.31  



The relationality that is at issue here is not merely a relationality that connects 

an already determinate self with that which lies outside of the self, but a relationality 

that obtains within the structure of the self as such. In Gadamer, the relational 

character of the self is evident in the self-referential character of understanding – all 

understanding implicates our own self-understanding, and so the process of coming to 

understand is also a process of self-modification and self-formation. The role of self-

referentiality in the formation of the self does not appear within the context of 

Gadamerian hermeneutics alone, however, but is a recurrent feature in philosophical 

investigations of the nature of mind and meaning.  It is an idea present in Kant, for 

instance, in the idea that consciousness implicates self-consciousness,32 in Heidegger, 

in the conception of Dasein as that being for whom its own being is an issue for it,33  

and, in Davidson, in the idea that the having of beliefs presupposes the having of the 

concept of belief.34 It would be a mistake to suppose that the self-referentiality that is 

at issue (albeit in different forms) in Gadamer, in Kant , in Heidegger, or in Davidson, 

could be a purely internalized mode of relationality such as might be given in the 

form of a constant process of self-reflection or the ever-present capacity for such self-

reflection (since some situations are such as to make explicit self-reflection an 

impossibility, the latter is quite obviously ruled out from the start). The self-

referentiality that seems so essential to human being (and here I am treating the 

human as an ontological and not a biological category), and that is also, therefore, a 

feature of understanding, is already one that implicates a conception of the self, in its 

own relational structure, even in its own “interiority”, as articulated in and through the 

spatialized externality of the world. 

While such a conclusion is readily apparent in Davidson, who adopts an 

explicitly externalist conception of self and mind, it is perhaps less so in Kant, 



Heidegger, even, to some extent, in Gadamer.  Part of the reason for this is that the 

tendency sometimes to character the self-referentiality at issue here in terms of a 

mode of self-affectedness that can easily be viewed as implying a purely 

“internalized” form of relation. This is especially so, it seems to me, in Heidegger’s 

own reading of Kant and it is directly tied to Heidegger’s prioritization of the 

temporal over the spatial in his early work – something Heidegger abandons in his 

thinking after the so-called Kehre (the Ereignis that determines Heidegger’s later 

thinking is not, it should be emphasised, the notion of a pure mode of temporality, but 

rather, as should be evident from Heidegger’s account of the Ereignis that is the 

happening of the work of art, essentially a temporalizing and spatializing  – it is a 

taking place, a happening, of place35). This is itself indicative of one of the problems 

with the widespread emphasis on temporality as primarily determinative of the self – 

or of understanding or experience – in that this almost inevitably tends, often in spite 

of intentions to the contrary, towards an “internalized” and abstract conception of the 

self. Such a tendency might be thought to accord with Kant’s own insistence that 

while inner sense is given in the form of time, it is only through space, and so through 

outer consciousness, that inner sense gains determination36 – a claim that might itself 

be viewed as pointing in the direction of precisely the “externalist” conception of 

content-determination found in Davidson.  

Rather than attempt to read the essential self-referentiality that is so essential 

to the formation of the self as implying some form of pure, internalized self-

affectedness (which surely renders self-referentiality more rather than less obscure), it 

should instead be interpreted as having a structure that is parallel to the structure 

involved in the self-location and orientation, and as in fact dependent upon that 

structure. In finding oneself in a specific location, one grasps both the character of the 



space as such, as well as one’s own position in and orientation to that space – (this is a 

point Kant makes, in purely spatial terms, through directing attention to the way in 

which spatial locatedness is tied to the sense of spatiality one has in one’s own body, 

which is itself articulated through one’s spatial engagement37). Similarly, one cannot 

orient oneself to a place beforehand – nothing compares, as the saying has it, with 

being there – and even equipping oneself with a map provides no capacity for 

orientation prior to one’s concrete situation in the place itself, since every map is 

meaningless until the features it picks out are connected both to features of the 

presented environment and to one’s own bodily positioning in that environment.38 

There is thus no sense of first beginning with oneself, and then moving out to 

determine where one is, rather one’s sense of oneself is bound up directly with one’s 

sense of orientation and location, and an analogous structure applies both in the case 

of simple self-location, and the more complex case involving self-identity and self-

individuation. In being-located and being-oriented we have a model of the underlying 

structure that determines self-formation, but we also have a glimpse into the very 

structure within such self-formation occurs – the structure of the temporalizing-

spatializing topos in which self, other and world come to appearance.  The self is 

defined and determined, both in its own internality and its externality, in and through 

its situated and oriented activity in the world – activity that is both an affecting and a 

being-affected, and that involves both the self and what is not the self in a constant 

process of interaction – a process, we might even say, of dialogue or conversation.  

The manner in which self-location and orientation occurs only in and through 

our being in the place in which we are located, and to which we are so oriented, is 

illustrative of the character, not only of spatial situatedness, but of any form of 

situatedness as such – including the situatedness of understanding as such. One 



particularly notable consequence of this is that understanding can never be a matter 

simply of applying some prior set of principles to a situation; it is instead always a 

matter of understanding as it arises in and as a response to the situation itself. The 

point at issue is exactly parallel to that with respect to the use of maps that I referred 

to above: a map does not provide any prior orientation to a locale, becoming 

meaningful and useful only when it is interpreted in light of one’s immediate and 

concrete embeddness in the locale in question – one cannot, as it were, simply “read” 

one’s location from the map. Similarly one cannot generate understanding purely on 

the basis of a principle or principles that are prior to and independent of one’s 

concrete hermeneutical situation. 

The way in which understanding is tied to its situation is quite explicit in 

Davidson’s rejection, to which I referred briefly above, of the idea of linguistic 

understanding as somehow based in the mastery and application of some priorly given 

and determinate set of shared linguistic rules, that is to say, in a “language” (or in a 

language as given under a certain conception). This is also a point that Gadamer 

emphasises in Truth and Method, although often the the explicit focus of his concern 

is not so much the way we might bring prior rules to the situation, as the tendency to 

treat the text to be understood as if it were itself given in some similarly prior fashion. 

Thus, in discussing the Aristotelian concept of phronesis he writes that: 

 

If we relate Aristotle’s description of the ethical phenomenon… we find that 

his analysis in fact offers a kind of model of the problems of hermeneutics. 

We too determined that application is neither a subsequent nor merely an 

occasional part of the phenomenon of understanding, but co-determines it as 

a whole from the beginning. Here too application did not consist in relating 



some pregiven universal to the particular situation. The interpreter dealing 

with a traditionary text tries to apply it to himself. But this does not mean 

that the text is first given for him as something universal, that he first 

understands it per se, and then afterward uses it for particular applications. 

Rather, the interpreter seeks no more than to understand this universal, the 

text – i.e., to understand what it says, what constitutes the text’s meaning and 

significance. In order to understand that, he must not try to disregard himself 

and his particular hermeneutical situation. He must relate the text to his 

situation if he wants to understand at all.39 

 

Understanding begins with our being already in a situation – a situation that cannot be 

construed as any form of pure self-affectedness or self-enclosure, but rather a 

situation in which we are inevitably taken outside of ourselves at the very same time 

as we are also brought back to ourselves (a dynamic movement that is evident in the 

simplest forms of self-location and spatial orientation).  To be so situated, so placed, 

is dependent upon a certain prior understanding, a prior orientation, but it also calls 

upon us to articulate our understanding anew, and to orient and reorient ourselves. 

Such orientation is never accomplished simply through reference back to what we 

think we already know or understand, since what is called for is indeed an orientation 

to this place, and not to some other, an orientation that is also, one might say, already 

present in our very being there. Such orientation arises through our own 

responsiveness to the concrete place in which we find ourselves – a responsiveness to 

the demands of the place itself and of that which appears within that place. 

The Gadamerian account of the hermeneutical situation as essentially given 

over to a mode of praxis, and so also to phronesis, implies that the usual 



understanding of the relation between theory and practice is fundamentally mistaken. 

Theory must itself be grasped as a mode of practical engagement, while practical 

engagement is also theoretical in that it is only in practice that theory can arise. This 

must apply no less to the practice of philosophy than to any other activity. But in that 

case, the idea of there being such a thing as “pure” as opposed to “applied” 

philosophy must be fundamentally misleading. Indeed, it may even lead to 

problematic modes of philosophical thinking – thinking that construes itself in terms 

of philosophical theory and principle on the one hand and its various domains of 

application on the other. This is perhaps most problematic within contemporary 

ethics, in which the very idea of “applied ethics” is suggestive of a divorce of ethical 

theorizing from ethical practice – in which priorly articulated principles or ethical 

“theories”, often of a highly abstract nature, are employed to resolve “practical” 

ethical problems. Moreover, this is not only a problem affecting the “ethical” and its 

“application”. What is at issue here is our very conception of the relation between 

theory and practice, and the nature of each. Understanding the “placed” character of 

understanding is not a matter of giving priority to practice over theory, but of 

understanding the manner in which theoretical articulation, and even formalisation, 

occurs in and through the very situation in which we are called upon to theorize in the 

first place. To adapt a line from Heidegger,40 it is not that mathematics is more 

removed from place than ethics (or historiography), but that the mode of its situated 

engagement is different.   

The essentially placed character of hermeneutic situatedness implies, as we 

have already seen from the analysis above, a complex and ramified structure that 

cannot be construed in terms of temporal projection or self-affectedness alone. A key 

element in that structure is the relatedness of interiority and exteriority, and of self 



and other, as that relatedness is worked out both temporally and spatially – something 

partially captured, in Gadamer, in terms of the character of understanding as always 

involving an interplay between the strange and the familiar41 (a contrast that can itself 

be construed in a fashion that calls immediately on more topological notions, for 

instance, of the foreign and the homely, the distant and the near), as well as in terms 

of the notion of “play” (Spiel) that is also invoked here.42 The structure of 

understanding, of hermeneutical situatedness, thus comprises multiple elements – 

elements that are distinct from one another even while they are also drawn together in 

the complex unity of place – a structure that might even be considered to mirror the 

structure of the “singular-plural” of which Jean-Luc Nancy speaks.43 To be given 

over, as we always essentially are, to the hermeneutic situation, and so to be given 

over to understanding (so that we cannot draw back from the attempt to understand), 

is thus always to find ourselves standing in a relation to that which is outside of and 

other to us, and yet which, by virtue of its very relatedness, also calls unavoidably for 

a response from us.44 It is thus as a direct consequence of the placed character of 

understanding – its beginning in place, and its character as a turning and returning to 

it – that understanding arises as always a matter of engagement and response, and that 

it is also determined as  properly conversational and dialogic in character.  

The conception of understanding that prioritises the temporal alone is 

inadequate to grasping the situated character of understanding. But more than this, it 

cannot engage with the character of understanding as, in Gadamerian terms, 

essentially conversational nor even as practical. Yet there is a further consideration to 

which we must attend: the character of the place to which the event of understanding 

belongs is also a place that is inextricably bound up with the notion of truth. Thus, in 

Heidegger’s account of the working of art, the happening of place in the work is also 



a happening of truth, while Heidegger’s own characterization of truth as aletheia, 

unconcealment (Unverborgenheit), and in  terms of “lighting” or “clearing” 

(Lichtung), is indicative of truth as itself “topolological” or “topographical”.45 

Understood in the sense Heidegger employs it in essays like “The Origin of the Work 

of Art”, truth names the original happening of world that first enables the appearing 

of things, on the basis of which assertion, and so the truth or falsity of assertion, is 

possible.46 This happening of world involves truth in an essential way, since not only 

is it that on the basis of which specific truths emerge as truths, but that opening is also 

the opening up of a domain in which in which we essentially engaged, on which we 

have a claim and are ourselves claimed, and yet in which the determination of that 

claim is not up to us alone. In this sense, truth names the demand that is placed on us 

beyond our own interests, preferences, or opinions – the demand that comes from the 

reality of our inevitable and concrete placedness in a world, as ourselves, and among 

others. 47 

Attending to truth means attending to the very character of hermeneutical 

situatedness in its plurality and its unity, its subjectivity and its objectivity, its owness 

and its otherness. Understood as unconcealment, truth refers us, then, not to 

something transcendent  of our singular placedness, but rather to the way in which 

only through such placedness, only though our concrete involvement, does meaning 

emerge at all. Understood as correctness, truth is always the truth of individual 

sentences, having significance only so long as those sentences remain meaningful, 

and in relation to those specific contexts, including the linguistic contexts, in which 

those sentences are meaningful.48 There is no concept of truth that stands outside of 

the specific operations of language, disengaged from our concrete situatedness in the 

world. Moreover, there can be no situatedness, no engagement, without truth, while 



the concern with truth is itself a marker of that engagement. The emergence of truth as 

itself a central element in the placedness of understanding, and as tied to it, is 

something echoed in pragmatist and anti-realist construals that would identify truth 

with pragmatic effectiveness or with epistemic “usefulness”. Yet the way in which 

truth is “practical” is not in the sense of being identical with the pragmatic or the 

useful, but rather through the way in which understanding (including our self-

understanding) has its origins in our placed situatedness in the world, a situatedness in 

which we are taken up by the matter at issue, are held in its sway, and are also called 

to respond to it. The demand that is made by our placed situatedness, a demand that 

derives from our own finitude, is the same demand that is made by truth – it is a 

demand we can no more avoid than we can set ourselves apart from the place and 

places in which our lives are formed. 

Hermeneutics has its beginning in the experience, not merely of 

understanding, but more specifically in the experience of the “placed” character of 

understanding – and so in understanding as temporal and spatial – and in the 

exploration of the nature and limits of that place. The character of understanding as 

event is inseparable from its taking-place in and through place, while the character of 

understanding as determined by its engaged situatedness is also tied to its essential 

determination in relation to truth (both as unconcealment and as correctness) as it 

emerges in its own placedness. The beginning of understanding, and not merely of 

hermeneutics, is to be found only in the place that appears here. Moreover, in 

beginning to understand that place, we begin to grasp the complex and interwoven 

character of the situatedness that is central to the hermeneutical – a situatedness that 

involves time and space, self and other, “practice” and “theory”. In doing so, we 

begin to understand the genuine character of our own place in the world, of our self-



formation in that place, and of the opening up of world in and through that place. 

Understanding is thus never a disengaged, disembodied, or displaced happening, but 

always an event that begins in and unfolds out of the place in which we find 

ourselves, a place in and from which we are ourselves addressed.  
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