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Towards a Heideggerian Floristics:  

Rethinking the Organism in the Late Work 

 

Andrew Mitchell (Emory University) 

 

Heidegger‘s post-war thinking presents an often overlooked attempt to rethink what it means to 

be a living being. Part of the way it does so is through a reconsideration of the nature of plants. 

In these later texts, Heidegger‘s considerations of plants focus on a new understanding of growth 

and life, one that dramatically departs from his treatment twenty years earlier in the famed Fun-

damental Concepts of Metaphysics course (1929-30). In particular, these later views break with 

the notion of a ―disinhibiting ring‖ that surrounds each organism and the role of growth therein. 

After presenting a brief sketch of these earlier views, I will turn to the later treatments of plants 

to show the way in which the living being is no longer understood as trapped within a ring, but as 

exposed to the world. 

 Without repeating the entirety of this well-known, thoroughly discussed, and extensive 

analysis, a few points warrant restatement in light of the treatment of plants that Heidegger will 

undertake twenty years later.
1
 Heidegger‘s concern in the Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics 

is with the issue of life, ―the specific manner of being pertaining to animal and plant,‖ there be-

ing no difference between them at the level of the organism (GA 29/30: 277/188). Thus in what 

follows we must bear in mind that when Heidegger speaks of the ―animal‖ what is meant is the 

organism as such and this includes plants. The hypothesis directing the investigation is the famed 

claim that the living being, the animal – or, for our purposes, the plant – is ―poor in world‖ (GA 

29/30: 263/177).
2
 This poverty is no absolute lack of world, since the animal does engage with 

                                                           
1
 A reliable recapitulation of the course, along with critical commentary, is found in William McNeill, 

―Life Beyond the Organism: Animal Being in Heidegger‘s Freiburg Lectures, 1929-30.‖ Didier Franck‘s 

provocative essay ―Being and the Living‖ treats of the 1929-30 lecture course while calling attention to 

overlooked passages in Being and Time where biological and physiological aspects of Dasein are men-

tioned or discussed. His consideration of anxiety is particularly intriguing (Franck, ―Being and the Liv-

ing,‖ 144-45). 
2
 The text is laden with reservations about the proceedings. The task is to approach the issue of world 

through a comparison with the animal. The goal is to simply unfold a question about the nature of world, 
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what appears within its environment. But for Heidegger, this engagement is not wholly worldly 

because it still provides no access to beings as such. With no beings as such to comport itself to-

ward, the organism is said to merely behave (Benehmen). This ―behavedness‖ (Benommenheit, 

Heidegger is emphatic that we keep all sense of numbness or captivity away from this term) is 

―the inner possibility of behavior as such‖ (GA 29/30: 349/239) and this means that the animal is 

a creature of drive and instinct. Behavedness, ―the inner possibility of animal being itself,‖ iden-

tifies animality as a matter of responsive behavior to solicitation (GA 29/30: 349/239; tm).  

 The behavedness of the organism as collection of drives places the organism within what 

Heidegger terms a ―ring‖ of behavior prompts, ―drivenness as being driven from one drive to 

another holds and drives the animal within a ring which it cannot escape and within which some-

thing is open for the animal‖ (GA 29/30: 363/249). While the ring includes a kind of openness 

and the animal is said to relate to what is opened therein, the animal is nevertheless unable to 

―enter into‖ anything or ―get involved‖ with anything [sich einlassen auf] available within the 

ring, ―Yet while it is certain that all instinctual behaviour is a relating to…, it is just as surely the 

case that in all its behaviour the animal can never properly enter into something as such [auf et-

was als solches einlassen]. The animal is encircled by this ring constituted by the reciprocal dri-

venness of its drives‖ (GA 29/30: 363/249). Not being able to enter into something means not 

being able to relate to something as something that persists beyond the organism‘s immediate 

interest in it. Heidegger proposes that we understand this not being able to enter into anything 

positively as an ―eliminative character [des Beseitigens] in respect of that to which it relates it-

                                                                                                                                                                                           
not even to answer it (GA 29/30: 272/184). At the very outset Heidegger acknowledges that ―it is difficult 

to determine even the distinction between man and animal‖ (GA 29/30: 265/179). His comparative proce-

dure means that all his findings will be about how the animal appears to us. The thesis is ―far from being 

a, let alone the, fundamental metaphysical principle of the essence of animality. At best, it is a proposition 

that follows from the essential determinations of animality, and moreover one which follows only if the 

animal is regarded in comparison with humanity‖ (GA 29/30: 394/271). Consequently, ―the thesis is mis-

leading precisely with respect to the essence of animality itself‖ as ―we ourselves have also been in view 

all the time, whether we wanted to be or not‖ (GA 29/30: 394/271, 395/272). It is not, nor is it meant to 

be, ―an essential definition of animality‖ (GA 29/30: 349/240; tm). ―Admittedly this is not said as though 

this were to represent the definitive clarification of the essence of animality beyond which there is no 

need to ask any further for all time‖ (GA 29/30: 378/260; tm). Indeed, even this comparative analysis is 

deemed ―incomplete‖ (GA 29/30: 385/265). Ultimately, regarding the ―essential organization of the or-

ganism,‖ this is ―still not adequately clarified‖ (GA 29/30: 396/273; tm). This is an astonishing amount of 

reservation, even for a thinker so deeply committed to preparation and the proper beginning as Heidegger. 
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self‖ (GA 29/30: 363/250). He finds ―one of the most striking examples‖ of this in the behavior 

of insects like the praying mantis, ―It is well known that after copulation many female insects 

devour the male of the species. After copulation the sexual character disappears, the male ac-

quires the character of prey and is eliminated. The one animal is never there for the other simply 

as a living creature, but is only there for it either as sexual partner or as prey‖ (GA 29/30: 363-

64/250). Nothing of the sexual partner persists once the sexual character disappears, the organ-

ism is not ―involved with‖ the living being beyond the particular character in which it appears at 

the moment (not as such), a character that prompts certain drives. Thus Heidegger can write that 

―Behavior as such is in itself each time an elimination [Beseitigen]‖ (GA 29/30: 364/250; tm).  

 This eliminative character is tied to the nature of organic, instinctual, drive, which is un-

derstood by Heidegger in terms of a build up of charge, ―let us take the drive in itself as such – 

not in its driving towards that which can dissolve it – in its drive structure, then there is revealed 

that the drive has precisely an inner tension and charge, a congestion and inhibitedness, that es-

sentially requires a disinhibition, in order to be a drive and thus to be able to be uninhibited in the 

common vulgar sense‖ (GA 29/30: 370/254; tm). The driven response eliminates this build up of 

instinctual charge. The animal exists then within a ―disinhibiting ring,‖ responding to the 

prompts that it has access to according to its organic capacities. (GA 29/30: 370-71/255). Hei-

degger is clear that the encirclement of the animal by this ring is not an ―encapsulation,‖ though 

he does say it is ―like a tube‖ (GA 29/30: 370/255, 292/198; tm). There is still a kind of access 

operative here, but there is likewise a compulsion. This ring in all its ambiguity is ultimately ―an 

essential character of life itself‖ (GA 29/30: 377/259).  

 Heidegger‘s analysis of the living being is admittedly incomplete. As he himself notes, it 

omits consideration of the movement proper to life, ―All life is not simply organism, but is just 

as essentially process, thus formally speaking motion [Bewegung]‖ (GA 29/30: 385/265). This 

movement, what he names here motility (Bewegtheit), is the movement of the animal (plant) 

through the stages of its life. What the analysis lacks, in other words, is a treatment of growth: 

―in our everyday experience we are familiar with the birth, growth, maturing, aging, and death of 

animals. But all this reveals to us a motility of a peculiar kind, for here the organism as we now 

understand it does not simply happen to get caught up as it were in this motility. Rather, this mo-

tility determines the being of the animal as such‖ (GA 29/30: 385/265). Throughout its life, the 
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animal is moved and responds to this motion with further movements of its own. All of these 

views on the organism undergo radical revision in his later thought, to which we shall now turn.  

 In the privately printed ―The Pathway‖ and the new ―Introduction to ‗What Is Metaphys-

ics?,‘‖ both dating from 1949, Heidegger takes the tree as the representative plant and develops 

his understanding of the growing being around it. In ―The Pathway,‖ the horizontal meandering 

of the path is complemented by the verticality of a tall oak tree, under which Heidegger would sit 

and puzzle over philosophy. The tree itself, however, teaches him about growth, ―Meanwhile, the 

hardness and scent of the oakwood began to speak more clearly of the slowness and constancy 

with which the tree grew‖ (GA 13: 88/HMT 70). The measured growth of the tree brings togeth-

er the hardness to endure with the delicacy of scent. Like the stone previously mentioned, the 

tree itself speaks, ―The oaktree itself spoke: only in such growth is there grounded what lasts and 

fructifies; to grow means to open oneself up to the expanse of the sky and at the same time to 

sink roots into the darkness of earth; everything sound only thrives [alles Gediegene nur gedeiht] 

if it is, in right measure, both ready for the appeal of highest heaven and preserved in the protec-

tion of the bearing earth [der tragenden Erde]‖ (GA 13: 88/HMT 70; tm). Growth is the opening 

up of the dimension between the earth and the sky. The hardness of the tree allows it to hold 

open this between while remaining rooted in the earth. What thrives (gedeiht) and grows sound 

(gediegen) – Grimms‘ dictionary attests to the etymological connection – does so through its ex-

posure to the ―between.‖
3
 The plant testifies to this. 

 It is precisely this contact with the bearing earth that is forgotten in the history of meta-

physics. Heidegger‘s 1949 introduction to his lecture of twenty years prior, ―What Is Metaphys-

ics?,‖ makes this clear in a consideration of Descartes‘ image of the tree of philosophy. For Des-

cartes, metaphysics is the root of the tree, physics the trunk, and all the other sciences are the 

branches. But this abstracts and extracts the tree from its nutritive and supportive context, the 

soil of the earth. Heidegger writes, ―In what soil do the roots of the tree of philosophy take hold? 

Out of what ground do the roots, and thereby the whole tree, receive their nourishing juices and 

strength? What element, concealed in the ground and soil, pervades the bearing and nourishing 

roots of the tree? What does the essence of metaphysics rest and move about in?‖ (GA 9: 

                                                           
3
 Grimm and Grimm, Deutsches Wörterbuch, s.v. ―gediegen.‖ 
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365/277; tm). Metaphysics forgets the bearing of the earth and the nourishment it provides to the 

roots of the tree. 

 The tree that is rooted in the earth, the life that is rooted in the earth, is not fused with that 

earth or ―grounded‖ upon it in any foundational sense. To be rooted is to be interwoven and in-

terlaced with the earth. What is rooted is in an embrace of the earth. The earth supports the tree 

by bearing it, by touching it and holding it. The roots do not ―possess‖ the earth, they do not as-

similate it in the drive to their own self-increase, ―The ground and soil is the element in which 

the root of the tree essences, but the growth of the tree is never able to absorb this root-soil in 

such a way that it disappears in the tree as part of the tree. Instead, the roots, down to the subtlest 

tendrils, lose themselves in the soil‖ (GA 9: 366/278; tm). To be rooted is to forego possession 

and to lose oneself. The roots do so for the sake of the tree, Heidegger explains, ―the root of the 

tree…sends all nourishment and all strength [Kräfte] into the trunk and its branches. The root 

branches out into the ground and soil so that the tree, for the sake of its growth, can go forth out 

of the ground and thus can leave it….The ground is the ground for the roots, and in the ground 

the roots forget themselves in favor of the tree. The roots still belong to the tree even when, after 

a fashion, they abandon themselves to the element of the soil. They squander themselves and 

their element on the tree‖ (GA 9: 366/278; tm). The very roots of the tree that would ground and 

stabilize the tree neither possess the earth nor do they preserve and steel themselves, instead they 

lose themselves in giving their strength to the trunk that they thereby support and nourish. 

 This entwining of roots in the soil is the only support they find. What grows is borne by 

the soil, but is groundless. Heidegger‘s 1955-56 lecture series, The Principle of Reason (Der Satz 

vom Grund), addresses a verse from Angelus Silesius on this very point. Silesius writes that ―The 

rose is without why: it blooms because it blooms / It pays no attention to itself, asks not whether 

it is seen.‖
4
 Heidegger reads Silesius‘ verse against the Leibnizian notion of a principle of suffi-

cient reason, that everything has its reason or ―ground‖ (Grund). The rose that blooms without 

why would bloom without a ground. Heidegger states, ―Obviously the rose here stands as an ex-

ample for all blooming things, for all plants and all growth. According to the words of the poet, 

the principle of reason does not hold in this field. On the contrary, botany will easily point out to 

                                                           
4
  Angelus Silesius, ―Ohne warum,‖ book 1, sec. 289 of Cherubinischer Wandersmann, 39. English trans-

lation: ―Without Why‖ in Angelus Silesius, The Cherubinic Wanderer, 54, tm. Cited at GA 10: 53/35. 
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us a chain of causes and conditions for the growth of plants. For proof of this we make use of the 

fact that, despite the saying of Angelus Silesius, the growth of plants has its why, that is, its ne-

cessary grounds without ever having had to bother with science. Everyday experience speaks for 

the necessity of the grounds of growth and blooming‖ (GA 10: 55/36). There is no growth on a 

ground, only in a soil. There is only a groundless growth, without why, that is borne aloft into the 

opening of the sky. In the lectures, Heidegger wants to retain the term ground, but with a trans-

formation in its meaning. He wants to understand it precisely as we understand the bearing soil, 

―in a broader sense it [the word ―ground,‖ Grund] means the earth, the surface of the earth [den 

Erdboden]. And even today in the Allemanic-Swabian dialect Grund has the even more original 

meaning of ‗humus,‘ which is loam [the ―mature ground,‖ gewachsene Grund], the heavy, fertile 

soil [fruitful, fruchtbare Erdboden]. For instance, a flower bed that has too little soil must be 

given more of it in order for there to be a favorable growth [ein günstiges Wachstum]. On the 

whole, Grund means the more deep lying and, at the same time, bearing realm [tragenden Be-

reich]‖ (GA 10: 143-44/96; tm).  

 What is rooted in the soil in this sheltering, bearing ground experiences a favorable 

(günstiges) growth because it grows into the open, exposed to the coming of grace [Gunst]. But it 

cannot do this on its own by asserting itself into the between, for if the between is to be a be-

tween, and not, for instance, a group of particular discrete beings, then it is a medium and as 

such, is already touching that which would enter into it. The between has already issued its invi-

tation, we might say. A few years earlier, in a 1954 speech at his nephew‘s ordination, Heidegger 

puts it in terms of gifts, the ―earth and the sky above it bestow the majority of natural gifts. From 

them thrives [gedeiht] that which is strong enough to grow towards the gift of grace‖ (GA 16: 

489). The earth and sky allow for the growth through them towards grace. They allow for a 

growth that is exposed to what comes.  

 What comes is nothing we would ourselves possess. Grace does not bring an increase in 

one‘s possessions. Rather, it brings an inclination to giving. In the 1950 interpretation of Trakl 

entitled ―Language,‖ Heidegger elaborates on the poet‘s image of a tree of graces. It begins de-

picting just the kind of rootedness and emergence that we have discussed, ―The tree roots sound-

ly [gediegen] in the earth. Thus it flourishes [gedeiht] into a blooming that opens itself to hea-

ven‘s blessing‖ (GA 12: 21/PLT 198; tm). The tree occupies the between of earth and sky, ―It 



10 

 

 

 

spans both the intoxication of flowering and the soberness of the nourishing sap. The earth‘s ab-

ated growth and the bounty of the sky belong together‖ (GA 12: 21/PLT 198; tm). What Heideg-

ger now adds to this picture of plant growth is grace, ―The poem names the tree of graces. Its 

sound blossoming harbors the fruit that falls to us unearned [die unverdient zufallende Frucht] – 

the saving holy that is propitious toward mortals‖ (GA 12: 21/PLT 198-99; tm). The gift of grace 

that the tree receives from its exposed position between earth and sky is the gift of giving of it-

self. Just as its roots give their all to the trunk, so does the trunk give to the branches and the 

branches to the fruit that comes like an accident [Zufall] and falls unwarranted to mortals as 

grace. The gift of grace is the gift of grace, where grace is the fruition of growth. Its fruit falls 

unwarranted when ripe. 

 In Being and Time (1927), Heidegger was reluctant to speak of Dasein in terms of its 

fruition or ripening. In that text Heidegger had contrasted Dasein with a ripening fruit in regards 

to the relation they bear to their particular ―not yet,‖ the fruit that was not yet ripe and the Dasein 

that was not yet dead. For the fruit, its unripeness is not a simple absence or missing presence,  

 

the unripe fruit moves toward its ripeness…. The fruit ripens itself, and this ripening cha-

racterizes its being as fruit. Nothing we can think of which could be added on could re-

move the unripeness of the fruit, if this being did not ripen of itself. The not-yet of un-

ripeness does not mean something other which is outstanding that could be objectively 

present…. It means the fruit itself in its specific kind of being. (GA 2: 324/243).  

 

This brings the fruit quite close to Dasein, as Heidegger notes, ―The ripening fruit, however…is 

the unripeness. The not-yet is already included in its own being, by no means as an arbitrary de-

termination, but as a constituent. Correspondingly, Da-sein, too, is always already its not-yet as 

long as it is‖ (GA 2: 324/243-44). Heidegger finds the fruit to be ―formally analogous to Da-

sein,‖ though they differ in the ontological structure of their ends, ripeness and death (GA 2: 

324/244). The fruit has a fixed terminus, ripeness, which fulfills it. Dasein has no such thing, 

―With ripeness, the fruit fulfills itself. But is the death at which Da-sein arrives a fulfillment in 

this sense?‖ (GA 2: 325/244). The track along which the fruit develops (and we might see here 

already a prefiguration of the 1929-30 analysis of the organism) distinguishes it from Dasein 
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whose end is not coincident with the fulfillment of a potential, ―Even ‗unfulfilled‘ Da-sein ends. 

On the other hand, Da-sein so little needs to ripen only with its death that it can already have 

gone beyond that ripeness before the end. For the most part, it ends in unfulfillment, or else dis-

integrated and used up‖ (GA 2: 325/244). Dasein is thus formally analogous to a fruit, but most 

distinct from it at the point of the fruit‘s culmination. Dasein is not subject to any necessity to 

ripen and end. 

 Heidegger‘s worry over distinguishing Dasein from the plant in Being and Time has ab-

ated in the later writings. Indeed, by the time of The Principle of Reason and its guiding example 

of the rose that blooms without why, Heidegger can write that ―What is unsaid in the fragment – 

and everything depends on this – instead says that humans, in the concealed grounds of their es-

sential being, first truly are when in their own way they are like the rose – without why‖ (GA 10: 

57-58/38). This is more than a formal analogy to the rose, the rose now exists in a way towards 

which humans should aspire.  

 The connection between humans and plants is a close one in Heidegger‘s writings. In the 

1959 lecture ―Releasement,‖ he wonders ―does there not belong to every thriving of a sound 

work [zu jedem Gedeihen eines gediegenen Werkes] a rootedness in the soil of the homeland?,‖ 

going on to cite Hebel‘s statement that ―We are plants which – whether we like to admit it to 

ourselves or not – must with our roots rise out of the earth in order to bloom in the ether and to 

bear fruit.‖
5
 Here the work is the gift that the human would bear as its fruit. But for this to be the 

case, the human must grow in a particular context or soil. Another 1959 speech, ―Thanks to the 

Hometown of Meßkirch,‖ cites Nietzsche in developing this point, ―Nietzsche said ‗The philoso-

pher is a rare plant‘; i.e. it needs its own soil…, whose secret growth- and preservative-forces are 

never detectable by chemical soil analysis. A rare plant needs a rare soil. And if there is anything 

to this, even just a little, then what is strange about our contemporary soil is characterized by the 

fact that this soil, the earth and the sky above it, has nothing exceptional [Auffallendes], nothing 

uncommon, nothing staggering‖ (GA 16: 560).
6
 Were the human to live like the rose without 

why, they would find the new soil they need. The soil becomes the bearing ground by bearing 

the work that grounds the ground as abyss. In a sense this is what releasement is, ―If releasement 

                                                           
5
 Hebel, ―Ideen zur Gebetstheorie‖ in Hebels Werke in vier Teilen, Zweiter Teil: Hochdeutsche Dichtun-

gen – Religiöse Schriften, 350-55, 350. Cited at GA 16: 521/DT 47. 
6
 For Nietzsche‘s claim see KSA 11: 271. 
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towards things and openness to the secret awakens within us, then we can set out along a path 

that will lead to a new ground and soil. In that soil the creativity which produces lasting works 

could strike new roots‖ (GA 16: 529/DT 57-58; tm). Rootedness in the soil allows the plant to 

grow into the open bounty of the sky, to give its unwarranted fruit. This kind of growth into the 

open is no longer a matter of motility within a disinhibiting ring. The seemingly causal con-

veyance of the fruit to its ripeness (Being and Time) or the almost merely responsive behaved-

ness of the organism (Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics) are each surpassed in this thought 

of exposure and accidental (zufällig) fruition.  

 While Heidegger‘s writings of the period recognize the flourishing of what lives as a 

growing into the between, they also face up to the contemporary challenge that this growth faces 

by the will to planning and organization. In the early 1960s, Heidegger notes that contemporary 

humans face the threat ―that they forfeit all powers of growth [Wachstumskräfte] through the or-

ganization‖ (GA 16: 585). Growth requires exposure to the beyond, exactly what organization 

seeks to contain and control for the sake of security and certainty. The attempt to plan everything 

kills the very growth it would further, ―Where only plans and what is planned are carried out, 

nothing grows. Growth, thriving, soundness [Wachstum, Gedeihen, Gediegenes] are only there 

where the play space is spared for the unplanable‖ (GA 16: 614). For all its seeming control, 

however, the organizational drive is dependent upon these natural forces while unable to produce 

them from out of itself. They are irreplaceable, ―Indeed precisely these sources for the natural 

growth [Wachstum] of all sound [gediegenen] human beings are today so threatened as never be-

fore. The sources cannot be protected by artificial measures against an attack, either. No organi-

zation is capable of replacing those natural forces of growth [Wachstumskräfte]‖ (GA 16: 489).  

 The precarious position of these forces of growth, the delicacy of the between in which 

they grow, the sky through which they extend, and the earth in which they are rooted, all of this 

is in jeopardy. For Heidegger this means that what grows is in need of our care. ―Building Dwel-

ling Thinking‖ makes clear that this is the nature of our existence, ―To be a human means: as 

mortal to be upon the earth, means: to dwell. The old word ‗building,‘ this says that the human 

would be insofar as he dwells, this word building signifies now at the same time: fostering and 

tending [hegen und pflegen], namely to cultivate the fields, cultivate the vines. Such building on-

ly protects, namely what grows [das Wachstum], that which of itself maturates [zeitigt] its fruit. 
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Building in the sense of fostering and tending is no producing‖ (GA 7: 149/145; tm).
7
 Tending 

and cultivating what grows – ―tending [pflegen], Latin colere, cultura‖ (GA 7: 149/PLT 145; tm) 

– is written into our existence. This does not mean that the plant world (or animal world) is de-

pendent upon human intervention. What it means is that the nature of existence is exposed and 

affected by the world around it. What exists touches that world and is touched by it in turn. To be 

exposed is to suffer the ineluctable appeal of the world. It is impossible for us to leave the plants 

and animals alone, because they have already reached out to us and we to them. This is what it 

means to exist relationally, as exposed. It is a sentiment expressed by the phrase, ―I am human 

and nothing is foreign to me.‖
8
 To ignore that appeal is still a response to it. There is nowhere 

untouched by us, no wilderness. There never was. For this reason, in his 1955 letter to Ernst 

Jünger, Heidegger will speak of ―the garden of the wilderness [der Garten der Wildnis]‖ (GA 9: 

423/320). The wilderness is nothing so wild as to be beyond the ken of human cultivation. The 

garden of the wilderness identifies this consequence of our existence, of being mortal upon this 

earth. It names the fact that ―growth and tending [Wachstum und Pflege] are attuned to one 

another out of an incomprehensible intimacy‖ (GA 9: 423-24/320). 

 The fruition of human growth upon this earth is dwelling. In a speech on the septicenten-

nial of his hometown of Meßkirch, Heidegger comments on the technological challenge to dwel-

ling that even Meßkirch is now facing, noting ―the television and radio antennas that we can 

make out serially on the roofs of the houses in the town. What do these signs show? They show 

                                                           
7
 Maturation is the change bestowed upon us by our exposure to the world. We are graced with maturity. 

A 1944 sketch of an interpretation of Hölderlin‘s poem ―Mnemosyne‖ (third version) entitled ―Ripe 

are…‖ thinks the change of maturation as the beginning of a new time: ―The previous history of gods and 

humans has run its course. The beings are exhausted and the relations to beyng [are] empty and unde-

cided. In such times it is the time that another time begins. This maturation [Zeitige] is ripeness‖ (GA 75: 

318). Maturation is the beginning of another time, another way of beginning. In a later essay on Stefan 

George, Heidegger writes that ―Time brings to maturity [Die Zeit zeitigt]. Maturation means: ripening, 

letting emerge. What is mature [Das Zeitige] is the emerging of what has emerged [das Aufgehend-

Aufgegangene]‖ (GA 12: 201/OWL 106; tm). Otherwise put, maturity is a connection with one‘s past, a 

bearing of that past upon the present, such that what has been is nonetheless still emerging in one‘s 

present growth. In short, maturity is the exposing of what has been. 
8
 ―Homo sum: humani nil a me alienum puto,‖ Terence, The Self-Tormentor, line 77, in The Woman of 

Andros, The Self-Tormentor, The Eunuch, 187. The context for the claim is nothing so metaphysical. It is 

used as an excuse for an old man‘s curiosity into his neighbor‘s affairs. Barsby‘s translation is ―I‘m hu-

man, and I regard no human business as other people‘s‖ (187). 
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that there where the humans ‗dwell,‘ externally regarded, they are precisely no longer at home‖ 

(GA 16: 575). But at the same time, against this technological intrusion, they also show them-

selves ready to dwell, and they do so through plants, flowers, ―in the midst of the hometown, 

whose inhabitants have adorned their houses so richly and carefully with flowers – likewise a 

sign, namely that they are of a mind to tend [pflegen] to the right dwelling‖ (GA 16: 582). 

 Heidegger‘s thinking of the plant, growth, soil, ripening, maturation, and cultivation 

(tending and fostering), reveal the plant to be something more than an organism trapped in an 

environment of disinhibiting prompts. It grows into the between of earth and sky, ungrounded, 

where it gives of itself in fruition. Heidegger no longer fears identification with plants, as in Be-

ing and Time, but embraces it in the words of Hebel and Nietzsche. The plant teaches us what it 

means to exist without why. It does so not simply as a formal analogue, but reaches out to us to 

participate in its graceful groundlessness. By the time of his later thought, Heidegger will even 

draw out the etymological connections between the word for building and dwelling, bauen (via 

the Old High German buan), with German conjugations of ―to be,‖ namely bin, ―I am,‖ and bist, 

―you are‖ (see GA 7: 148-49/PLT 144-45). Given the role of colere intrinsic to bauen, this illu-

strates nothing less than an essential connection between being itself and the plants around us. 

The shift from his earlier view of the organism could not be greater. 
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Sustainability in Heidegger and Shiva:  

Das Rettende and Women Subsistence Farmers 

 

Trish Glazebrook (University of North Texas) 

 

 

Vandana Shiva is a global environmental and social justice leader and critic. Her Masters in phi-

losophy of science and PhD on quantum non-locality place her well to critique Western tech-

noscience. ―Technoscience‖ is used throughout this paper to stand in for the phrase ―science and 

technology,‖ which is cumbersome continually to repeat. Science and technology are of course 

distinct, and themselves vague terms that can be variously used. What is intended here is the ide-

ology and conceptual framework of modern Western science that emerged in the 17
th

 century in 

Europe with Bacon, Galileo, Newton and others.  

The motivation behind this paper is despair at the impacts of global climate change on the 

lived experience of women subsistence farmers in developing nations. Western agricultural sci-

ence relies on petrochemical inputs and favours unsustainable practices that generate significant 

greenhouse gases. Women farmers in developing countries stand to suffer substantially in conse-

quence of global climate change, but also have long-standing, sustainable knowledge practices 

from which Western specialists might learn. These pictures
9
 taken in north-east Ghana show tra-

ditional mud-houses in which the majority of the largely rural population still lives, and what 

was left after a flood in 2007 that wiped out what was for many women the entire year‘s food 

crop. This flood cannot be said with certainty to have been caused by climate change because 

insufficient data exists on the region, despite the consistency of the Ghanaian experience with 

predictions of the 4
th

 Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
10

 

                                                           
9
 Photographs will be shown using Powerpoint. 

10 
Parry, M.L., O.F. Canziani, J.P. Palutikof and Co-authors. 2007. Technical Summary. Climate Change 

2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fourth Assessment 

Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, M.L. Parry, O.F. Canziani, J.P. Palutikof, P.J. 

van der Linden and C.E. Hanson, Eds., Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 23-78. 
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Shiva‘s analysis of agricultural technoscience has much in common with Heidegger‘s cri-

tique of science and technology. This paper explores this common ground in order to begin a 

discussion of what can be contributed to sustainability studies by reading them together. I begin 

by interpreting their historical analyses of the role of technoscience in the contemporary chal-

lenge of sustainability. They are read together because Shiva supplies eco-politics absent from 

Heidegger‘s analysis, while his work on mathematization fills a lacuna in her critique. In conclu-

sion, Heidegger‘s ―saving power‖ (das Rettende) in the technology essay is interpreted as sus-

tainable knowledge-practices manifest in women‘s traditional subsistence agriculture.  

 

Common Ground 

 

Heidegger and Shiva both hold that technoscience violently assault nature and is ontologically 

and epistemologically reductive. Each discusses the violence of the experiment. Shiva reads 

Merchant on Bacon‘s use of witch trial discourse,
11

 and Bacon himself says that he intends to 

investigate nature ―under constraint and vexed ... when by art and the hand of man she is forced 

out of her natural state, and squeezed and moulded.‖
12

 Heidegger contrasts Aristotelian science 

against Newtonian in Die Frage nach dem Ding. He cites Aristotle on violence (bia): motion is 

violent when it goes against a thing‘s telos. For example, rocks are drawn to the centre, so a rock 

thrown upwards, away from the centre, is subject to violent motion.
13

 Newtonian science cannot 

make this distinction between violent and non-violent motion because there is no room for Aris-

totelian teleology in Newton‘s mechanistic universe wherein motion is reduced to locomotion 

driven by efficient causes. Thus experiments manifest a kind of hermeneutic violence for Hei-

degger by forcing natural entities to behave in ways they would not if left to themself. This vio-

                                                           
11 Carolyn Merchant (1989) The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (New 

York: Harper and Row, 1989) ; cf. Carolyn Merchant (2007) ―Secrets of Nature: the Bacon Debates Revi-

sited‖ Journal of the History of Ideas 69, no. 1, 147-62. 
12 

Francis Bacon (1980) New Atlantis and the Great Instauration, ed. Jerry Weinberger, rev.ed. (Wheeling, 

IL: Harlan Davidson), 27.
 

13 
Martin Heidegger (1987) Die Frage nach dem Ding (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag), 68, hereafter 

cited as FD; Martin Heidegger (1993) Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper & 

Row), 264; Aristotle (1929) Physics, Books I-IV, P.H. Wicksteed and F.M. Cornford, trans. (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press), 5.6.230a32, hereafter cited using the Bekker number. 
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lence remains concealed in the experimental method due to loss of the conceptual tools necessary 

to see it, i.e. Aristotle‘s teleology and the concept of bia it entails.
14

  

Techne is violent in this sense because it appropriates entities to human ends that they 

would not fulfill if left to themself. Natural entities are reduced to matter upon which to impose 

form, and the artisan works where natural processes alone are inadequate to satisfy human inten-

tion. Incipient here in Die Frage nach dem Ding is the Gestell of technology—the assault that 

reduces nature to Bestand, resource. Indeed, in the Beiträge, soon after the lectures, Heidegger 

says experiment is ―a necessary and prime component of knowledge‖ only once it becomes a 

―setting up of nature [Ansetzung der Natur].‖
15

 Modern science sets nature up in Heidegger‘s 

analysis, and experiment is its preferred method as the laboratory allows for the controlled condi-

tions of a set-up.  

The idea that scientific understanding requires projection has been with Heidegger since 

his 1916 argument distinguishing science from history through projection of the time concept,
16

 

and appeared again in §69 of Sein und Zeit.
17

 What emerges and is novel in the mid-1930s is this 

idea of violence. In the early 1950s, Heidegger argues in that science is grounded in the essence 

of technology, and that the essence of technology is an assault upon nature.
18

 Modern science 

―pursues and entraps nature as...a coherence of forces calculable in advance,‖ while technology 

reduces nature to ―the chief storehouse of the standing energy reserve.‖
19

 Science is thus for Hei-

degger conceptually violent in that it is reductive, while the technological reduction of nature to 

resource ―sets upon [stellt] nature‖
20

 in what Heidegger calls in the Nietzsche volumes, ―the or-

                                                           
14 

(Sources making these arguments more fully have been deleted for blind review) 
15

 GA 65, 163/113. 
16 

Martin Heidegger, ―Der Zeitbegriff in der Geschichtswissenschaft‖ Frühe Schriften, Gesamtausgabe, 

Band 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klosterman, 1978), 413-33. 
17 

Martin Heidegger (1953) Sein und Zeit (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag), hereafter SZ; (1962) Being 

and Time, trs. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper & Row). 
18 

On the first point, see Martin Heidegger (1997) Was Heisst Denken? (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 

1997), 155, hereafter WHD; What Is Called Thinking? tr. J. Glenn Gray (New York: Harper & Row, 

1968), 135. Cf. Martin Heidegger (1997) ―Die Frage nach der Technik,‖ Vorträge und Aufsätze (Stuttgart: 

Günther Neske Verlag), 9-40; 25-6, hereafter VA; Lovitt (1977) ―The Question Concerning Technology,‖ 

3-35; 21-2, and Martin Heidegger (1977) ―Neuzeitliche Naturwissenschaft und moderne Technik,‖ Re-

search in Phenomenology 7, 1-2. 
19 

VA, 25; Lovitt (1977), 21. 
20 

VA, 18; Lovitt (1977), 15. 
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ganized global conquest of the earth.‖
21

 The connection between the ideology of science and the 

politics and praxis of this global conquest remains, however, unexamined by Heidegger. 

Shiva likewise argues that science and technology, which are just as essentially complicit 

as technoscience for her as they are for Heidegger, together constitute a violent and reductive 

project of global conquest. She argues that in modern science, ―sources of regeneration and re-

newal of life are transformed into inert and fragmented matter, mere ‗raw material‘ to be proc-

essed into a finished product,‖
22

 much as Heidegger argued in the technology essay that nature is 

reduced to resource. Shiva argues that ―reductionist science is at the root of the growing ecologi-

cal crisis, because it entails a transformation of nature such that its organic processes and regu-

larities and regenerative capacities are destroyed.‖
23

 This transformation is the move to a mecha-

nistic model, and Shiva notes that ―the metaphor of nature as machine was based on the assump-

tion of divisibility and manipulability.‖
24

 In manipulation of nature ―as inert and fragmented mat-

ter,‖ Shiva tells us, ―nature‘s capacity for regeneration and renewal was reduced.‖
25

 Shiva is thus 

highly critical of the limitations of understanding nature according to the technoscientific model 

that inverts knowledge insofar as it displaces understanding nature as regenerative, nurturing 

process in favour of destructive praxes of manipulation, dissection and destruction. The modern 

scientific worldview denies nature‘s reproductive function, and instead privileges production. 

Sustainability is about life, renewal and regeneration within systems understood as process-laden 

wholes, rather than inert and divisible matter.  

In Shiva‘s analysis, then, scientific reductionism promotes a three-fold exclusion that is 

ontological insofar as ―other [natural] properties are just not taken note of,‖ epistemological in 

that ―other ways of perceiving and knowing are not recognized,‖ and sociological in that the non-

specialist and the non-expert are ―deprived of the right both to access to knowledge and to judg-

ing claims made on its behalf.‖
26

 Modern science thereby ―reduced the capacity of humans to 

                                                           
21 

Martin Heidegger (1997) Nietzsche II, Gesamtausgabe, Band 6.2 (Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann), 

358; Martin Heidegger (1982) Nietzsche, Vol 4: Nihilism, tr. Frank A, Capuzzi (New York: Harper & 

Row), 248. 
22 

Mies and Shiva (1993), 26. 
23

 Vandana Shiva (1988) Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival in India (London: Zed Books), 24.
 

24 
Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva (1993), Ecofeminism (London: Zed Books), 23. 

25 
Mies and Shiva (1993), 23. 

26 
Shiva (1988), 30. 
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know nature both by excluding other knowers and other ways of knowing.‖
27

 Modern science is 

in fact irrational in her analysis on its own terms because it ―declares organic systems of knowl-

edge irrational, and rejects the belief systems of others … without full rational evaluation.‖
28

 

Violence is thus done to nature and to people, but to knowledge itself. Shiva accordingly charac-

terizes the ―destruction of ecologies and knowledge systems ... as the violence of reduction-

ism.‖
29

 Heidegger argues likewise that the danger of technology is that it ―drives out every other 

possibility of revealing,‖
30

 i.e. takes itself to be the only truth.  

Heidegger and Shiva agree, then, that modern technoscience is a reductive and violent as-

sault on both nature and knowledge. Where they part ways, further analysis does not uncover 

disagreement, but shows that each has something to contribute to the thinking of the other, and 

that together, they offer an incipient philosophy of sustainability 

 

From Shiva to Heidegger 

 

Shiva exceeds Heidegger in that her analysis is unabashedly political. Her ecofeminist critique is 

uncritically gendered. She accepts that Bacon is misogynistic, and sometimes says ―masculinist‖ 

rather than ―modern‖ science. Enough has been done that I need not here make the arguments 

that modern science is gender-biased,
31

 but I note here Heidegger‘s dismissal of gender in a 1928 

lecture course.
32

 He says that Dasein ―is neither of the two sexes‖ but that this ―sexlessness is not 

the indifference of an empty void...but the primordial positivity and potency of the essence,‖
33

 

and he goes on to use gender to demonstrate Dasein‘s ―thrown dissemination into a multiplic-

                                                           
27 

Mies and Shiva (1993), 23.
 

28 
Shiva (1988), 26.

 

29 
Shiva (1988), 26.

 

30 
VA, 31; Lovitt (1977), 27.

 

31 
Nancy Tuana, ed. (1989) Feminism and Science (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press); Sandra 

Harding (1991) Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press).
 

32 
Martin Heidegger (1990) Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Logik im Ausgang von Leibniz, Gesam-

tausgabe, Band 26 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann); Martin Heidegger (1984) The Metaphysi-

cal Foundations of Logic, tr. Michael Heim (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press). Helene Weiss‘ 

handwritten transcriptions of the lecture course were used in the Gesamtausgabe volume starting towards 

the end of §9, so it seems no coincidence that gender is addressed in the beginning of §10. 
33 

GA 26, 172; 136-7.
 



20 

 

 

 

ity.‖
34

 He nowhere else addresses gender, which does not figure in his assessment of tech-

noscience. Introducing Shiva‘s heavily gendered analysis would be simply a kind of trivial 

house-keeping, except for one thing: Shiva‘s critique of the function of gender in technoscience‘s 

role in colonialism and post-colonial development praxes. 

Shiva‘s motivation for concern about the reductive nature of modern science is the de-

struction of the resource base in developing nations and the exclusion of traditional knowledge 

systems through the imposition of patriarchal capitalism on colonized peoples. Science may have 

the limitations detailed above, but ―as a system of knowledge for the market, it is powerful and 

profitable.‖
35

 She argues that the ―relationship between reductionism, violence and profits is built 

into the genesis of masculinist science, for its reductionist nature is an epistemic response to an 

economic organisation based on uncontrolled exploitation of nature for maximization of profits 

and capital accumulation.‖
36

 Patriarchal capitalism achieves the ―ultimate reductionism ... when 

nature is linked with a view of economic activity in which money is the only gauge of value and 

wealth.‖
37

  

The gender connection remains apparently arbitrary, until one looks at the on-the-ground 

reality of the lived experience of colonialism and post-colonial economics. For what processes of 

destruction of resources and of knowledge-bases share is a displacement of women‘s agricultural 

and other livelihood practices in favour of corporate, hi-tech, capital-intensive, male-owned, in-

dustrialized farming. The gender gap in development has been well documented,
38

 as well as the 

invisibility of women‘s labour despite their crucial role in the subsistence economies that under-

write and make possible the exchange economy of capital. What Shiva does not have here, how-

                                                           
34 

GA 26, 174; 138.
 

35 
Shiva (1988), 25.

 

36 
Shiva (1988), 23.

 

37 
Shiva (1988), 25.
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O. P. Dwivedi (1980) Resources and the Environment: Policy Perspectives for Canada (Toronto: 

McClelland and Stewart); Isabella Bakker (1994) The Strategic Silence: Gender and Economic Policy 

(London: Zed Books); C. Nesmith and P. Wright (1995) ―Gender, Resources and Environmental Man-

agement‖ Resource and Environmental Management in Canada: Addressing Conflict and Uncertainty, ed. 

B. Mitchell. 2nd ed. (Toronto: Oxford University Press); Sandhya Venkateswaran (1995) Environment, 

Development and the Gender Gap (New Delhi: Sage Publications); O. P. Dwivedi, J. P. Kyba, P. Stoett 

and R. Tiessen (2001) Sustainable Development and Canada: National and International Perspectives (Pe-
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ever, is a connection in her theory between technoscience and capital other than historical con-

tingency or a mass of case studies showing how particular technologies have served to empower 

colonizers. Heidegger‘s account of the mathematization of nature provides that theoretical link.  

 

From Heidegger to Shiva 

 

In Die Frage nach dem Ding, Heidegger addresses ―the mathematical projection of nature.‖
39

 He 

argues that when Descartes makes the ego cogito the foundation of knowledge, ―the mathemati-

cal as the axiomatic project posits itself as the authoritative principle of knowledge.‖
40

 In Des-

cartes‘ method, the ego cogito is an axiom from which other truths can subsequently be deduced. 

Newton likewise begins with ―axiomata,‖ or laws, of motion.
41

 Heidegger's description of sci-

ence as mathematical echoes Newton's own phrase for his work, Principia Mathematica, the 

―mathematical principles of philosophy,‖
42

 and Heidegger is reading the Principia at the time.
43

 

But Heidegger finds more to ―the mathematical‖ here than simply the claim that modern science 

is axiomatic, like geometry. Rather, ―the mathematical‖ is ―[the] fundamental position we take 

toward things by which we take up things as already given to us ... the fundamental presupposi-

tion of the knowledge of things.‖
44

 It can be learned because it is built into assumptions—the a 

priori that is found in experience because it is projected there. Hence modern science knows ―ob-

jects,‖ for what it projects is objectivity.  

                                                           
39 

The phrase ―mathematical projection of nature‖ first appears in Heidegger's work in §69(b) of SZ. Hei-

degger returns to the word Grundbegriffe, basic concepts, in a lecture course in 1941 (GA 51) wherein he 

considers basic concepts determinative not just of regional ontologies, but of the history of Western meta-

physics. He begins with a saying from Periander that criticizes as unwise those who concern themselves 

with only a part instead of the whole. This text is thus the beginning of his criticism of the regional ontol-

ogies of the sciences that will culminate in ―Science and Reflection‖ (VA, 41-66) in the claim that the 

sciences as sciences cannot be self-reflective. 
40 

FD, 83; 305.
 

41 
H. S. Thayer, ed., (1953) Newton's Philosophy of Nature: Selections from his Writings (New York: 

Hafner Press), 25.
 

42 
Thayer (1953), 10. Newton's text is titled Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica.
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Shortly thereafter, however, in the Beiträge, Heidegger will argue that ―Because modern 

‗science‘ (physics) is mathematical (not empirical), therefore it is necessarily experimental in the 

sense of the measuring experiment,‖
45

 and he subsequently refers to the representational thinking 

of the science throughout Was Heisst Denken? as ―calculative thinking,‖ while likewise charac-

terizing nature in the Ge-stell of technology as what can be reckoned. In his 1955 Memorial Ad-

dress in honour of Conradin Kreutzer, Gelassenheit, he still holds that for the scientist, the world 

―appears as an object open to the attacks of calculative thought.‖
46

 Shiva can take from Heideg-

ger the idea that modern science underwrites capitalist exploitations because mathematization 

prepares nature for economic reduction by setting it up as objectively reckonable. For scientific 

projection of objectivity renders invisible all values beyond calculable expense and revenue. 

Women‘s unpaid labour, for example, or the value of a tree to the diverse species active in a for-

est ecosystem, have no point of entry into the cost-benefit analyses of economic reckoning, and 

remain ontologically persistent only as a kind of left-over, called ―externalities‖ by economists. 

 

Liberation Ontology: the Saving Power 

 

Shiva documents the displacement of traditional agricultural practices by the so-called ―Green 

Revolution‖ that was ―based not on cooperation with nature, but on its conquest‖
47

 and that fa-

voured the use of fertilizers, monocultures, and mechanization. She notes that in the U.S., such 

approaches ―turned fertile tracts of the American prairies into a desert in less than thirty years.‖
48

 

These strategies were supposed to free agriculture from ―the ‗shackles of the past,‘‖
49

 and they 

showed ―lack of respect for nature‘s processes and people‘s knowledge.‖
50

 Thus ―diverse knowl-

edge of local cultivators and plant breeders was displaced ... [by] experts breeding a small set of 

                                                           
45 

GA 65, 163; 113.
 

46 
Gelassenheit (Pfullingen: Verlag Günther Neske, 1959), 17-8, hereafter G, followed by the pagination 

in German and English from Discourse on Thinking, trs. John M. Anderson and E. Hans Freund (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1966), 50. 
47 

Shiva (1991), 29.
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new varieties.‖
51

 Systems that had functioned for centuries ―in accordance with nature‘s limits in 

order to ensure the renewability of plant life and soil fertility‖
52

 were displaced by knowledge 

practices that treated nature‘s limits as constraints to be overcome by science. This is exactly the 

danger Heidegger uncovered: technology pushes out all other ways of revealing in its global as-

sault upon nature, knowledge and people, and against it he called for other ways of revealing, 

poetic truths he elsewhere characterized as ―cultivating and caring [Pflegen und Hegen].‖
53

 

These notions of renewability and the creative power of poetic over calculative thinking point 

toward sustainability. 

Shiva argues likewise for a different practice of agriculture that uses strategies grounded 

in traditional practices that have been ―built up over generations on the basis of knowledge gen-

erated over centuries.‖
54

 Sustainability is implied by the existence of culture over long periods, 

given that loss of culture historically is, when not caused by genocide, attributable to destruction 

of the community‘s resource base. Shiva seeks to reinstate ―organic metaphors, in which con-

cepts of order and power were based on interdependence and reciprocity‖
55

 and on ―preserving 

and building on nature‘s process and nature‘s patterns.‖
56

 She quotes Dr. John Augustus 

Voelker‘s 1889 report to the Royal Agricultural Society of England concerning planned im-

provement of Indian agriculture. After making his analysis, he reported that Indian agriculture 

did not need improvement:  ―I, at least, have never seen a more perfect picture of careful cultiva-

tion,‖
57

 wrote Dr. Voelker.  

The expertise he is describing is the knowledge-practice of subsistence agriculture. In this 

knowledge-practice, argues Shiva, the ―experience of interdependence and integrity is the basis 

for creating a science and knowledge that nurtures, rather than violates, nature‘s sustainable sys-

tems.‖
58

 Approximately 70% of the world‘s farmers are women subsistence farmers.
59

 Heideg-
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ger‘s promise of a saving power may yet be realized through the sustainability of their farming, 

which is in essence a way of revealing (das Entbergen) all that is as inter-related processes of 

cyclical regeneration. It is the saving power, das Rettende, and it is sustainability. 

Yet Heidegger suggested that the saving power grows alongside, or within, certainly with 

the danger. Women‘s traditional agriculture stands very much outside, sometimes in conflict 

with technoscience because it is a subsistence knowledge practice not reducible to the logic of 

capital. Yet if the danger that is the Gestell of technology drives out all other ways of revealing, 

the saving power might well be that ―all people, by their very nature, desire to know,‖
60

 that 

Dasein is essentially the inquirer.
61

 Knowledge is a will to power, but that does not necessarily 

mean it is inherently the conquest it becomes in Gestell. The sheer will to know, the eros that 

drives bios theoretikos, can open technoscience to alternative knowledge bases. Indeed, women 

subsistence farmers in developing countries are also Dasein. If the desire to know is at the heart 

of the Gestell that is technoscience, it is also manifest in the knowledge-practices of women sub-

sistence farmers. Gestell is violent in Aristotle‘s sense (bia): it turns Dasein against itself insofar 

as insistent exclusion of alternative knowledge systems is knowledge-precluding dogma. Indeed, 

a recent movement amongst academics, policy-makers and NGOs is aimed at integrating TEK 

(traditional ecological knowledge) with so-called ―modern science.‖
62

 The human drive to know 

cuts deeper than Gestell and knowledge of sustainable human dwelling lies in the practices of 

women subsistence farmers. Das Rettende (the saving power) is exactly, I suggest, das Entber-

gen (the way of revealing) of women subsistence farmers: the truth of sustainability. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
59 
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Augenblick is not kairos 

 

Hakhamanesh Zangeneh (California State University, Stanislaus) 

 

Abstract 

In this paper we examine the key phenomena associated with the notion of kairos in Heidegger‘s 

pre-Being and Time writings and show that they all fall short of the methodological constraints 

and conceptual requirements placed on authentic presence in 1927. Though Heidegger‘s early 

studies of Aristotle and the New-Testament are broadly suggestive of the notion of temporality 

that is presented in his systematic treatise, none of those earlier texts carry the differentiations 

within which the Augenblick of Being and Time is situated. We thus claim that the ekstasis of au-

thentic presence is neither reducible to an eschatological nor to a phronological kairos. 

 

 

It is our argument that the methodological and architectonic strictures of Sein und Zeit prevent 

assimilating the earlier concept of kairos to the Augenblick of authentic temporality. To see this, 

to see why the concept of kairos developed earlier cannot be harmonized with the argument of 

Being and Time, it is necessary of course to examine the phenomena presented in the pre-1927 

texts closely, conceptually and analytically, and not solely from the perspective of an hermeneut-

ical tracing of themes.  

 The case for the kairological reading of Sein und Zeit begins awkwardly enough, since 

every advocate of this interpretation is aware of the fact that the word kairos itself is to be found 

precisely nowhere within the text. Though in the earlier work Augenblick is deemed to be a syn-

onym for kairos, the latter term is conspicuously absent in 1927. That this philosophical treatise 

of over 400 pages nowhere mentions the term is of course grist for the mill of the hermeneutic-

ists of suspicion.  

We can classify the resources for the different kairological readings of Augenblick into 

two groups. In one group we find a strictly Aristotelian approach which examines the Ethics and 

attempts to situate kairos in the context of phronesis and praxis. In another group, we encounter 

a Biblical approach which tries to relate Augenblick to the New-Testament kairos of eschatology.  
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Eschatological kairos 

 

The eschatological reading of Augenblick relies on remarks made in the 1920 lecture course 

Phänomenologie des Religiösen Lebens.
63

 The theological context here is one of Christian sote-

riology (Heidegger offers a commentary on Thess. 1 and 2). It is often claimed that the concep-

tual structure of authentic temporality should be understood by way of Heidegger‘s early refer-

ences to hope, preparation, and waiting for the parousia. On the philological level of course, it is 

undisputable that in 1920 Heidegger has not yet articulated authentic temporality or Wiederho-

len-Augenblick-Vorlaufen as distinguished from Vergessen-Gegenwärtigen-Gewärtigen, or inau-

thentic temporality. It is in SZ that Heidegger, for the first time, describes these temporalisations 

as being each composed of three ekstases which vary in turn with respect to Dasein‘s way of be-

ing. (Thus for example, he distinguishes between an authentic past in repetition [Wiederholen], 

an inauthentic past in forgetting [Vergessen] and a past characteristic of everyday concern in re-

tention [Behalten]).  

 The first and most formal incongruity between the conception from Sein und Zeit and the 

kairos familiar from an eschatological context is the triple ekstaticity of temporality. In other 

words, the kairos denoting a soteriological/messianical waiting is ambiguous with respect to at 

least the two ekstases of to-come, Zu-kunft, and presencing, Gegenwärtigen. Is the kairos pre-

eminently a concept of future or of presence? Is the orientation towards the future coming of the 

Messiah essentially an experience of a future, or is it rather a determination of the present? The 

obvious response is that kairological time is not articulated into different ekstases. Of course, 

Augenblick in Sein und Zeit is clearly articulated as an authentic present ekstasis, distinct from 

the future which is thought through Vorlaufen. The price of added descriptions borrowed from 

the earlier course cannot be the introduction of ambiguity where there was none in SZ. Even if 

we were to try to assimilate the messianic position or orientation, the kairological attitude, into 

ekstatico-horizonal temporality we could at best link it to some concept of the future – but again, 

that ekstasis in SZ is Vorlaufen and not Augenblick. To confuse the ekstases of to-come and of 

presencing is to confuse and thus lose the specificity of Verstehen versus In-sein, and that means 

to collapse an essential division within Sorge. The confusion of ekstases arising from this mes-

                                                           
63 Heidegger (1995).GA 60.  
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sianic interpretation would then propagate backward in the analytic, confusing first ekstases, then 

existentials and so forth. It would clearly undermine the very structure of the existential analytic.  

This is to say nothing of the blatant fact that in Sein und Zeit, all manner of waiting and 

awaiting, Warten and Erwarten, (regardless of what or who is to come, whether it be the Messiah 

or the green light at an intersection) is collected together under the rubric of Gewärtigen, which 

is the ekstasis of the inauthentic future.
64

 Briefly stated, all manner of expectation has some 

‗noematic‘ content, it is oriented towards some ontic Sachverhalt which has yet to obtain. So the 

kairos of messianic eschatology fails as a candidate for explaining Augenblick on at least these 

two obvious grounds: (a) it can at best be compared to a confused and inarticulate mix of Vorlau-

fen and Augenblick and (b) even then, qua ‗waiting,‘ it would be closer to inauthentic than to au-

thentic temporality. It is quite telling that already in the religion course, Heidegger associates 

waiting with forgetting and absorption: ―…ihr Erwarten absorbiert sich in dem, was das Leben 

ihnen heranbringt…Sie können sich selbst nicht retten...weil Sie das eigene Selbst vergessen 

haben.‖
65

 Though the terminology and the strict existential demarcations are not yet in place in 

1920, no reader of Sein und Zeit can fail to recognize the vocabulary of inauthentic temporality 

here. Absorption is what characterizes concernful being-in-the-world, and it leads to the tempo-

rality of concern, besorgte Weltzeit. Within such inauthentic temporality, the ekstasis of having-

been-ness, Gewesenheit manifests itself as Vergessen, forgetting (of self). 

But there is more of course. Heidegger, no doubt in response to such incongruities, states 

in the lecture course from 1920 that the eschatological relation should actually not be interpreted 

as waiting and expectation but rather as hope (Biblical elpis). If the phenomenon of messianic 

expectation, according to Heidegger in 1920, is absorbed by an objective event (much like wait-

ing in general, in 1927, is absorbed by life‘s objects), soteriological hope on the other hand 

seems to suggest a different structure. Hope leads the question of the ‗When‘ of the parousia 

back to an emphasis on the individual‘s life, to its actual enactment and accomplishment. Soteri-

ological hope, on Heidegger‘s account, is essentially an emphasis on being prepared in the 

present. In contast to the awaiting of messianism, soteriological hope is essentially a way of be-

ing tied to a here, to a now – of course in the specific modality of a Sichbereithalten, or prepa-

                                                           
64 See e.g., p.337 in Sein und Zeit.  

65 Heidegger (1995), GA 60, p.103. 
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redness. The essential aspect of hope, for our analysis, turns out to be that this preparedness is a 

determination of the present, of effective actuality, of the ontic circumstances of life. This of 

course means that a possibility (the future) is fundamentally being tied to a present actuality. But 

this, again, is precisely what characterizes inauthentic temporality in Sein und Zeit. 

No doubt, Heidegger in 1920 already clearly criticizes the formal conception of time as 

reproduced in Neo-Kantian and more scientifically oriented philosophies of nature:  

 

Über Zeit und Augenblick (biblischer Sprachgebrauch nicht zufällig; die ausdrückliche 

Charakterisierung des Wann, kein objektiv gleichgültiges Wann ; kairos entscheidend.) 

Und wie bestimmt er dieses Wann? Nicht durch objektive Zeitangabe, sondern durch das 

Wie, denn der Bezug bzw. Vollzug ist das entscheidende des Wann! 
66

 

 

Even here, in 1920, time for Heidegger is not a framework or a co-ordinate set, in no way 

an objective time-determination. Nonetheless, the soteriological interpretation of kairos via elpis, 

the present hope of future salvation, is underlining and emphasizing a preparation in the present, 

it is interested in a present actuality to which it is wedding a future contingency. Of course in this 

configuration, the actuality to which possibility is being wedded is not some actuality which is 

to-come but rather one which is now current. So, if here possibility is being ‗actualized‘ (and this 

is our criticism) then it is not because of some future actuality (as in expectation) but because of 

the reverse determination, an actualisation going in the opposite direction as it were, from the 

present-actual towards the future-possible. In short, Heidegger emphasizes in 1920 that hope is 

distinct from expectation because it places the accent on a preparatory stance in the present, it is 

a description of a certain comportment which is current. As he states, the essential aspect of the 

When of the parousia is the enactment of a relation, not a date which is outlying in future but a 

present putting into act or a present carrying-out. From the language of ‗enactment‘ and ‗actuali-

ty,‘ it is clear that we are here far short of a thinking of pure and most extreme possibility. The 

Voll- of Vollzug, the completion which is implied in the concept of accomplishment, these con-

cepts refer fairly clearly to a final terminus, to the telos of an entelechy. But authentic temporali-

ty, vorlaufende Entschlossenheit, designates a Dasein authentically understanding its self, and 
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since that self is possibility, no relation to actuality can be admitted into the said temporalisation. 

So the very idea of Vollzug and Vollzugsinn seem to be heterogeneous to the argument presented 

by authentic temporality, and a fortiori authentic presence. So again, hope fails as a candidate for 

understanding Augenblick because it is, first of all, rooted in the present, and second, essentially 

a relation to actuality, effectivity, entelechy, in short energeia. 

We thus see the failure of eschatological kairos to contribute to our understanding of Au-

genblick in the context of authentic temporality. Neither messianism and its emphasis on the 

eschaton as an ultimate outstanding element, nor the refusal of a state yet to obtain in favor of a 

preparation in the present, neither awaiting nor hope, neither of these developments can allow 

eschatological phenomena to escape or transcend actualization thereby acceding to a grasping of 

possibility as pure possibility. Which is to say that even under a radical Heideggerian appropria-

tion, the analysis of early Christianity cannot deliver the differentiated concept of authentic pres-

ence requisite for a transcendental grounding and a unification of Dasein‘s being as Care, as is 

called for in Sein und Zeit.  

 

Phronological kairos 

 

We can now turn to the strictly speaking phronological reading of kairos rooted in the early Aris-

totle lectures. To put the matter bluntly, it is claimed by interpreters that Augenblick = kairos be-

cause it is thought that authenticity = phronesis. We will begin to shake the confidence in the 

first equation by showing the flaws in the second. The reading which we are hereby responding 

to, has been recently systematized by McNeill. On McNeill‘s reading, basically, since phronetic 

praxis is authenticity, its temporality – in Heideggerian retrieval i.e. in a radical interpretation – 

is authentic temporality, and therefore the kairos of phronetic praxis is to be equated with the 

temporal notion of Augenblick. This manner of reading kairos as phronetico-practical, insofar as 

it strives to be more Aristotelian than neo-Testamentarian, deserves an independent examination 

on our part. We would still have to begin by asking the advocates of this interpretation, where in 

phronetic praxis would they propose to identify anything like ekstatico-horizonal structure? And 

this is to say nothing of a differentiation of such a structure according to authentic and inauthen-

tic temporalities. If the Augenblick of triply ecstatic-horizonal temporality is to be identified with 
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the kairos of phronetic praxis, where then would we look for the other two ekstases? Again, our 

dispute concerns not so much questions concerning sources, inspiration or influence - on all 

these points the reference to the Ethics is undisputable. Nor do we deny that a radical, Heidegge-

rian interpretation of Aristotle can be harmonized with Being and Time. Rather, what we claim is 

that the descriptive lacuna of Sein und Zeit, a propos Augenblick, cannot be remedied by turning 

to the features of phronological kairos.  

Perhaps the key document in the Aristotelian reading of Augenblick is the report written 

by Heidegger in 1922 summarizing the state of his research at the time. Since this document has 

spawned a sea of commentary, we can focus in on a specific passage which touches on an under-

standing of kairos.  

 

Die phronesis bringt das Worauf des Umgangs in seinem eigenen Sein in Verwahrung. 

Dieser Umgang ist die praxis: das sich selbst Behandeln im Wie des nicht herstellenden, 

sondern nur je gerade handelnden Umgehens... Die konkrete Interpretation zeigt, wie sich 

in der phronesis dieses Seiende konstituiert, der kairos. Das handelnde, fürsorgliche 

Behandeln ist immer konkretes im Wie das besorgenden Umgangs mit der Welt. Die 

phronesis macht die Lage des Handelnden zugänglich im festhalten des hou heneka, 

Weswegen, im Beistellen des gerade bestimmten Wozu, im Erfassen des ‚Jetzt‘ und in 

der Vorzeichnung des Wie.
67

 

 

For the experienced reader of Sein und Zeit, the vocabulary of this passage is absolutely 

unmistakable: Umgang, Fürsorge, Besorgen, Weswegen/Wozu, das Jetzt. Though there is clearly 

an appropriation of the poiesis/praxis distinction and its concomitant concept of kairos presented 

here in Heidegger‘s own voice, so to speak, it is also the case that praxis and its guide, phronesis 

are being described in those terms which in SZ are determining of inauthentic being-in-the-

world. In other words, phronesis and praxis seem to be the notions behind inauthenticity. If 

phronesis is described in terms of utility, concern and the now, then it would seem to correspond 

to projection on the in-order-to, Entwurf auf das Um-zu. Hence, if it is to manifest the phenome-

                                                           
67 M. Heidegger (1992a), Natorpbericht, p.42. We cite the handy bilingual edition published by T.E.R., 

Mauvezin, 1992. 
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non of authenticity, then we must be able to find in it, somewhere, another, a different Woraufhin 

des Entwurfs. But in this early text, Heidegger, while associating praxis with Um-zu, does not 

distinguish the latter from a Worumwillen. So we would have to say that in 1920, Heidegger has 

not yet thought the authenticity-inauthenticity distinction as based on two different Enwurf mod-

alities (as in Sein und Zeit). The early Heidegger‘s central phenomenon of interest, the moved-

ness of factical life, Bewegtheit des faktischen Lebens, points indeed to Besorgen and not to au-

thentic Sorge. As the above passage indicates, both production and action, herstellen and han-

deln, are tied to Besorgen and the Aristotelian hou heneka is tied to Weswegen/Wozu, the in-

order-to. So this appropriation of the Aristotelian system is in no way capable of breaking away 

from, or even in hinting at the possibility of a way of being which would not be a pragmatic con-

cernful being-in-the-world and thus not inauthentic. In other words, the positive possibility laid 

bare in 1927 in contrast to inauthenticity, namely the being of Dasein as authentic care, eigen-

tliche Sorge as opposed to Besorgen and Fürsorge, this possibility is here not yet even open as 

modalisation of Dasein. Or at the least, such a being of Dasein does not emerge in the discussion 

of either poiesis or praxis. So it is that the interpretation of the phronological kairos, in our view, 

is irredeemably tied up with descriptions of inauthentic pragmatic concernful Dasein.
68

 The ref-

erence to Fürsorge and Besorgen is clearly foreshadowing the later vocabulary of inauthenticity. 

The alignment of phronesis with Weswegen and Wozu is clearly an early version of what in SZ is 

called the Um-zu. As we have already indicated however, there is no accommodation, in the dis-

cussion of Aristotle, for the later distinction between the Um-zu and the Worumwillen. Once 

again, it will be recalled that the possibility of this distinction lays at the basis of the modalisa-

tion of Entwurf: projection on the in-order-to, versus projection on the for-the-sake-of, which is 

to say inauthentic versus authentic understanding, and that means the distinction between authen-

ticity and inauthenticity as such. If the early text does not accommodate the distinction between 

different projections, then, we would argue, Heidegger does not, here, have a specific authentici-

ty/inauthenticity distinction yet. Although we can identify intuitions which are generally sugges-

tive of the motif of authenticity in these early texts, we cannot find the demarcated concepts and 

the distinct terms we know from SZ. Which is why despite the distinctions which are presented 

in Aristotle‘s Ethics, phronesis is not enough for vorlaufende Entschlossenheit: it is tied to Um-

                                                           
68 We are thus stating that poiesis/praxis is a distinction which falls wholly on the side of inauthenticity.  
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sicht and Besorgen, it is fundamentally described with the vocabulary of and via a reference to 

the Bewandtniszusammenhang. Clearly, phronesis is not sufficiently detailed to discern authen-

ticity from inauthenticity and its kairos, therefore, cannot enlighten as to the intrinsic structure of 

Augenblick.  

But, perhaps, we are being too narrow in our reading. Perhaps, it can be argued, Heideg-

ger here does not have the demarcated terms and the systematic and symmetrical vocabulary of 

SZ but is nonetheless able to distinguish within the Aristotelian text all the same conceptualities. 

Such is the opinion of McNeill, who presents a reading in which Umsicht – otherwise inauthentic 

– would be diffracted into a techne driven Umsicht and a phronesis driven Umsicht. He further 

argues that poiesis-seeing closes-off praxis-seeing and that the former is directed towards an ob-

ject while the latter aims at the self. On this synthetic reading, of course, there is hardly any gap 

between 1920 and 1927. But despite these analogies and homologies, it remains the case philo-

logically that Heidegger explicitly associates praxis with the features of inauthenticity in the 

1920 text without referring to the traits familiar from vorlaufende Entschlossenheit (wholeness, 

highest possibility etc.). Thus it would seem that what McNeill is actually doing is giving a rich 

reading of Aristotle and not in any way adding to the understanding of authenticity and inauthen-

ticity in Sein und Zeit as such.
69

 In other words, the system of 1927 clearly has greater argumen-

tative density and a finer mesh of distinctions than the Ethics, even when the latter is interpreted 

radically. In a sense, everything depends on the text which is chosen as point of reference. If we 

begin with the Aristotle courses and take them to be fundamental, then we only take that minimal 

amount of argument from Being and Time that is requisite to rounding out the Aristotelian pic-

ture. If however, we take Being and Time as our point of reference, then we are limited in what 

we can admit into our discourse from the earlier, more vague, less articulated, lectures. We can-

not sacrifice argumentative distinctions in order to harmonize the texts. Absent a criteria of dis-

tinction within praxis itself, we have to admit that Heidegger aligns the latter with inauthenticity. 

                                                           
69 W. McNeill (1999), p.106. To be fair we must note that though, in a first movement, McNeill seems to 

suggest that the praxis-poiesis distinction (by virtue of the difference between object and self) can cover 

the authenticity inauthenticity distinction, he later affirms (ibid, p.109) that authentic Care cannot include 

Besorgen and Umsicht, which would thus distance Care from phronesis. But if this is the case, then he 

cannot justify the equivalence between kairos and Augenblick.  
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In its best formulation, it seems, the phronological reading can only support a claim 

which is significantly more modest than the extravagant identification of Augenblick with prac-

tical kairos. Once we ask about the purported ecstatic structure of phronesis, we are referred, in 

fact, not to the practical kairos as an ekstasis, but rather to the whole complex of phronetic prax-

is as implicitly temporal. In other words, on looking closer we find that for the phronologists, 

kairos has come to name not any one ekstasis but very generally the time implicit in praxis, to-

gether with hexis and prohairesis. When McNeill states, for example, that: ―Heidegger‘s tempor-

al interpretation of praxis, oriented toward the kairos, emphasizes the anticipatory, futural, and 

―ekstatic‖ character of proairesis over the already having of a hexis,‖
70

 he is grouping together 

anticipation and already-having, or future and past, and classifying the combination under the 

label kairos. But if this is authentic temporality, then we should actually be looking for not just 

any particular senses of futurality or pastness (certainly not anticipation) but for Vorlaufen and 

Wiederholung. If kairos designates authentic temporality, then it must have some properties 

which are distinguishable from inauthentic temporality and its senses of futurality and pastness, 

namely, expectation and retention, Gewärtigen and Behalten. This temporal amalgamation in 

praxis can only claim to grasp the senses of future and past but even then only inarticulately, and 

furthermore, if this is kairos then it still lacks any distinct and particular aspect of presentness. 

Which is to say, in turn, that this notion of a phronological kairos is at best really foreshadowing 

the whole movement of temporality, prior to a distinction between inauthentic and authentic 

temporality, and cannot furnish any clue to understanding one ekstasis in the latter. But that of 

course would mean that phronological kairos cannot supply any new insights into authentic pre-

sencing as articulated separately from the other two ekstases. So if these earlier references to 

Aristotelian kairos are connected with the term Augenblick, then it would seem that it is only be-

cause, in the earlier lecture courses, the latter notion designates a whole of temporality and not 

yet an articulated ekstasis therein. Hence the divergence, strictly speaking, between the usage of 

the word Augenblick in Sein und Zeit and in the Aristotle studies 1920-1924.  

Though this may be considered belaboring the point, we need to add that the early amal-

gamated-time of kairos, though suggestively foreshadowing ecstatic temporality, still cannot add 

any detail to the latter‘s intrinsic conception in SZ for a further reason. As a simulacrum of sorts 
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for the whole of temporality, kairos would need to exhibit the possibility of an authentic and an 

inauthentic instance. Not only does phronological kairos lack the intrinsic structure and differen-

tiation to accommodate this, but it would actually seem to fall completely on the side of inau-

thentic Dasein. After all, both the proairesis and hexis, mentioned above, are inextricably tied to 

a Besorgen, a Dasein in preoccupied being. Indeed, in Heidegger‘s reading of praxis, the prakton 

is all the while thought as ―das Seiende, verfügbar in der Phronesis.‖ So clearly, in 1922, praxis 

is associated with availability, Verfügbarkeit, and if kairos designates the temporality of being 

concerned with the available, then it corresponds in fact to inauthentic Gegenwärtigen.
71

  

Another source of confusion which needs to be sorted out is the language of seizing and 

grasping that is associated with Augenblick in many texts. It will be recalled that one of the prin-

cipal determinations of Augenblick in Sein und Zeit was its Gehaltenheit. As opposed to the pre-

sencing of curiosity or fear, or even of Angst, authentic presencing ‗holds‘ possibility. This reso-

nates with the very common expression ‗seizing the moment,‘ or in German, den Augenblick er-

greifen. In SZ, the Augenblick is meant to hold Dasein to a possibility and thus to counter the 

dispersive and dissociative presence of inauthenticity. In an attempt to elaborate on this holding, 

the champions of phronological kairos have turned to parallels in the earlier texts which lead one 

to focus on kairos as a ‗grasping‘ of opportunity or a ‗seizing‘ of the moment of opportunity. On 

a first encounter, this line of interpretation seems promising since it centers on an activity, a 

grasping and a seizing, which could be intuitively considered ecstatic. Not to mention, of course, 

the persistence of the haptic metaphor which seems to provide continuity across the different 

texts. What is more, the Aristotelian references would also seem to contribute to the idea of hold-

ing since Heidegger reads phronesis as a holding of the mean, ―die Mitte, das Meson, halten.‖ 

The problem however with the grasped, seized or held moment is precisely this, that it refers to a 

moment. In other words it refers to a particulate time with some duration. But these notions, du-

ration, and time-unit, are constituted by (or generated out of) worldly concernful time, besorgte 

Weltzeit.
72

 They cannot be invoked on the level of authentic temporality for this latter is deemed 

to be ontologically prior to the other temporalisations. The seized moment, or even instant, is 

above all else, i.e. irrespective of the seizing, holding and grasping, a moment, or one temporal 

                                                           
71 See SZ, p.338. 

72 See e.g. SZ, p.409 for duration, and in general p.381 for the genesis of the properties of time as a series 

of units or atoms. 
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atom among others. In other words, it includes an implicit reference to a homogeneous series of 

temporal parts or phases. The great challenge posed by Heidegger‘s idea of authentic temporality 

(and its ekstasis of Augenblick) is very directly demonstrated here. The vast majority of temporal 

concepts familiar from the tradition are, according to the conception from Sein und Zeit, consti-

tuted, and on ‗lower‘ levels of the hierarchy of temporalisations. The difficulty in thinking au-

thentic temporality consists in keeping those notions which it constitutes and founds out of its 

own intrinsic description. The notion of the Augenblick is, in a certain sense, the ground or foun-

dation of the notion of a ‗moment‘ in time, therefore it cannot be identified with the latter.  

Additionally, the seizing of a moment is always a seizing of a moment which is particu-

larly suited for… This is to say that the seizing is being led by some telos or some end of the ac-

tivity, there is some goal at stake, and this sort of relation to the Um-zu, in-order-to, is, again re-

miniscent of the Bewandtnisganzheit which inauthentic Dasein projects upon. Such an opportune 

moment of action is, above all, that juncture in time, at which action is best engaged in order to 

achieve a desired outcome. The moment is seized or grasped qua opportunity. This is the reason 

why in Sein und Zeit Heidegger himself explicitly criticizes the notion of opportunity or Gele-

genheit:  

 

Das In-der-Welt-sein geht zunächst in der besorgten Welt auf. Das Besorgen ist geführt 

von der Umsicht, die das Zuhandene entdeckt und in seiner Entdecktheit verwahrt. Die 

Umsicht gibt allem Beibringen, Verrichten die Bahn des Vorgehens, die Mittel der 

Ausführung, die rechte Gelegenheit, den geeigneten Augenblick. 
73

 

 

The Augenblick mentioned here cannot possibly be the Augenblick of authentic temporality since 

it is determined by Umsicht and is tied to absorption in the world, Aufgehen in der besorgten 

Welt. The opportunity for a pragmatic seizing of the moment is thus tied to an ontic context and 

makes Dasein understand itself from out of its surroundings. This distancing of the notion of op-

portunity or Gelegenheit is perhaps the least known and most widely overlooked factor in Hei-

degger‘s thinking of time. Numerous readers have overlooked it and paid the price of creating 

interpretations fundamentally at odds with Heidegger‘s texts. The thinking of opportunity is 
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therefore quintessentially tied to inauthenticity. And how, we might ask, could it be otherwise? 

If, after all, the opportune moment is a moment for the engaging of action, then it is tied precise-

ly to an actuality. What is being held or grasped, in this case, is precisely not possibility but the 

actual, the then present actual state. Not only is opportunity a notion directed towards an actual 

effectivity (a Wirklichkeit), it is again, also always in view of obtaining some state of affairs or 

some object.   

At the most general level, our detailed comparison of Augenblick with phronological kai-

ros shows that Heidegger‘s early Aristotelian studies cannot satisfy the transcendental require-

ments that are in place in SZ. The move from kairos to Augenblick coincides, after all, with Hei-

degger‘s turn to a transcendental analysis aiming at the condition of possibility and of unity of 

the being of Dasein. If Augenblick as authentic presence is to occupy the architectural position 

that it must in the argumentative structure of SZ, then it cannot be simply derived from the early 

reflections on kairos since this latter is at best ambivalent with respect to the authentici-

ty/inauthenticity (or pure possibility/ onticity) distinction and is under-determined with respect to 

tri-partite ekstatic structure.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The incompatibility that we saw was ultimately rooted in the novel conception of authentic tem-

porality in SZ. While the early texts do contain discussions of time, they do not distinguish an 

authentic from an inauthentic temporalisation, nor do they break down a temporalisation into 

constitutive ekstases. While the early texts show Heidegger already tracking the movedness of 

factical life, they do not distinguish care from concern, Sorge from Besorgen, for-the-sake-of-

which from in-order-to, Umwillen from Um-zu. Indeed, while the terminology of the analytic is 

foreshadowed earlier, the relating of authenticity to pure possibility demarcates SZ from the writ-

ings of the young Heidegger. 

What that early project lacks in comparison to Sein und Zeit, is the insight that such a 

hermeneutic must have a ground and a unity. The search for this ground is what constitutes the 

transcendental character of the inquiry in Sein und Zeit and in the opus of 1927, that ground is 

thought to be temporality. So, from the hermeneutics of facticity to Sein und Zeit, Heidegger 
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goes from a ‗pre-theoretical‘ description of everydayness to an inquiry into the condition of pos-

sibility of everydayness, viz. temporality. Furthermore, as we have shown, the concept of authen-

tic temporality in Sein und Zeit – the most original temporalisation the reader encounters in that 

work – cannot be derived from a radical appropriation of early Christianity any more than it can 

be derived from an appropriation of Aristotle‘s Ethics. In order for temporality to function as the 

ground of the whole of Care, as what gives the latter unity despite the variety of modifications, 

then it, temporality, must be construed in a way that can accommodate those modifications. This 

entails, among other things, the possibility of distinguishing authentic and inauthentic ekstasies 

of presence, i.e. Augenblick and Gegenwärtigen. Insofar as the kairological readings of Augen-

blick fail to account for that distinction, they also fail to contribute to the grounding and unifying 

function of temporality with respect to Care.  
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1. 

 

―Ontology is possible only as phenomenology― (BT 33/48). This phrase from the introduction to 

Being and Time is more challenging than it might seem. If we take it seriously, phenomenology 

is more than an available method by the help of which an ontological investigation can be con-

ducted, it is the only possible way. And strictly speaking it is even more than a method, insofar 

as phenomenology simply is ontology and nothing else. The object of phenomenology, we learn 

in the introduction, is nothing else than being, and this is the same as in ontology. The names of 

the two disciplines refer to the same.  

But there is more. Insofar as phenomenology takes as its point of departure the analysis 

of Dasein, Heidegger identifies phenomenology also with hermeneutics. ―Phenomenology of 

Dasein is hermeneutics in the original signification of that word‖ (BT 35/50). Hence, a triple 

identification is at play: phenomenology equals ontology equals hermeneutics.  

Obviously, there are differentiations to be made. The status of hermeneutics is not entire-

ly clarified, as Heidegger only refers to the hermeneutic of Dasein and not to a hermeneutic of 

being. The very name ―phenomenology‖, however, contains the element of ―logos‖ which indi-

cates that phenomenological description necessarily is based on an act of ―interpretation‖ (Ausle-

gung) (cf. BT 35/50). Still, if we want to be precise, we have to say that in the triple identifica-

tion, hermeneutics has a subordinate role. The most precise expression seems to be: phenome-

nology is ontology and vice versa, and both proceed as hermeneutic. 

But how do we have to understand this mutual identification? In which sense is the object 

of phenomenology and ontology essentially the same? What does this mean for precisely this 
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object, being? And how do we have to understand both phenomenology and ontology in their 

being hermeneutic?  

To approach these questions, we will start from Thomas Sheehan‘s provocative claim to 

re-translate the notion of being with the notion of ―meaning‖ (2.). We will see that such re-

translation is possible, although from a different point of view than Sheehan thinks (3.) However, 

we also will see that no key term can replace another in Heidegger‘s thought. The plurality of 

terms – or ―names‖ – cannot be further reduced (4.). The last part is devoted to the problem of 

hermeneutics. It will give us some final hints as to why Heidegger‘s phenomenological ontology 

amounts to a phenomenological perspectivism (5.).  

 

2. 

 

Thomas Sheehan‘s vivid claim that Heidegger remains misunderstood if he is not read in strictly 

phenomenological terms is meant to change the course of scholarship. He suggests no less than a 

―re-translation‖ of Heideggerian terms, ―out of an ontological into a phenomenological register‖ 

(Sheehan 2010, 1). Such translation concerns above all the term ―being‖ which according to 

Sheehan belongs to a ―pre-phenomenological metaphysics of objective realism‖ (Sheehan 2010, 

2). Scholars use it inadvertently this way:  

 

―Heidegger scholarship tends to hypostasize das Sein into a non-phenomenological, qua-

si-metaphysical Something (―Big Being‖) that we can allegedly pursue und relate to, an 

―X‖ that performs such mythical tasks as revealing and concealing itself, dispensing 

epochs of itself, and so on.‖ (Sheehan 2006, 1257; cf. Sheehan 2001, 8) 

 

To avoid such hypostatization, Sheehan claims, a phenomenological reduction has to take 

place. This reduction would allow us, not only to re-interpret, but even to replace the term ―be-

ing‖ with a new word (Sheehan 2010, 2). This magic word is ―meaning‖. The new terminology, 

then, would be the following: 

 

das Seiende    = the meaningful  
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das Sein (des Seienden) = meaning 

das Seyn/Sein selbst   = meaning-giving source (Sheehan 2010, 3; cf. Sheehan 

2006, 1254). 

 

Doubtless, such radical re-translation hardly will have a chance to be universally ac-

cepted in the world-wide scene of Heideggerian scholarship. But its purpose seems to lie more in 

liberating us from the fixation on a term as historically laden as term of being. The notion of be-

ing, for some, might have an evidence, and therefore a determinate meaning, that scholarship has 

to put into question. From this perspective, Sheehan simply follows the most basic of Heideg-

ger‘s thoughts, his emphasis on the need to first raise the ―question of being‖ and to ask what 

exactly the ―meaning of being‖ is.  

And Sheehan also is right in saying that the focus on being as only principle might ob-

scure what Heidegger‘s phenomenology also gives us to see: ―our finitude as opening up the 

world/clearing/open that we essentially are‖ (Sheehan 2001, 24). This attempt to bring the hu-

man back into the center of research on Heidegger would not necessarily mean to go back to ex-

istentialism‘s dramatizations, but to combine ontological insights with the problem of finitude.  

Additionally, there is evidence in Heidegger that Sheehan happily exploits, for example, 

when the former crosses out the term being, or in his later works repeatedly refers to something 

prior to being (cf. Sheehan 2001, 7-8). Being did indeed not always remain the key word of Hei-

degger‘s thought. Understanding the idea of being, from this perspective, means to understand 

the wide semantic field of different words or terms related to it. Heideggerian scholarship hardly 

can rely on the evidence of one key term only. Even the early question for the ―meaning of be-

ing‖ implies that being is both relevant and accessible only through the aspects under which it 

appears. 

And finally, replacing ―being‖ with ―meaning‖ also leads to a certain correction of Hei-

degger‘s thought. Sheehan refers to ―the later Heidegger‘s own quasi-hypostasization of Sein‖ 

(Sheehan 2010, 15). Not only Heidegger scholars, but also Heidegger himself was in danger of 

falling back into a classical form of ontology. Whether this claim is true or not – I seriously 

doubt it, but this would have to be discussed based on the text – it allows for a new and refreshed 
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approach to his seminal texts. Great thinkers are great precisely because they allow for radical re-

interpretations. 

But despite all these arguments in favor of Sheehan‘s suggestion, two fundamental ques-

tions remain. First, why does being have to be replaced by ―meaning‖, and not by another term? 

And second, why does being have to be replaced at all? Answering these two questions will be 

the main task for the rest of this paper. It will serve not only as a discussion of Sheehan‘s claims, 

but also help us to find an answer to the question raised at the beginning: how can phenomenolo-

gy and ontology be one, in regard both to their object and methodically? 

The first question, ―why ―meaning?‖, seems obvious to ask. Could it not be any other no-

tion, as long as it lends itself to a purely phenomenological investigation? As far as I see, Shee-

han does not give an answer to this question. Major evidence for his choice lies in the early Hei-

degger and his analysis of the world. Sheehan refers to the early lecture course in 1919 where 

things are described as ―meaningful‖ (bedeutsam) in their everyday and pre-theoretical encounter 

(Sheehan 2010, 3; cf. GA 56/57, 73). Another important point is the relation between man and 

being. While, according to Sheehan, in the metaphysical perspective being is disconnected from 

man, phenomenology allows us to see that things only ―make sense within human concern‖ 

(Sheehan 2010, 2). Finally, ―meaning‖ also aligns with other key terms, such as the world, the 

clearing, the event or the turn (Sheehan 2010, 6; Sheehan 2001, 10-11 and 16-20). Insofar as all 

these terms indicate a specific form of intelligibility, ―meaning‖ does indeed capture an essential 

aspect in all of them. 

However, the shift towards a pure phenomenology of human finitude has its prize. By ab-

andoning the notion of being, Sheenan also loses the critical function that the idea of being has. 

In Heidegger, being is used in critical way insofar as it breaks the transparency of the subject. 

Only through the ontology of existence, the spell of consciousness, of a purely epistemological 

approach to oneself and the world, is broken. Sheehan, on the contrary, shows a certain tendency 

to re-transcendentalize Heidegger, if willingly or not. There are different examples for this, only 

one of which can be cited here:  

 

―We are not thrown ―into‖ the open, as if the Da/Lichtung/Welt already existed without 

us; we are not open ―to‖ the open, as if it were something separate from us; we do not 
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―transcend to‖ the open as if we had to cross from here to there [...]. Without us, there is 

no open at all.― (Sheehan 2001, 12) 

 

In consequence, the formula ―being-in-the-world‖ has to read differently than it usually is read, 

as ―being-the-world‖ (ibid.). Evidently, Sheehan makes an important point: there is no world 

without the Dasein, just as being cannot be thought without the human. But in which sense could 

the world simply be Dasein? Certainly, it is not inside of Dasein, as a mere representation. And 

the world cannot be Dasein‘s particular world, because then we would have a plurality of worlds. 

Finally we also have to consider the things without which it would be hard to even explain what 

a world is. Dasein and world, so it seems, belong together, and yet are not the same. We cannot 

reduce one to the other. But in Sheehan, once being‘s external impact is lost, there is nothing but 

the human left. Most probably this is not a conscious theoretical decision. But the question re-

mains how we can avoid internalizing being once we make it fully synonymous to meaning. 

And yet, Sheehan is right: being can indeed be understood as meaning. It only has to be 

done in a different way.  

 

3. 

 

An alternative take on the problem of meaning can be made if we see that ―meaning‖ possibly 

refers to two German terms: ―Bedeutung‖ and ―Sinn‖. For Sheehan, the point of reference is 

―Bedeutsamkeit‖, which refers to world as realm of meaningful things. But precisely for this rea-

son, ―Bedeutsamkeit‖ remains linked to the encounter with things, which in Being and Time is 

described before, in terms of the necessary steps the analytic of Dasein has to take, the question 

of the meaning of being can even be raised (cf. BT 85/117). It shows how Dasein and the world 

are intertwined without going further to their common foundation in time. ―Meaning‖, however, 

in German also means ―Sinn‖, and in this regard a direct relation to being can be drawn.  

In the following, I will translate ―Sinn‖ as ―sense‖ which goes counter to the newly re-

vised Stambaugh translation that renders ―Sinn‖ as ―meaning‖, and ―Bedeutsamkeit‖ as ―signi-

ficance‖. Although the choice of these two terms makes perfect sense, especially in the context 

in which they are used, it is problematic when it comes to the German word ―bedeuten‖ which 



43 

 

 

 

cannot be disconnected from ―Bedeutsamkeit‖. Stambaugh renders ―bedeuten‖, consequently 

enough, as ―signifying‖ (BT 85/116), thereby reserving the notion of meaning for the well-

established formula ―meaning of being‖. Outside of this context, however, when ―meaning‖ is 

not directly opposed to the ―significance‖ of worldly things, the term could be understood in var-

ious way. The ―meaning of being‖ could be misunderstood, if translated back into German, as 

―Bedeutung des Seins‖, a formula Heidegger never would have used, because being does not re-

fer to anything else (as it is the case in ―bedeuten‖ as ―signifying‖). Therefore it seems appropri-

ate to use a term that avoids such possible misunderstandings and puts a certain emphasis on the 

distinction between the German ―Bedeutung‖ and ―Sinn‖.
74

  

The idea of sense, ―Sinn‖, is introduced in the beginning of Being and Time, in the pas-

sage that explains the definition of phenomenology. Heidegger approaches this definition by dis-

tinguishing three types of phenomena: the ―formal‖, the ―vulgar‖, and the ―phenomenological‖ 

phenomenon (BT 29/42). Formal phenomena are those referred to simply as ―self-showing‖, 

without further qualification, while vulgar phenomena are things that appear to us in the sense of 

an empirical, sensual appearance. The phenomenological phenomenon, however, is more diffi-

cult to define: 

 

―What is it that phenomenology is to ―let be seen‖? [...] Manifestly it is something that 

does not show itself initially and for the most part, something that is concealed in contrast 

to what initially and for the most part does show itself. But, at the same time, it is some-

thing that essentially belongs to what initially and for the most part shows itself, indeed in 

such a way that it constitutes its meaning and ground‖. (BT 33/47) 

 

Strangely enough, if we follow these words, phenomenology does not deal with all kinds 

of phenomena. It only deals with such that need to be explicitly revealed. Only what needs an 

effort to be made visible can become the object of phenomenological investigation. And what is 

this? Obviously, the whole passage would be absurd, if phenomenological phenomena were li-

mited to a specific class of things. One could never justify phenomenology being related only to 
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 A similar decision was taken in translating Frege‘s ―Sinn und Bedeutung‖ as ―Sense and Reference‖ 

(Frege 1980). 
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human existence, and not to nature, or being related only to art, and not to the political, etc. Even 

if we said, by wrongly assuming Heidegger‘s point of view, that phenomenology deals with be-

ing as such and not with beings, we would have no reason to say why this should be so. Why 

should phenomenology not deal with all types of things showing themselves? The very idea of 

phenomenology, even within Heidegger‘s thought, does not imply any restriction.  

The solution to this problem is that the phenomenological phenomenon is not another ob-

ject at all, but the very condition under which phenomena show themselves. It is the condition 

for becoming a phenomenon, we might say the phenomenality of the phenomenon. Only in this 

regard Heidegger can say that it ―essentially‖ belongs to everything that shows itself. And what 

is this phenomenality? Following the words quoted above, it is the ―sense‖ and the ―ground‖ of 

phenomena, insofar as they are phenomena. The phenomenological phenomenon refers indeed to 

all possible objects, although it does so only in a certain regard. 

For someone familiar with Heidegger, this certainly is not a surprising definition of the 

purpose of phenomenology. But what makes it remarkable is that here, right in the introduction 

to Being and Time, we find a very clear and explicit identification of being with sense. Heidegger 

continues:  

 

―What remains concealed in an exceptional sense [...] is not this or that being but rather 

[...] the being of beings. [...] Thus, phenomenology has taken into its ―grasp‖ thematically 

as its object that which, in term of its ownmost content, demands that it become a phe-

nomenon in a distinct sense.‖ (ibid.) 

 

Phenomenology, as discipline that reveals the sense and ground of phenomena, at the same token 

reveals the being of beings. It is ontology because it is phenomenology in the emphatic sense, 

and vice versa. Being and Time, therefore, is nothing else than an investigation of sense, respec-

tively meaning, right from its start. But in opposition to Sheehan‘s approach, this becomes evi-

dent even before the analysis of the world. The identification of being and sense lies at the foun-

dation of Heidegger‘s whole phenomenological-ontological enterprise (his pheno-onto-logy, we 

might say). The identification is fundamental because it lies in the very method of making visible 

what is the sense (or ground or being) of everything that shows itself.  
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But doesn‘t Heidegger talk about the ―meaning of being‖, thereby making a clear distinc-

tion between being and its sense? Indeed he does. But on the other hand, he also makes clear that 

there is no concept of being ―available‖ (verfügbar) yet (BT 7/10), and if there were, then ―being 

is in each instance comprehensible only in regard to time‖ (BT 18/26). There is no way to com-

prehend behind without or beyond its sense. But if this is so, then can‘t we say that what being is 

for us, is precisely its sense and nothing else? There are indeed passages in Being and Time 

where Heidegger refers to being and the sense of being quasi synonymously.
75

 And he also puts 

emphasis on the point that there is nothing ―behind‖ being that does not appear (cf. BT 33/48): 

being is what appears as being, as the sense it has in and for the phenomenological intuition.  

Another point that shows to which extent being and sense can be identified, is the very 

concept of sense (Sinn). It is defined in the following way:  

 

―The concept of sense includes the formal framework of what necessarily belongs to what 

interpretation [...] articulates. Sense is the upon which, structured by fore-having, fore-

sight, and fore-conception, of the project out of which something becomes intelligible as 

something‖ (BT 147/201)
76

.  

 

Following these words, ―Sinn‖ is a ―framework‖ which defines the structures in which some-

thing appears and becomes ―intelligible‖. It is not the meaning a thing possesses in its relation to 

other things, but a horizon that encompasses and pre-determines all possible meanings that can 

be attributed to a thing.
77

 Sinn as ―framework‖ overarches and anticipates each singular thing, as 

moment of the general disclosedness (Erschlossenheit) of Dasein (ibd.). ―Bedeutsamkeit‖, au 
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 The new translation deviates in an interesting way from the original here. The original reads: ―Der 

phänomenologische Begriff von Phänomen meint als das Sich-zeigende das Sein des Seienden, seinen 

Sinn, seine Modifikationen und Derivate― (GA 2, 48). The translation inserts a hyphen: „The phenomeno-

logical concept of phenomenon, as self-showing, means the being of beings–its meaning, modifications, 

and derivatives‖ (BT 3). The translation seems to say that it cannot be both: being and the meaning of 

being. Hence, ―meaning‖ is hyphenated because it is the only object of inquiry. But for Heidegger, it does 

not seem important to make this distinction here: being is in its meaning and vice versa; both belong to-

gether to a degree where they can be regarded as one.  
76

 Translation modified, partly by replacing ―meaning‖ with ―sense‖. 
77

 ―Sinn‖ also can be related to the notion of horizon which further elucidates its ontological function, cf. 

BT 17/24. Horizon and sense both are defined as ―upon which‖, cf. BT 309/429 and 347/483. 
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contraire, translated as ―significance‖, refers to the ―relational totality‖ (Bezugsganzes) of the 

world (BT 85/116). Even if such totality of relations is a constitutive part of the framework of 

sense, it only concerns the world as interconnectedness of things and not as the transcending 

―upon which‖ that gives world its final unity. (At this point, it would be helpful to further discuss 

the concept of the world. But it should be clear, even without doing so, that the world as totality 

of relations still needs a moment that constitutes the unity of all it contains. Otherwise, the totali-

ty could be a mere collection of things.) 

At this point, we see how plausible Sheehan‘s suggestion to replace being with meaning 

really is. It becomes even more plausible if we see that ―Sinn‖, for Heidegger, was but an early 

concept for truth, which in turn can be another name for being.
78

 On the other side, the very no-

tion of meaning hardly seems to be the best term for this re-interpretation, because it inevitably 

conflates the two concepts of ―Bedeutung‖ and ―Sinn‖ and thereby misses the projective nature 

of the latter.  

At this point the second question can be addressed: do we have to replace ―being‖ at all? 

Is it even possible to do so? In the previous reflections, we have shown how being and the sense 

of being, in the course of phenomenological analysis at least, can be treated as same. But are they 

really the same? To which extent can we even speak of sameness here? The following has to 

give at least some preliminary answers to these questions. 

 

4. 

 

Our point of departure, again, is Sheehan‘s provocative claim, according to which the focus on 

being as metaphysical term runs the risk of dismissing human finitude, as it is explored in the 

phenomenology of the world. For Heidegger, however, phenomenology and ontology are by no 

means mutually exclusive, as we see in his introductory remarks on the project of a ―phenomeno-

logical ontology‖ (BT 36/51). Plus, the reciprocal relation of the human and being, that is so im-

portant for Sheehan, does not exclude the idea of being as a transcending ground, as much as the 

idea of being, in turn, does not exclude the sphere of human finitude. Again, none of these points 
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 See the reference to truth in his copy of Being and Time, cf. BT 33/47, as well as the Contributions to 

Philosophy, GA 65, 466, and GA 67, 129. 
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is mutually exclusive, and replacing one for the other seems to be superfluous at best. Even if our 

interest lies in human finitude alone, we have to retain a certain ontological perspective that tells 

us what existence is, what meaning is, etc. Reading Heidegger, we have to deal with a plurality 

of methods – phenomenology, hermeneutics, ontology – based on a plurality of dimensions in 

the phenomena he describes.
79

 

But these remarks are only preliminary and lead to a more fundamental question: what 

does it mean in Heidegger‘s thought when we say that phenomenology and ontology, sense and 

being, are the same? Our point of departure is a remark from the collection Besinnung, (Mindful-

ness): 

 

Beyng and clearing is the same; this was Parmenides‘ incipient saying during the other 

beginning. [...] / In the future thought has to reach the abyss of the belonging together it-

self as the incipient – beyng, the appropriation of the inbetween, which clears itself and 

both gives away and withholds the clearing as essence of this appropriation.
80
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 It seems tempting to explore the plurality of phenomena Heidegger describes and to weaken the focus 

on the term of being. Many scholars have chosen this way, and many certainly would say that the most 

valuable insights can be found where the ontological foundation is less prevalent – in the pragmatism of 

being-in-the world, in the hermeneutic of facticity, and so on. But still, one only has to imagine how his 

thought would have looked like if it were nothing more than a collection of analyses pertaining to differ-

ent topics, such as existence, art, or technology, without the attempt to bring all these topics into one un-

ifying focus! Without such unifying perspective, many topics would be far less interesting. We only have 

to think of Daseinsanalyse without the ultimate focus on the temporality of being. – Besides that, even in 

Sheehan we can see that it is impossible to avoid the question of being, at least on the level of terminolo-

gy. The term ―meaning-giving source‖, supposed to replace ―das Sein selbst‖ indubitably indicates a cer-

tain origin of meaning. This is an ontological question! The question then is whether the neat distinction 

ontological (= pre-phenomenological) and phenomenological can be maintained at all. For Sheehan, the 

―source‖ is nothing ―separate from and lying behind the meaning of the meaningful‖ (2010, 4-5). In 

another passage, the ―meaning-giving source‖ is qualified as a ―merely heuristical‖ term with no deter-

mined meaning (2010, 6). But if this is so, then why a term so similar to the ontology it is supposed to 

replace? 
80

 ―Seyn und Lichtung ist dasselbe; so lautet der anfängliche Spruch des Parmenides im anderen Anfang. 

[...] / Künftig ist zu erdenken der Ab-grund der Zusammengehörigkeit selbst als das Anfangende – das 

Seyn, die Ereignung des Inzwischen, das sich lichtet und die Lichtung selbst als ihr Wesen verschenkt 

und versagt― (GA 66, 313). Translation M.S. 
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If we follow these words, the strict identification of beyng and clearing – or of being and 

sense – was an initial and necessary step at a time when philosophy was not able to comprehend 

its own abyss. In its more reflected form, the belonging together of that which is different shows 

itself as the last ground, or better: as the absence of any ground. Being gives sense, according to 

Heidegger‘s words, but this means: it gives sense and withholds itself from it. Or, if one wants to 

avoid the risk of hypostatization here: being is what is withheld or incomplete in the apparent 

sense of being. Sense itself opens the difference to what is not sense, without transforming it into 

another piece of sense. Sense is based on an inextinguishable lack. Against this lack, to request 

one term for the interpretation of Heidegger‘s thought would imply to request full and transpa-

rent meaning again. But we cannot substitute meaning for being without recurring to a metaphys-

ics of meaning, if being is precisely the name for what is abyssal, non-present in any meaning.
81

 

Indeed, for the Heidegger of the thirties, it is much more appropriate to speak not of con-

cepts or notions of being, but only of ―names‖. Aspects that belong to being – the clearing, truth, 

etc. – are names for something that is manifest in the self-revelation of being, without being 

clearly defined elements or parts. Words that are used ‖name‖ or ―mention‖ something (in Ger-

man nennen), but they do not ―represent‖ it such that it is fully present. A ―name‖ does not say 

that something is this or that. What it says is that it can be called this way. Names are meant to 

evocate something, to call it into the fore, by still preserving a sense for its independence and the 

untouchable ground out of which it has emerged. What is only ―named‖ or ―mentioned‖ calls and 

invites to be further explored.
82
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 In a paradoxical way, Sheehan‘s claim remains valid here. If it is the nature of being to be constantly 

withdrawn, then we constantly have to abandon it. We have to deal with what is left, without being able to 

rely on a direct insight into being. The only difference to Sheehan‘s approach is that meaning has to be 

seen as that which has been left behind, and not as a self-sufficient sphere. 
82

 This also is one of the ways in which Heidegger re-interpreted his own terminology in Being and Time. 

He interpreted it not as defining the meaning of being once and for all, but as an indication of dimensions 

that have to be further explored. Time, for example, can be called the ―pre-name‖ (Vorname) for the abys-

sal truth of being (GA 67, 128). Cf. also GA 67, 136 and GA 66, 302. (We might think of the act of bapt-

ism here: things or persons are baptized to be let free into their own existence. A baptism is a wish, or 

perhaps a pledge we give in place for someone who is not yet able to give it himself, but not a guarantee 

for someone to always be in a certain way.) 
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5. 

 

The final remarks have to be devoted to the other methodological term mentioned in the intro-

duction to Being and Time: hermeneutics. To explain the role of hermeneutics, we can again re-

fer to the idea of sense, ―Sinn‖. ―Sinn‖, we have seen, is a ―formal framework‖ and the ―upon 

which of the project out of which something becomes intelligible‖ (Woraufhin des Entwurfs). 

―Sinn‖, therefore, is understood in project or in a projective interpretation. As a framework it 

cannot simply be given, but has to be traced out or extended into its ultimate dimensions. A 

framework is not simply ―there‖, but has to be understood as the opening of a space inbetween. It 

consists of outlines understanding has to trace into its ultimate ramifications. Hence, in its tem-

poral dimension, projects belongs to the future; it does not comprehend what is already there, but 

moves ―toward possibilities-of-being‖ (BT 321/445). 

Hermeneutics, for Heidegger, is based on this projective orientation. It is a quite peculiar 

idea of hermeneutics he develops in Being and Time, an idea much different from the hermeneu-

tics his disciple Gadamer will conceive. About hermeneutics, the introduction states:  

 

―The lógos of the phenomenology of Dasein has the character of hermeneúein, through 

which the proper meaning of being and the basic structures of the very being of Dasein 

are made known to the understanding of being that belongs to Dasein itself‖ (BT 35/50).
83

  

 

To ―make known‖ as essential function of hermeneutics – this means that hermeneutics indicates 

the original, irreplaceable disclosure of possibilities for Dasein. What is ―made known‖ is in fact 

not known at all before it appears in and through projective understanding. In one of his later re-

interpretations of Being and Time Heidegger confirms this point:  

 

―But ‗hermeneutics‘ is not supposed to describe what is simply present, but to project. 

What is lacking is not that the attitude of description is not fully developed, but that, on 

the contrary, project and its decisive character are not decidedly enough unfolded‖.
84
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 Being and Time uses Greek letters here and in the following quotes. 
84

 GA 67, 132; Translation M.S. 
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Project, thus, is not description, it is decision. In the quote, this refers to hermeneutics, 

but it could just as well refer to phenomenology. Phenomenology as well cannot describe what is 

given, because the framework of sense is not simply there, unless it is extended and traced out. It 

rather has to follow and explore the outlines of the projective upon which that constitute sense. 

And how can it do that? Certainly not through ―seeing‖ if seeing again means to relate to some-

thing that is already there, but through a medium that allows us to see what previously was not 

there: language. Heidegger‘s phenomenology necessarily is based on language, and because it is 

based on language, it cannot be other than hermeneutic.
85

  

Remember what Heidegger says about the element of lógos in phenomenology, relying 

on Aristotle‘s conception of the basic function of speech:  

 

―Lógos as discourse really means deloûn, to make manifest ‗what is being talked about‘ 

in discourse. Lógos lets something be seen (phaínesthai)‖ (BT 30-1/43). 

 

This letting-be-seen of logos has to be understood as an original, productive act of disclosure. 

The ―meaning‖ of logos is the phenomenon laid open for the phenomenological gaze. Language, 

therefore, is not a closed system of signs, but transcendence towards the world. On the other side, 

the phenomenological gaze needs words or sentences to be guided toward the phenomenon. The 

relation between phenomenology and hermeneutics, thus, is twofold: Phenomenology is herme-

neutic in its using words for the purpose of letting-see, and hermeneutics is phenomenological 

insofar as language means nothing without being able to let something be seen. The letting-see is 

a double, pheno-hermeneutical relation to the world. 

We can see this double method as a form of perspectivism. The pheno-hermeneutical let-

ting-be-seen has no fixed meaning, but must be exercised always anew. How the framework of 

sense is extended and how it unfolds, cannot be pre-determined without actually tracing it out. 

Hence Heidegger‘s perpetual concern with words: do they really say what they are supposed to 

say, do they speak originally enough? A word can seem to mean the same it meant before, and 

yet the context in which it is supposed to let something be seen, prevents it from doing so. We 
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don‘t see this in the word itself. ―Even alétheia and alétheia, to begin with, is not the same‖, 

Heidegger says (GA 65, 331). The pheno-hermeneutical letting-be-seen never has a guarantee 

that words do speak the way they are supposed to do. 

Heidegger, thus, has to be read in a highly contextual way. In a certain sense, each text or 

perhaps even each sentence is a separate promise to let something be seen. Nothing replaces the 

phenomenological perspective that has to be realized in each single text, nothing guarantees that  

a certain context evocates the field of meaning such that words are allowed to truly speak. No 

statement and no theoretical claim is meaningful in itself, but only as the unfolding of a perspec-

tive oriented from the text toward the phenomena. 

But if this is so, if Heidegger‘s method has to be seen as a form of perspectivism, then re-

placing one term with another seems highly superfluous. Instead, all depends on how we succeed 

in making even such a metaphysical term as ―being‖ speak, how we let sense being projected 

with it. ―Being‖ might have a pre-determined meaning in certain theories, but for Heidegger it is 

challenged to find its proper meaning in and through a pheno-hermeneutical letting-be-seen. On-

tology fully depends on the right use of phenomenology and hermeneutics. 

On the other side, being must not be abandoned, because without it phenomenology and 

hermeneutics would lose their counter-weight. The pheno-hermeneutical letting-be-seen is me-

diated and restrained through the abyss of being it never can fully explore. Being indicates the 

incompleteness in every fulfilling act of letting-something-to-be-seen. Phenomenology and her-

meneutics, thus, cannot do without an ontology for which being is both irreplaceable and prob-

lematic.  

From this perspective, Sheehan‘s suggestion to re-translate Heidegger is very close to 

what always takes place in his thought. In one way or the other, we always have to translate and 

see how far a certain combination of words carries us, compared to another. Passing from one 

context to the other, from one perspective to the other, is an act of translation, and compared to 

being in its withdrawal, we even can say that every projective understanding is a translation, 

want it or not. If being is nothing ―behind‖, but only its sense, then sense, insofar as it is unders-

tood and comprehended by humans, is all we have. And yet, what humans understand never is all 

there is. 
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Being Just? Just Being: Heidegger‘s Just Thinking 

 

Shane Ewegen (Boston College) 

 

 

No one has ever accused Heidegger of being just. To the contrary, perhaps more than any other 

thinker, Heidegger is accused of being decidedly unjust, and at precisely a historical moment 

when justice mattered the most.
86

 Whether or not Heidegger was just in the sense of ‗morally 

righteous‘ is an exceedingly important question which this paper shall not at all address. Rather, 

these pages shall explore Heidegger‘s own rethinking of justice and the manner in which such a 

rethinking informed his phenomenology. Whether and to what extent such a rethinking of justice 

bore upon his own political activities of the 1930s is a question which shall remain here, as per-

haps everywhere, undecided. 

Where does one look to find Heidegger‘s engagement with justice? At various times and 

in various contexts Heidegger undertook to rethink the meaning of justice in light of his destruc-

turing of Western metaphysics. While a rigorous analysis of Heidegger‘s experience of justice 

would require a careful consideration of each of these contexts,
87

 for purposes of brevity the first 

part of this paper shall deal only with the 1942 lectures on Parmenides wherein Heidegger deals 

extensively with justice in terms of the Greek understanding of δίκη.
88
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 For the most recent and well-publicized of the attempts to argue for Heidegger‘s injustice, see the re-

cently translated work of Emmanuel Faye, Heidegger: the Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy in 

Light of the Unpublished Seminars of 1933-1935. In this book Faye argues that Heidegger‘s philosophical 
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 For an attempt at such a consideration, see Robert Bernasconi, Justice and the Twilight Zone of Morali-

ty. In Reading Heidegger: Commemorations. Edited by John Sallis. Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1993. 
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 Martin Heidegger. Parmenides. Translated by André Schuwer and Richard Rojcewicz. Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1992. The reason for favoring this text in particular is that it contains one of 

Heidegger‘s most fruitful engagements with Plato‘s Politeia, a text preeminently concerned with the na-
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However, to simply look for occasions where Heidegger explicitly addressed justice is to 

miss the very point of Heidegger‘s rethinking of the term. Given that Heidegger‘s thoughts on 

justice always occur alongside his reawakening of the question of the meaning of Being, one 

must attempt to come to an understanding of justice as it relates to that general project. As a re-

sult, in order to truly follow Heidegger‘s rethinking of justice, one must turn to Heidegger‘s en-

gagement with Being—that is, his fundamental ontology. Heidegger himself intimates this path 

in his Letter on Humanism, wherein he argues that his thinking in general is concerned with 

‗original ethics‘ as the unity of ontology and ethics that precedes the metaphysical division and 

delimitation of those terms.
89

 The sort of thinking thus intimated (if not enacted) by Heidegger is 

one which seeks to experience the very ground of the ontological, the ethical, the political (L, 

259) and hence, it shall be seen, justice. 

If this is so, then Heidegger‘s fundamental ontology—i.e, his phenomenology (cf. Being 

and Time, section 7)—would entail a rethinking of justice along the way toward a rethinking of 

the meaning of Being. Accordingly, one must look to Heidegger‘s phenomenology to see his un-

derstanding of justice at work. It is precisely to this end that the second part of this paper shall 

deal with one of Heidegger‘s most startling phenomenological analyses, that of the wine-jug of-

fered in the 1950 essay das Ding.
90

 In the third and final section of this paper the briefest of at-

tempts will be made to consider how listening to Heidegger‘s phenomenology, itself an enact-

ment of his own understanding of justice, might help place us into a more just relationship with 

our world. 

 

Parmenides: Just Jointure 

 

Heidegger‘s 1942 lecture course on the ancient Greek thinker Parmenides is overwhelmingly 

concerned with tracing the transformation of the essence of truth as unconcealment (ἀλήθεια) 
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 Martin Heidegger. Letter on Humanism. From Basic Writings. Edited by David Krell. New York: Har-

per Collins, 1977, page 258: ―If the name ‗ethics,‘ in keeping with the basic meaning of the worth ethōs, 

should now say that ‗ethics‘ ponders the abode of man, then that thinking which thinks the truth of Being 

as the primordial element of man, as one who ek-sists, is in itself the original ethics.‖ 
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 Martin Heidegger. The Thing. From Poetry, Language, Thought. Translated by Albert Hofstadter. New 

York: Harper Row, 1971. 
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toward the metaphysical understanding of truth as agreement, correspondence, and correctness 

(ὁμοίωζις, ὀρθός¸ adequatio, etc.).
91

 What Heidegger‘s analysis shows is that the metaphysical 

determination of justice as ‗rightness‘ or ‗righteousness‘ is intimately connected with its under-

standing of truth as correctness, as our English words still indicate. As Heidegger writes, ―The 

essence of truth in the modern period is determined on the basis of certainty, correctness, being 

just, justice. . . . The true, verum, is what is right (Rechte), what vouches for certainty, and in that 

sense it is the righteous, the just (Gerechte)‖ (P, 52). 

For Heidegger, what this understanding of truth and, correspondingly, justice shows is 

the manner in which both are thought of in terms of the subject or, ultimately, the will. The per-

son who, through some subjective act, comes to right or correct himself is considered by meta-

physics (through Christianity) to be righteous and just: ―The rightness (Richtigkeit) of an asser-

tion is its adjusting itself (Sichrichten) to a right rightly instituted and firmly established‖ (P, 49). 

Such a person makes oneself justified, that is, brings oneself into adequation with an established 

truth or law; and it is for this reason that, for Heidegger, the metaphysical understanding of jus-

tice is essentially a matter of the correction (or adjusting) of the subjective intellect (P, 50, 51).
92

 

Under such a metaphysical understanding, one might say that the expression ‗Might Makes 

Right‘ holds sway, applying most of all to oneself. Through one‘s willful mastery over oneself, 

one rights or justifies oneself—one becomes just and true. It is not at all surprising that Heideg-

ger then shows how this entire structure culminates in Nietzsche‘s thinking of the will to power 

(P, 52). Through one‘s willful mastery, one adjusts oneself, makes oneself just (P, 53). 

Having thus delineated the historical transformation of truth and justice, Heidegger seeks 

a more thorough explication of its essential ground. By way of a meditation on the Greek polis, 

whose very essence is grounded in the essence of ἀλήθεια (P, 89), Heidegger attempts to reawa-

ken the original sense of justice (δίκη) as experienced by the early Greeks. As he had in his lec-
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 To offer only the briefest summary of this transformation, Heidegger argues that the Greek sense of 

ἀλήθεια as unconcealment, through the Romans and Christianity, is transformed into truth as correctness, 

expressed in the Latin verum and veritas. Verum comes to be understood not in terms of unconcealment, 

but as the ‗upright‘ (Aufrechte), and finally iustum, the right (das Rechte). Likewise, veritas comes to 

mean rectitudo understood as correctness of human thinking, which, through ecclesiastic theology, comes 

to be determined as iusificatio—justice (P, 51). 
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 ―The question of the Christian veritas becomes . . . the question of iustitia and iustification. As a con-

cept of medieval theology, iustitia is rectitudo rationis et voluntatis—correctness of reason and will.‖ 
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tures on Hölderlin‘s der Ister a semester earlier, Heidegger here understands the Greek polis as 

the pole (Pol) or place (Ort) around which beings gather themselves in unconcealment. In other 

words, the polis is the place where beings show themselves to us in such a way that we can con-

cern ourselves with them. As such an open-clearing of showing, the polis is to be thought in 

terms of the Being of beings (P, 90). It is for this reason that Heidegger relates the word polis to 

the old-Greek verb πέλειν, which means ‗to emerge and rise up from concealment into uncon-

cealment‘ (P, 90): that is, to be. The polis, as the unfolding of πέλειν, is the clearing wherein be-

ings show themselves. 

It is here, at the moment of his most pointed meditation upon the nature of the polis, that 

Heidegger reflects upon the meaning of justice. In the polis, ―man is encompassed by everything 

that, in the strict sense of the word, is joined to him (zu-gefügt) . . .‖
 
(P, 92; my emphasis).

93
 Hei-

degger then clarifies the meaning of this ‗joining‘ (Fuge) as ―that which is ordained to man in 

such a way that man is delivered over to this and is joined into it (eingefügt), and must abide and 

yield (fügen) in it if his essence is to be enjoined (Fugen)‖ (P, 92). Heidegger then gathers this 

entire string of significations into a single word: δίκη (P, 92). The Greek δίκη, which is the very 

origin of the West‘s understanding of justice, is to be thought of as ‗juncture‘ (Fuge). 

How is one to conceive of this ‗juncture‘? Heidegger elaborates by relating the word δίκη 

to the verb δείκνσμι, thereby locating within it a sense of demonstration (zeigen), indication 

(weisen), and allotment (zugewiesen) (P, 92).
94

 So understood, justice in the sense of ‗juncture‘ 

(Fuge) has to do with a showing, with being shown and thereby given an allotment. Thus, justice 

as ‗juncture‘ is not to be thought of in the sense of willfully affixing or adjusting oneself to 

something, the way that one joins an organization and adjusts oneself to their standards and ide-

ologies. (Indeed, this is precisely the metaphysical, subjective understanding Heidegger is seek-

ing to evade.) Rather, justice is to be understood as involving an allotted showing, indeed, as a 

standing-in such an allotted showing: ―Man‘s emerging into the joining (den Fug) and his stand-
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 In the Parmenides lectures, Fugen and its cognates are translated as ‗to order.‘ However, the German 

verb to order is ordern. Fugen is to join, to combine, to caulk, even to grout. In English, we still have use 

of the archaic verb ‗to enjoin,‘ which seems to express what Heidegger intends with fugen. Verfügen can 

mean ‗to order,‘ which Heidegger will occasionally use. Heidegger also uses sich fugen, a reflexive verb 

which means ‗to comply.‘ 
94

 Such an analysis further aligns Heidegger‘s understanding of justice with his understanding of ἀλήθεια 

as unconcealment. 
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ing within the juncture (Innestehen im Fug), δίκη, is compliance (Fügsamkeit), δικαιοζύνη,‖ 

where this latter term denotes the unconcealment of the joining (P, 93). To be enjoined—δίκαιος, 

just—is to stand in the unconcealment of what joins. 

As we have already seen, Heidegger thinks the polis as the open space wherein beings 

come into unconcealment: that is, he thinks the polis along with Being. To stand in the uncon-

cealment of what joins is thus nothing other than to stand in the abode—the ethōs
95

— where be-

ings come to presence. But this is the polis which, as we saw above, is to be thought along the 

lines of πελεῖν, an old-Greek word meaning ‗to be.‘ Thus, to stand in the polis as the open-

clearing that joins is to stand in the opening of Being. To be enjoined—to be just—is to stand in 

the truth of Being: and to think about the truth of Being—that is, to think about the polis as the 

ethōs wherein the human dwells amongst being(s)
96

—is already to think about justice.
97

 

We have now come to a general grasp of Heidegger‘s understanding of justice as a stand-

ing-in the juncture, and have seen to what extent that understanding is essentially connected to 

Heidegger‘s engagement with Being: standing in the juncture, being just, is nothing other than 

standing in the truth of Being. However, as argued above, if it is true that such a consideration of 

justice cannot be conceived apart from Heidegger‘s fundamental ontology in general, then per-

haps the best way to come to an understanding of Heidegger‘s experience of justice is to see it at 

work in his phenomenology. Thus, rather than offering a further general analysis of the nature of 

justice as joining, we shall now turn to one of Heidegger‘s most vivid phenomenological analys-

es, namely, the description of the jug in the 1950 lecture das Ding. Our hope is that by tending to 

such a description, the nature of justice as joining will show itself in its proper light. 
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 Cf. Letter on Humanism, 257, 58. 
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 Heidegger does not make this identification as abruptly as I, for time‘s sake, have done. However, he 

argues that ethōs names the open region (or abode) in which man dwells: ―The open region of his abode 

allows what pertains to man‘s essence, and what in thus arriving resides in nearness to him, to appear‖ (L, 

256). This is precisely how Heidegger conceives of the polis in his lectures on Parmenides, as elsewhere: 

―πόλις is the πόλος, the pole, the place around which everything appearing to the Greeks as a being turns 

in a peculiar way‖ (P, 89). To think the ethōs—the ethical—is thusly to think the polis—the political: and 

to think either is to thing Being. 
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 As Robert Bernasconi writes, ―For Heidegger, the Greeks thought being in terms of presencing, and the 

words δίκη and ἀδικία are to be construed with reference to it‖ (Bernasconi, 83). 
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Das Ding: the Gift of Phenomenology 

 

Heidegger begins das Ding with a reflection on the essential tendency of modern thinking to ab-

olish all distances by ceaselessly striving to bring all things near (D, 164). This tendency—

evident in everything from the television to the atom bomb (D, 163)
98

—is the very way of meta-

physical (i.e., technological) thinking, whose final end is the merging of all distances into abso-

lute proximity. And yet, despite its best efforts to bring all things near and under its mastery, 

such thinking cannot grasp the nature of nearness itself. Phrased otherwise, metaphysical think-

ing, despite its attempt to master beings, in no way masters Being as such.
99

 

It is precisely in order to undergo an experience of the nearness of Being that Heidegger 

offers his description of some-thing near to hand: namely, the jug (Krug) (D, 164). To put it 

coarsely, Heidegger‘s description moves from the metaphysical understanding of a thing—which 

is not an understanding of a thing at all—to his own uniquely phenomenological (and self-

described poetic (D, 167)) understanding. In the end, Heidegger hopes to let the jug show its be-

ing in its own proper light: and it is in this light, I shall argue, that we find a glimpse of Heideg-

ger‘s understanding of justice as enjoining (Fuge). 

Heidegger asks: ―What is the thing in itself‖ (Was ist das Ding an Sich?), almost echoing 

the phenomenological battle-cry, ―To the Things Themselves!‖ (Zu den Sachen Selbst!) (see BT, 

section 7). Heidegger begins by attempting to understand the jug in terms of production (D, 165), 

the process through which an artisan brings the jug to stand forth on its own. However, Heideg-

ger shows that this understanding of the thing does not yet get at the being of the thing, instead 

conceiving it in terms of objective representation. On this model, an artisan has an idea of a jug 

in her mind which serves as the paradigm for the jug which she subsequently instantiates. For 

Heidegger, this model understands the jug in terms of the Platonic (and therefore metaphysical) 

schema, and thus in no way lets the thing show itself as a thing (D, 166). Physical science, for its 

part, attempts to account for the jug in terms of material and atomistic physics (D, 167); and, 

though such an account is ‗correct‘ (richtig) it in no way discloses the thing as thing, but rather 
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 See Being and Time, section 23, for an analysis of a radio along similar lines (i.e., de-distancing). 
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 ‗Nearness‘ from at least as early as Being and Time, is another way of addressing Being. See Richard-

son, Through Phenomenology to Thought, 567. 
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offers it as an object of abstract scientific representation (D, 168). (Phrased otherwise, science 

tries to bring the thing near, dissecting and schematizing it, but fails to tend to the nearness (i.e., 

the being) of the thing.) Whatever the jug is in its being, it is not simply its material. 

Heidegger begins his own description of the jug by arguing that, properly conceived, it is 

not the material of the jug that holds the wine, but rather the void around which the material is 

shaped (D, 167): ―The empty space, this nothing of the jug, is what the jug is as the holding ves-

sel‖ (D, 167). On this view, the jug is nothing: it ‗is‘ the nothing of the jug that lets it be a vessel. 

Yet, the hollow of the jug is not simply nothing, in the same way that the space in a lecture hall 

is nothing.
100

 Rather, the jug is a nothing that holds a liquid, retaining it in itself and safeguarding 

it (D, 169). However, this is an incomplete description. The jug only holds the liquid in order 

that it might pour it out: thus, the holding is directed toward the act of outpouring (D, 169). It is 

precisely when we pour from a jug—that is, when we let the jug give its gift (D, 169)—that its 

capacity to hold is fully disclosed. 

But what does the jug give? Heidegger answers: ―The outpouring gives water, it gives 

wine to drink‖ (D, 170). Focusing on the wine, Heidegger explains that the wine gives to us who 

drink it a union of earth and sky. The rain from the sky trickles down into the earth and lets the 

grapes grow plump on the vine. The wine, as the fruit of this process, is thus the joining of the 

regions of earth and sky. Through the wine the mortal is given the gift of this unified jointure (cf. 

D, 170). 

Though this gift can be used for mortal refreshment—for ―dispensing liquor at the bar,‖ 

as Heidegger puts it—such a gift finds its most ‗authentic‘ (eigentliche) use in the pouring of li-

bations to the gods (D, 170). As the very source of the nourishing rain and the fecund earth, the 

gods give these gifts to us and are thereby joined to them (i.e., the gifts) and, indeed, to us (i.e., 

the recipients). From the sky the gods give rain down into the earth, giving the gift of wine: and 

it is the libation, as the reciprocal donation, that stands as the authentic acknowledgment of this 

outpouring gift. 
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 This is not to suggest that a room contains a space thought of simply geometrically. Rather, any specif-

ic room has its own phenomenological space, one which would need to be considered in its singularity. 

The point is that however the space of a given room shows itself, it will show itself differently than does 

the space of the jug. 
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Understood in this way, the jug is seen in terms of its ability to place or situate human 

beings with respect to the gods: ―In the gift of the outpouring, mortals and divinities each dwell 

(weilen) in their different ways (Weise)‖ (D, 171). To let the jug be a jug—to let it show itself as 

the vessel of an outpouring gift—is to let the gods be in their way, and thereby let mortals be in 

theirs (D, 171). One could say that, in letting the human and the divine be in their own ways, the 

gift gives to each its appropriate (eigentliche) place by appropriating them (ereignenden) and by 

allotting to each (zugewiesen) its place of dwelling (weilend). Through such an allotment, each 

place is fitted or joined to each of the others: sky only is sky insofar as it spans over the earth, 

and mortals are only mortals insofar as they dwell beneath the immortal gods (D, 171). Through 

the gift, each fold—earth, mortal, sky, and gods—is joined to the others and (thus) to itself.
101

 

The jug gathers together each of the four-fold in a unified way, placing each in its appropriate 

(or, authentic—eigenliche) place (D, 171, 175). A thing, so conceived, is that which ushers in 

such a gathering of the four-fold (D, 171, 175), opening the world in which we mortals dwell.
102

 

Looked at from the other side, one could say that the world ‗is‘ nothing other than the opening of 

this four-fold: it is the unfolding of this unified jointure of earth and mortals, sky and gods.
103

 

Each of the four-fold, precisely through its joining to the others, unfolds as the world. As Hei-

degger writes, ―they [i.e., the four-fold], [themselves] joined (fügsam), join together (fügen) the 

world‖ (D, 178).
104

 

                                                           
101

 The precise character of the four-fold is exceedingly difficult to capture. The most straightforward 

(and admittedly limited) explanation occurs in William Richardson‘s Through Phenomenology to 

Thought. Put most simply, the four-fold is another attempt of Heidegger‘s to think Being as Being.  
102

 What is most important for Heidegger is that, through such a gathering, each of the four-fold is 

brought near. However, to let a thing be a thing is to let it gather each of the four-fold near precisely in 

their remoteness. In other words, to encounter a thing as thing to let the thing gather together the world in 

such a way that each thing has its own place within it, at a distance to every other. It is precisely by bring-

ing the distance of each of the four-fold near that Heidegger‘s phenomenological description surpasses 

those of metaphysics and science (D, 175). While the former seek to collapse all distance into absolute 

proximity, Heidegger maintains the remoteness of distance: in a word, he lets Being, both the nearest and 

the most remote, show itself as such. 
103

 ―The fouring presences as the worlding of world‖ (D, 178). 
104

 Cf. Being and Time, section 12, German page 58: ―...Dasein can explicitly discover beings which it 

encounters in the environment, can know about them, can avail itself (verfügen) of them, can have 

‗world.‘‖ One can perhaps see here the seeds of what comes to be more fully developed in the Beiträge 

zur Philosophie and das Ding. 
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Thus, to let a thing be a thing—to let it be-thing or condition us (cf. Language, 197)—is 

to let Being place us with respect to the four-fold by drawing each near in its remoteness. Such 

placing, I am suggesting, must be understood in terms of joining (fügen). This word fügen, which 

plays so prominently in Heidegger‘s thought, is translated by Albert Hofstandter as join. The ad-

jective Fügsam, in addition to meaning joined or compliant, can also mean obedient. A Fuge is a 

joint, an interstice, or even a seam. In all of its uses, it has a sense of being fitted or righted to 

something, even justified to it. 

As seen above, it is precisely in terms of fügen that Heidegger experiences justice in his 

Parmenides lectures. There, Heidegger understood justice in terms of being-joined (Fügsamkeit), 

as standing within the joining (Innestehen im Fug) of that which joins: namely, the truth of Be-

ing. Thus, we could say that things, in conditioning us, enjoin (fügen) the world, setting each fold 

in its place. Further, through enjoining themselves with respect to the four-fold, things come to 

enjoin us along with them. A thing—like the jug—be-things mortals, conditions us, enjoins us 

within the world. Thus, to let a thing be a thing is to stand joined to it, to the earth, and to the 

gods. In a word, to resolutely stand in the open clearing of Being wherein beings show them-

selves is to be δίκαιος—just, understood as enjoined. To let a thing be a thing—to let beings 

be—is to be just. 

In the case of the jug, it was said above that it is in the pouring of the libation as a gift to 

the gods that the jug shows its authentic (eigentliche) self. One could thusly say that it is in pour-

ing the gift to the gods that one lets the jug appropriate (aneignen) us to it, joining us to the gods 

and the earth, fitting each into its appropriate place. The gift of the outpouring of the wine lets 

the gift of being (understood as the four-fold), as it is sent to us, show itself. To experience a 

thing in its proper Being is to experience the joining of the four-fold through the gift (i.e., the 

sending)
105

 of Being. The jug, when let to itself, justifies us, makes us just. One can see how far 

such an experience of justice has strayed from the notion of subjective, intellectual adjustment at 

work in metaphysics: here it is the jug, and not myself, that makes me just. 

                                                           
105

 Later Heidegger often thinks the gift (Geschenk) of Being in relation to the history of Being (Geshichte 

des Seins), which is thought along the lines of both fate (Geschick) and sending (shicken). How Being 

sends itself to us—how it gives us its gift—gives or sends us our destiny. In the language of Being and 

Time, the gift of Being throws us into our historically given moment. 
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Of course, the jug is not the only thing that so enjoins us to Being. Such joining would 

hold true for all of the many things that present themselves before us: 

 

―...each present thing, modestly compliant, fits [fügsam] into its own being. Inconspi-

cuously compliant is the thing: the jug and the bench, the footbridge and the plow. But 

tree and pond, too, brook and hill, are things, each in its own way. Things, each thinging 

from time to time in its own way, are heron and roe, deer, horse, and bull. Things, each 

thinging and each dwelling in its own way, are mirror and clasp, book and picture, crown 

and cross‖ (D, 180; translation modified). 

 

Yet, it is only the human, as the mortal who stands in the openness of Being, who can let 

such things thing, that is, can let things show themselves from out of the truth of Being, thereby 

letting themselves be joined into a world. Only by letting beings be can things show themselves 

as they are. In a word, it is only the human being, for Heidegger, who can be just. 

 

Conclusion: Gratitude 

 

There are many striking elements to Heidegger‘s description of the jug, not the least of which is 

its poetry and corresponding difficulty. What is perhaps most striking is how it reveals that, for 

Heidegger, something as simple as a wine-jug is capable of disrupting the metaphysical (i.e., 

technological) attempt to bring things into absolute mastery. To choose a loaded example, one 

might point out that, whereas someone like Levinas requires an encounter with the human Other 

to bring about a radical disruption of metaphysics,
106

 for Heidegger a common wine-jug will suf-

fice; and while for Levinas the human Other is needed to awaken me to God, for Heidegger a 

                                                           
106

 Cf. Totality and Infinity, esp. section I:C (‗Truth and Justice‘): ―Justice consists in recognizing in the 

Other my master. . . . Justice, when well-ordered, begins with the Other‖ (72).  
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thing, if let to itself, is enough to situate me beneath the gods.
107

 By letting even a simple jug be 

a thing, my comportment toward my human being, and to my world, is radically transformed.
108

 

According to Heidegger, neither the metaphysical nor the scientific ways of thinking give 

things a proper hearing (D, 168), resulting in a failure of the human being to become joined to 

the world to which it most authentically belongs. In the language of my analysis here, metaphys-

ics, by drowning out the call of Being, renders humans dis-joined, ill-fitted, unjust. To be just—

to let things bring themselves to jointure within the clearing that joins—would thusly come about 

by giving things a hearing, by listening to their call and letting them come to language. 

What does this mean? To give the jug a hearing means to let itself show itself as the gift 

of the out-pouring, a gift that comes to light most strongly through our giving it back (as a liba-

tion). In other words, to see the jug as a jug is to come to see it as a gift, a gift most rightly re-

ceived through the sacrifice. To receive this gift well is to mirror the giving, thus bringing the 

thing‘s gift-like character into the fore. In the most general terms, to let the thing be a thing is to 

let oneself receive the gift of Being.
109

 

Heidegger‘s das Ding is an exercise in such reception. Through an encounter with the 

jug, Heidegger tries to undertake a thinking that breaks with metaphysics and responds to the call 

of Being. Such thinking (denken), as Heidegger writes elsewhere, is a thanking (danken): to 

think properly is nothing other than to receive Being‘s dispensation with thanks (What is Called 

Thinking, 138-143). Thus, a thinking of Being such as exemplified in das Ding, is a thanking in 
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 Totality and Infinity: ―The work of justice—the uprightness of the face to face—is necessary in order 

that the breach that leads to God be produced—and ‗vision‘ here coincides here with this wok of justice‖ 

(78). 
108

 Given the space, a fuller exposition of this point demands a confrontation with Jacques Derrida‘s anal-

ysis of the ‗jointure‘ in Heidegger in Specters of Marx (trans. Peggy Kamuf. New York: Routledge, 1993; 

see especially 24-30). However, given that Derrida deals not with das Ding but with Der Spruch des 

Anaximander, I have omitted such an engagement. Most briefly, Derrida‘s complaint against Heidegger‘s 

thinking of justice is that ―Heidegger, as he always does, skewed the asymmetry in favor of what he in 

effect interprets as the possibility of favor itself, of the accorded favor, namely, of the accord that gathers 

or collects while harmonizing (Versammlung, Fug), be it in the sameness of differents or of disagree-

ments, and before the synthesis of a sys-tem‖ (32; all Derrida‘s emphases). In a word, Heidegger privileg-

es presence (Anwesen), thereby privileging the gathering into the same over the anachrony and difference 

of the other. It seems to me that Derrida misunderstands the operation of the gathering (be it understood 

as logos, muthos, Fug, or otherwise) and the delicate and essential sense in which leaves the other in play. 

It is my hope that my analysis of das Ding has intimated how this is the case. 
109

 See Richard Polt, 173. 
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the face of the gift of Being. To let a thing manifest itself as a thing is to graciously receive what 

is presented through the gift.
110

 

No one has ever called Heidegger just, and, in light of his political follies of the 1930s, 

justifiably so. Yet, Heidegger‘s own thinking of justice can nonetheless call us into new research 

regarding our place within the world, with things, and with each other.
111

 Freed from the tech-

nological will to power, Heidegger‘s justice (Gerechtigkeit), as he wrote in a letter to Hannah 

Arendt in 1950, ―is not a function of power (Macht) but rather the ray of goodness (der Strahl der 

rettended Güte) that is one‘s salvation‖ (Letters, 64). Such gracious thinking as Heidegger ex-

emplified—though perhaps offered too late and in a manner that could never completely offset 

his political failures—can nonetheless serve to call us into a reticent thinking of our world that 

attempts to listen to things: a just thinking that joins us to the earth beneath the sky, with each 

other, and with the gods. 

 

                                                           
110

 There are those who have wondered if Heidegger‘s last word—‗thanks‘—was offered in gratitude of 

such a gift. See Heinrich Wiegand Petzet, Encounters and Dialogues with Martin Heidegger. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1993, page 224. 
111

 There have been some recent attempts at such research. On the relation of Heidegger‘s thought to ‗en-

vironmental justice,‘ see Trish Glazebrook, ‗Heidegger and Echophenomenology‘ (unpublished). On the 

practical impact of Heidegger‘s notion of Gelassenheit, see Fred Dallmayr, ‗Agency and Letting-Be: Hei-

degger on Primordial Praxis,‘ in The Promise of Democracy (forthcoming 2010). Finally, for a collection 

of essays offering various attempts to rethink Heidegger‘s relation to practical philosophy, see Heidegger 

and Practical Philosophy, 2002, edited by Francois Raffoul and David Pettigrew. 
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Heidegger on Dilthey, 1919-25 

 

Robert C. Scharff (University of New Hampshire) 

 

 

Wilhelm Dilthey has always been best known for his role in the Erklären-Verstehen debate.
112

 

The natural sciences may ―explain‖ the external world as we observe it, he says, but the human 

sciences ―understand‖ human life as we live it. In Continental Europe, the original epistemologi-

cal debate has long since been redirected toward an ontological question. What sort of differenc-

es could there be between natural and human entities such that they require two methods of 

study? Heidegger is often credited with inspiring this ontological shift, but this is mistaken in 

two ways. First, the idea that the natural and the human sciences study different realities was al-

ready being widely discussed.
113

 But more importantly, Heidegger himself regarded ontological 

wrangling over the idea of two realities for two kinds of science as less important than the very 

existence of this controversy itself. For it raises the prior question of what sort of philosopher 

could properly defend (or reject) Dilthey‘s idea, and how one becomes this kind of philosopher. 

In Heidegger‘s view, these deeper considerations are already alive in Dilthey himself, but they 

are continually short-circuited by his very traditional plan to produce a ―Critique of Historical 

Reason.‖ 

In this paper, I discuss how Heidegger comes to this view, and how Dilthey in turn set the 

stage for Being and Time [SZ] by helping him understand why philosophers were becoming in-

creasingly adept at acknowledging the historical character of all human phenomena except their 
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 See, e.g., Uljana Feest, ed., Historical Perspectives on Erklären and Verstehen (Dordrecht: Springer, 

2010); Michael Martin, Verstehen: The Uses of Understanding in the Social Sciences (Brunswick, NJ: 

Transaction, 2000); and the still useful Manfred Riedel, Verstehen oder Erklären? Zur Theorie und Ge-

schichte der hermeneutischen Wissenschaften (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1978).  
113

 See Rudolf A. Makkreel and Sebastian Luft, ―Dilthey and the Neo-Kantians: The Dispute over the Sta-

tus of the Human and Cultural Sciences,‖ in The Routledge Companion to Nineteenth Century Philoso-

phy, ed. Dean Moyar (London/New York, 2010), 554-97; and Jeffrey Andrew Barash, Martin Heidegger 

and the Problem of Historical Meaning, 2
nd

 ed. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003), 3-32. 

http://www.amazon.com/Verstehen-Uses-Understanding-Social-Sciences/dp/0765800039/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1264611904&sr=1-1
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own practice.
114

 First, I review briefly Dilthey‘s association with the original debate, to show 

how he is ultimately driven by the internal sense of his own position toward the conclusion that 

the Erklären/Verstehen distinction must be made from what he calls the ―standpoint of life‖ 

(§§1-2). Second, I explain why, although Husserl and Heidegger agree that Dilthey‘s conception 

of this standpoint is more significant than the distinction itself, Heidegger rejects Husserl‘s rea-

sons for thinking so (§§3-4). Finally, I analyze Heidegger‘s ―destructive retrieval‖ of Dilthey 

(§5) and conclude that Dilthey is not just his occasional source of interesting tidbits about life‘s 

historicity, but perhaps the primary inspiration for SZ‘s very organization and sense of purpose. 

 

1. Two Kinds of Science? What Is as Stake 

 

From the start, Dilthey grounds his defense of Verstehen in an anti-positivistic ―Critique of His-

torical Reason.‖ Thinking especially of Comte and Mill, he argues that their model of the scien-

tific method betrays excessive deference to physical science. Granted that an observational out-

look, the quantification of findings, and a focus on prediction are rightly stressed if one wishes to 

―explain‖ natural phenomena. But these guidelines are inappropriate if one wishes instead to 

―understand the total nexus of psychic-historical reality‖ as it is ―possessed‖ in lived experienc-

ing (Erlebnis).‖
115

 Those who explain nature can know nothing of this other possibility; for as a 

matter of principle, all they are allowed to say about lived experience is that it happens inside 

observable bodies. Of course, human beings can be observed and predictive theories generated 

about their behavior. But human beings (and their creations) can also be encountered and unders-
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 ―As what‖ does a philosopher philosophize, he asks in SS 1923, Ontologie (Hermeneutik der Fakti-

zität), GA 63: 51, 58 [Ontology: The Hermeneutics of Facticity, trans. John van Buren (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1999), 40, 46]; and the answer is, as a being that ―is historical‖ (Der Begriff der 

Zeit: Vortrag vor der Marburger Theologenschaft Juli 1924, ed. Hartmut Tietjen (Tübingen: Max Nie-

meyer, 1989); cited from, The Concept of Time, trans. William McNeill (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 20). 

Hereafter, unless otherwise specified, references to Gesamtausgabe volumes follow the standard practice 

of citing just volume and page number after initial mention, first for the German and then for the English, 

if available. 

 
115

 E.g., Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1 [hereafter, GS], 23 vols. (Stuttgart: B.G. Teubn-

er; and Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1913-), GS 1: xvii, 359-73 [Selected Works, Vol. 1: Intro-

duction to the Human Sciences (hereafter SW 1), trans. Rudolf A. Makkreel, et al. (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1989), 49, 192-206]. 
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tood. In other words, we ―are‖ both natural and psychic-historical beings. Hence, Verstehen is 

not another way to look at reality; it is the right way to look at another reality. To explain is to 

cognize something as part of ―nature‖; to understand is to regard something as part of ―historical 

life.‖ 

But here is the fundamental problem. The core issue has never been about pluralizing 

epistemologies, even for Dilthey‘s epistemological opponents. To them, Dilthey simply gets 

Realty wrong. He claims, from their standpoint strangely, that both natural and psychic-historical 

entities genuinely ―are‖, but in irreducibly different ways. In evaluating Dilthey‘s position, then, 

one must consider not just his epistemic and ontological claims but the non-traditional philo-

sophical standpoint from which he makes them. Heidegger stresses precisely this point. As 

epistemologist of the human sciences, Dilthey does indeed defend a second scientific method. 

But to do this successfully, he must think ontologically about scientific objects in general, as 

well as about their possible plurality. Dilthey sees (even if he does not fully realize what to make 

of it) that if one defines ―experience,‖ ―reality,‖ and ―knowledge‖ in deference to natural science, 

undeserved philosophical hegemony accrues to the attendant natural-scientific conceptions of 

―knowing subject,‖ ―external world,‖ and ―explanatory‖ method. These definitions do not ex-

press a topic-neutral outlook, as positivists assume. However regionally appropriate to natural 

science, they are not competent to mark out a general frame of reference for philosophy.
116

 

In fact, for Dilthey, the positivistic idealization of the standpoint of natural science gets 

things backwards. When he studies natural science as a human practice, he sees that its theories 

are merely instances of one kind of Lebensäusserungen—manifestations or articulations of life—

specifically, the kind of ―cognitive‖ expressions comprised of representative ―concepts, judg-

ments, and larger thought-formations.‖ Their main feature is their remoteness from life. Cogni-

tions are ―detached from the lived experience in which they arose, and…adapted to logical 

norms,‖ to insure that their decontextualized meaning ―is the same for the one who formulates 

                                                           
 
116

 My willingness to push Dilthey farther in Heidegger‘s direction here rests in part on a strong interpre-

tation of the influence of Yorck‘s constantly urging his friend to move away from a ―merely ontic‖ under-

standing of what science knows. I think that, although it is Heidegger who capitalizes on the implications 

of Yorck‘s promptings, they did make the later Dilthey more sensitive to the issue of ―who‖ philosophizes 

about science if it not ―spectators.‖ On Yorck‘s influence on Dilthey, see Hans Ruin, ―Yorck von War-

tenburg and the Problem of Historical Existence,‖ Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology 25/2 

(1994): 111-30. 
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them and the one who understands them.‖
117

 In other words, for observation reports and predic-

tive theories to BE what they ARE, one must think them solely in the direction of their use and 

never in the direction of their genesis. Indeed, their efficacy depends on this. Collectively speak-

ing, explanations in natural science are like the Great Oz. They continue to do their impressive 

explanatory work only so long as one ignores what is behind the curtain—namely, the whole sto-

ry of ―how the[ir] logical content…is related to the dark background and the fullness of psychic 

life‖ out of which explanatory theories develop.
118

 

Dilthey‘s account here is neither critique nor strong-program social constructivism. His 

point is simply to underscore the necessity for natural science of the relation between its self-

imposed restrictions and the efficacy of its theories. Yet it is a very powerful set of restrictions 

indeed, involving a blanket refusal, or studied disinterest in any disclosure of itself as a human 

practice. Natural science takes place as the practice it IS, precisely through a suppressed utiliza-

tion of ―the standpoint of experienced life‖ itself. Once this is seen, however, the philosophical 

implication becomes obvious. The very thing that makes the natural-scientific outlook possible 

also makes it unsuitable as philosophy. Natural science becomes the success it is by a studied 

forgetfulness of its lifeworld origins. When philosophy does the same thing, it simply becomes 

arrogant. But what should the standpoint of philosophy be instead? 

 

2. Dilthey on the ―Standpoint of Life‖ 

 

Stated quickly, in his late work Dilthey‘s struggle to discriminate between natural and human 

science drives him back repeatedly toward what he calls the ―standpoint of life.‖ At the begin-
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 GS 7: 205-206 [Selected Works, Vol. 3: The Formation of the Historical World in the Human Sciences 

(hereafter SW 3), trans. Rudolf A. Makkreel, et al. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 226-27]. 

This volume contains all of the notes for Dilthey‘s unfinished Critique of Historical Reason. 
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 GS 7: 206/227. There are complications here I must ignore. Of course, in a certain sense, we do want 

to know the ―origin‖ of particular scientific explanations—i.e., we may want to retrace the process by 

which their logical and empirical content came to be part of the theoretical claims we make. Otherwise, 

we could not test their degree of ―representativeness.‖ What Dilthey means is that this is the only kind of 

―origin‖ we are permitted to consider, not the sort that would tell us more generally how we came to be 

concerned so exclusively with predictability, with mathematicizing representation, with obtaining know-

ledge that gives us power, or with a strong preference for this sort of knowledge over human understand-

ing or, say, wisdom. 
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ning and for the most part, he gives this idea a narrower epistemic meaning; but sometimes, es-

pecially after 1904, he sometimes gives it wider philosophical sense. According to the narrower 

meaning, the standpoint of life is simply the outlook that human scientists adopt when they study 

historical life ―in terms of itself.‖ In this sense, the standpoint of life is for the human scientist 

what the observational standpoint is for the natural scientist; and the task of a Critique of Histori-

cal Reason is to argue that the observational standpoint can never be the model for human 

science because from its highly specialized and methodologically constrained perspective, many 

things can be ―explained‖ but nothing can be ―understood.‖
 
 

In addition to this more familiar narrow sense, however, Dilthey sometimes depicts the 

standpoint of life more generously, less epistemologically, and apparently driven by a sense of 

the radical philosophical implications of his refusal to ground the human sciences in an observa-

tional standpoint. For if there are ultimately two methods, and two subject matters, and two re-

search programs, and all of these distinctions arise in the course of experienced life, then one 

might say, somewhat redundantly, that they are all expressive of the "standpoint" of historical 

life itself.
 119

 And indeed, Dilthey sometimes seems to suggest that ―standpoint of life‖ is really 

just a comprehensive philosophical name for the outlook of that everyday, lived-through sense of 

things in terms of which we already possess and understand in a pre-scientific way ALL of our 

―manifold powers‖—including, of course, our powers to develop both natural and human 

science.
 120
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 See Heidegger, Vorträge, GA 80: forthcoming [the so-called Kassel lectures, ―Wilhelm Dilthey‘s Re-

search and the Struggle for a Historical Worldview,‖ trans. Charles Bambach, in Supplements, ed. John 

van Buren (Albany: SUNY Press, 2002), esp. 162-65]; and Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des 

Ausdrucks (1993), GA 59: 149-74, 197-98 [Phenomenology of Intuition and Expression, trans. Tracy Co-

lony (New York: Continuum, 2010), 115-33, 152-53]; but cf., GA 63: 14/11. 

 
120

 See, e.g., GS 1: 384-85/217. Dilthey calls the historical process by which metaphysics developed and 

was displaced, first by natural science and now also by human science, the ―euthanasia of metaphysics,‖ 

and it is the main topic of Book II of his Introduction to the Human Sciences (GS 1, 121-408 [mostly 

omitted from the Makkreel-Rodi translation; complete edition, Introduction to the Human Sciences: An 

Attempt to Lay a Foundation for the Study of Society and History, trans. Ramon J. Betanzos (Detroit: 

Wayne State University Press, 1985), 149-324]). He argues that Kant‘s analysis of the displacement of the 

metaphysics of nature is essentially correct, but that his silence on the demise of the metaphysics of hu-

man life leaves the door open to a positivistic rejection of human science. For more about Book II, see Jos 

de Mul, The Tragedy of Finitude: Dilthey's Hermeneutics of Life (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2004), 263-68. 
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As others have noted, the philosophical promise of this wider conception of life‘s stand-

point depends on what we think Dilthey means in saying it has a ―hermeneutical‖ orientation and 

faces the ―general epistemological task‖ of his time.
121

 What should we make of his calling this 

an orientation ―from within‖ the human-historical world—that is, the place of philosophical not 

just scientific Anfangen that ―is always there,‖ that we ―do not merely contemplate from without 

but are wholly intertwined with‖—and concluding that we are all already ―historical beings be-

fore being observers of history, and only because we are the former do we ever become the lat-

ter‖?
122

 Dilthey‘s friend Yorck urged him to say more about this concept of the ―historical‖; and 

Heidegger agrees. For Dilthey seems to be ―on the way‖ here toward a hermeneutics of human 

life that is much more ontologically promising that his Kantian plan for a ―Critique.‖ Occasional-

ly, Dilthey even talks of cultivating a reflectively enhanced self-awareness—a philosophical 

―Selbstbesinnung‖—precisely of this ―hermeneutical‖ orientation, and says this would enable us 

to see how both natural and human science must be equally regarded as manifestations of ―lived-

through‖ possibilities.
123

 As Husserl and Heidegger both realize, this ―selbstbesinnlich‖ orienta-

tion might actually deserve to be made the general philosophical outlook that positivists mista-
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 The full quotation is ―Today hermeneutics enters a context that assigns the human sciences a new, 

important task. It has always defended the reliability of understanding against historical skepticism and 

subjective arbitrariness….[but] now [it] must define its task relative to the [general] epistemological task 

of demonstrating that it is possible to know the nexus of the historical world and to find the means for 

bringing it about ‖(GS 7: 217-18/SW 3: 238). The English translation makes it easy to be satisfied with 

the narrow construal by translating ―allgemeinen erkenntnisstheoretische Aufgabe‖ as ―the epistemologi-

cal task.‖ It is more difficult to maintain the narrower construal after reading the numerous exchanges on 

the ―general‖ epistemological significance (i.e., not just the currently understood ―task‖) of hermeneutics, 

in the correspondence between Dilthey and Count Yorck in Briefwechsel zwischen Wilhelm Dilthey u. 

dem Grafen Paul Yorck von Wartenburg 1877-1897, ed. Erich Rothacker (Halle: Niemeyer, 1923), e.g., 

185-87. 
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 GS 7: 277-78/SW 3: 297. Hence, Gadamer‘s ―history has us before we have it.‖ For Heidegger, of 

course, one answers this question by beginning to formulate what will become ―being-in-the-world‖ in 

SZ. 
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 Dilthey‘s idea of a Selbstbesinnung that seeks ―the foundation for action as well as for thought‖ and 

that is wide enough to be philosophically concerned with ―differentiating among the facts of conscious-

ness as well as the articulations based on this differentiation‖ appears as early as the ―Breslau Draft‖ (cir-

ca 1880) of what was to be Book Four, Section One, of the Einleitung‘s second volume (GS 19:79-80/SW 

1:268). 
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kenly see in natural scientific objectivism.
124

 And both incorporate Dilthey‘s idea into their own 

concerns. 

 

3. Dilthey‘s Standpoint, ―Phenomenologically‖ Interpreted (Husserl) 

 

For Husserl, whatever praise Dilthey deserves for his descriptions of life phenomena, Dilthey the 

philosopher needs to be seriously corrected, not (as Heidegger will say) ―destructively retrieved.‖ 

Husserl argues that since Dilthey‘s concept of the ―standpoint of life‖ emerges in conjunction 

with his efforts to discredit positivism, it comes too late and is too negative to stand philosophi-

cally on its own. Moreover, even if Dilthey claims that the ―experiential possession of life‖ is the 

source of the ontological, epistemic, and theoretical constructs in both kinds of science, how 

does he know this? Again, Dilthey claims that the standpoint of life is not that of a scientistic 

epistemology, and he claims to guard all science against skepticism and subjectivism. Yet even 

in his late work, Dilthey still calls this standpoint ―psychological‖ and (even more troubling) 

―historical.‖ Husserl, we know, at least initially insists on hearing these adjectives with an empi-

ricist‘s ear—that is, as betraying an essentially relativistic-historicist position, and so as threaten-

ing the ―rigorous‖ philosophical ideal Husserl himself wishes to defend.
125

 Hence for Husserl, 

phenomenology must replace Dilthey‘s ―reflection from life‘s standpoint,‖ not exploit it. Dilthey 
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 Heidegger is already discussing this matter in his early Freiburg lectures. See e.g., István Fehér, ―The 

Early Heidegger. Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, Lebensphilosophie on his Way to Being And Time: The 

Confrontation with Husserl, Dilthey, and Jaspers,‖ Existentia: An International Journal of Philosophy 

(Hungary) 2 (1992): 69-96. Just when Husserl began to actually think through this issue, and how much 

his analysis owes to Heidegger, is still hotly contested. See e.g., Bob Sandmeyer, Husserl‘s Constitutive 

Phenomenology: Its Problem and Promise (New York: Routledge, 2009), 125-36; and Donn Welton, The 

Other Husserl: The Horizons of Transcendental Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2001), 325-26, and references cited. 
125

 See, most famously, ―Philosophy as Rigorous Science,‖ in Phenomenology and the Crisis of Philoso-

phy, trans. Quentin Lauer (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), 77-79, 123-127. For Husserl‘s earlier 

reactions to Dilthey, see the introduction to the reprinting of ―Rigorous Science‖ (by Peter McCormick) 

and the translator‘s preface to the English selections from the Husserl-Dilthey correspondence (by Jeffner 

Allen) in Husserl: Shorter Works, ed. Peter McCormick and Frederick A. Elliston (Sussex: Harvester 

Press, 1981), 161-65, 198-202. For the later reactions, see Ronald Bruzina, Edmund Husserl and Eugen 

Fink: Beginnings and Ends in Phenomenology, 1928-1938 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 

319-23. 
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may have avoided the naturalism that results from universalizing the outlook of mathematical 

physics, but his final position is still tainted by psychologistic and historicist versions of the same 

disease. 

Here as elsewhere, Husserl is famously and resolutely anti-naturalist—which for him 

means rejecting any philosophy that makes foundationalist use of a natural or social scientific 

perspective. But just as famously, Husserl himself has been widely criticized for the vestiges of 

traditional objectivism his anti-naturalism seems to bring with it. A two-sided reaction to Hus-

serl‘s phenomenology continues to the present day.
 
On the one hand, there is wide acceptance of 

his view that practicing scientists, traditional epistemologists of science, and even advocates of 

common sense are unlikely to ask the right philosophical questions about science itself, or the 

character of its different objects, or how it relates as a practice to other things human beings do 

and care about. On the other hand, Husserl‘s idea of the sort of phenomenology that avoids all 

these pitfalls has proven much less acceptable. To state quickly the punch line of a 100-year de-

bate, the main problem post-Husserlians have had with Husserl‘s phenomenology does not lie in 

what he tries to do. It lies with his apparently still very traditional understanding of who does it. 

For at least as he initially describes it, phenomenology has a founder, is a movement, and is des-

tined to become the ultimate positivism and true guardian of the Western ―scientific‖ ideal. And 

most problematically, it is a philosophy of transcendental consciousness, equipped with a method 

that guarantees we will finally get to ―things themselves‖ as they really are. And of course, pace 

Dilthey, a ―scientific‖ philosophy avoids all ―historical‖ entanglements.
126

  

Heidegger, especially, is put off by the traditionalism of this ahistorical sort of philosoph-

ical self-description. Even while still Husserl‘s assistant, he was urging others to distinguish 

what phenomenology might become from what Husserl says it is. Granted, many of Husserl‘s 

concrete analyses (e.g., of number, perception, the lived body) are clearly superior to the ac-

counts of the various positivists, neo-Kantians, and traditional metaphysicians of the day. But 

phenomena must be treated phenomenologically if they are genuinely to show themselves as 
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 Philosophy, says Husserl, does not become scientific by studying other philosophies and other times. 

It must ―attain its own absolutely clear beginnings.‖ The study of philosophy‘s past might happen to in-

spire us, ―but remaining immersed in the historical, forcing oneself to work therein in historico-critical 

activity, and wanting to attain philosophical science by means of eclectic elaboration or anachronistic re-

naissance—all that leads to nothing but hopeless efforts‖ (―Philosophy as Rigorous Science,‖ 146). Cf., 

Husserl‘s letter to Georg Misch (11/27/1930), in Sandmeyer, 169. 
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themselves from themselves in their very being,
127

 and when we listen to the disputes among 

members of the various schools, including Husserl‘s, what is most striking is how unphenomeno-

logical is their implicit, shared sense of themselves as philosophers. Each claims to speak autho-

ritatively for scientists; each seeks an epistemic model of ―essential‖ structures; and all tend to 

think that first we settle what science knows and then we figure out what else there is. 

In short, the young Heidegger finds himself surrounded by philosophers—whether posi-

tivist, neo-Kantian, traditionally metaphysical, or even Husserlian—who still talk as if they were 

meta-scientific Cartesian knowers who have resolutely removed their minds from the circums-

tances not only of scientific practice, but of culture, society, and history. Dilthey‘s account of 

historical life taught the young Heidegger to see irony here. Observe all the supposedly detached 

and objective thinkers, quarreling among themselves in utter disregard of their deeply different 

and anything but ―neutral,‖ competing outlooks!
128

 The conclusion is obvious. Before plunging 

into any more explorations of what there is and how to interpret it, we must have some ―prepara-

tory‖ reflection on the question of what it means to BE a thoroughly contextualized, historically 

determinate philosophical interpreter, not just of science, but of anything. And this, famously, is 

SZ‘s lead topic. 

 

4. Dilthey‘s Standpoint, Hermeneutically ―Appropriated‖ (Heidegger) 

 

Most accounts of Heidegger‘s intellectual development understandably tend to stress Husserl‘s 

influence. Yet the early Freiburg lecture courses (1919-25) strongly suggest that Dilthey‘s influ-
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 The reference here is to Sein und Zeit, 7
th
 ed. (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1953, 38), §7 (citations to 

GA 3 (1977) and to Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper 

and Row, 1962) omitted, since the Niemeyer pagination is in the margins of both publications). It should 

be noted, however, that Heidegger‘s early lecture courses are full of passages in which the sentiment ex-

pressed in SZ as ―phenomena must be treated phenomenologically‖ (27) is phrased in other preliminary 

ways—for example, as involving a philosophical ―attitude‖ that is different from objectivity. 
128

 ―Even unbiased seeing is a seeing and as such has its position of looking and indeed has it in a distinc-

tive manner, i.e., by having explicitly appropriated it so that it has been critically purged.‖ The very idea 

of a position that is ―freedom from all standpoints…is itself something historical…not a chimerical in-

itself outside of time‖ (GA 63: 83 [64]). 
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ence is greater.
129

 When Husserl reads Dilthey, says Heidegger, his traditional anti-historicism 

leads him to treat the ―occasion [as one] for the refutation…of obscurities.‖ My approach is a 

―positive appropriation.‖
130

 For my part, I see in Dilthey an opening toward the long-neglected 

problem of ―who‖ philosophizes.
131

 Heidegger therefore asks: What ―basic tendency‖ informs 
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 See, e.g., Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger's ―Being and Time‖ [hereafter Genesis] (Berke-

ley: University of California Press, 1993), esp. 100-105, 133-37, 321-26, 347-48, 524-25n.49, and ―Das 

Entstehen des Begriffsfeldes 'Faktizität' im Frühwerk Heideggers,‖ Dilthey-Jahrbuch 4 (1986-87): 91-

120; John van Buren, The Young Heidegger: Rumor of the Hidden King (Bloomington: Indiana Universi-

ty Press, 1994), esp. 146-47, 208-22, 278-79; Otto Pöggeler, ―Heideggers Begegnung mit Dilthey,‖ Dil-

they-Jahrbuch 4 (1986-87): 121-59; Heribert Boeder, ―Dilthey 'und' Heidegger. Zur Geschichtlichkeit des 

Menschen,‖ Dilthey u. der Wandel des Philosophiebegriffs seit dem 19. Jahrhundert (Phänomenologische 

Forschungen 16), ed. E.W. Orth (Freiburg/Munich: Karl Alber, 1984), 161-77; Charles R. Bambach, 

―Phenomenological Research as Destruktion: The Early Heidegger's Reading of Dilthey,‖ Philosophy 

Today 37/2 (1993): 115-32; and Hajime Tanabe's early paper (1924), trans. from Japanese into German 

by Johannes Laube, ―Die neue Wende in der Phänomenologie—Heideggers Phäinomenologie des Le-

bens,‖ in Japan und Heidegger: Gedenkschrift der Stadt Meßkirch zum hundertsten Geburtstag Martin 

Heideggers, ed. Hartmut Buchner (Sigmaringen: Jan Thorbecke, 1989), 89-108. 
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 Heidegger's SS 1920 lecture course (GA 59) already displays a through familiarity with Dilthey‘s 

work and a considered view as to how and why, when judged in terms of the "contemporary philosophical 

problem situation," it shows superior promise. This course, long known to us via its misremembered title 

and discussion in GA 12, Unterwegs zur Sprache: 121-22) [On the Way to Language, trans., Peter D. 

Hertz (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), 34-36]), ends with a comparison of Natorp and Dilthey, not 

just on the question of the foundation of the human sciences, but concerning the character of their philos-

ophies. Here Heidegger already focuses clearly on the question of philosophy's facticity, citing Dilthey's 

"significant assertion" that all thought "is by an inner compulsion bound to life…[and] is itself a forma-

tion of life" (cited from one of the Berlin Academy volumes, GA 59: 156/120). This conclusion is recapi-

tulated in several subsequent discussions, culminating in Heidegger's 1925 Kassel lectures. Such thorough 

conceptualization so early is actually not surprising. We now know that Heidegger was already reading 

Dilthey seriously in his student days, at least as early as 1909-10, when he developed the habit of copying 

"detailed excerpts" from Dilthey's writings (Letter to Karl Löwith, September 13, 1920, in Genesis, l00 

n.43). Among these excerpts are two revealing chapters from Dilthey‘s 1883 Einleitung in die Geisteswis-

senschaften on early Christianity and Augustine, which stress the "original Christian experience" and the 

rise of a "historical consciousness" that struggles to give expression to the "unfathomable living element 

at the heart of [its "factical," religious] self-examination" in ways that the traditional language of objective 

cosmological categories cannot. See GS 1: 250-67/Betanzos, 228-39; see also Genesis, 77, 100-108. 
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 Heidegger‘s WS 1923-24 lecture course, Einführung in die Phänomenologische Forschung, GA 17: 

91 [Introduction to Phenomenological Research, trans. Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-

versity Press, 2005), 67]. Heidegger also criticized many others in this way (e.g., Natorp, Cassirer, Jas-

pers). All fail to see that understanding how to conduct philosophical interpretation is a ―problem to be 

worked out,‖ not an activity one simply starts doing, say, on the basis of an ―ungrounded‖ epistemologi-

cal confidence that one is being ―objective‖ and ―rational.‖ See, e.g., Heidegger‘s review of Cassirer‘s 
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Dilthey‘s work?
132

 Unlike Husserl, Dilthey does not just ―redeploy the old ideas of persons and 

their consciousnesses [!]‖; rather, he moves toward the more ―substantial‖ task of ―disclosing a 

new horizon for the question...in the broadest sense‖ of our very being.
133

 It is this ―new horizon‖ 

that Heidegger sees intimated in Dilthey‘s late references to the wider hermeneutical implica-

tions of starting from the standpoint of life. In 1927, he says he is ―appropriating Dilthey's labors 

[as they are]…confirmed and strengthened by the theses of Count Yorck,''
134

 but he starts to for-

mulate this approach as early as 1919. I begin, he says, by asking how it is to be historical. This 

is the ―substantial task‖ towards which Dilthey, with Yorck‘s urging, seems always to be mov-

ing.
 135

 

What does Heidegger mean by calling this reading of Dilthey an ―appropriation‖? What 

are his own ―implicit goals‖ in ―taking up‖ this task? Aneignung is the taking of something as 

one's own, where the "taking" is as much a matter of taking up and carrying further as it is a mat-

ter of taking over and continuing what has already come to be. Seen this way, Heidegger's treat-

ment of Dilthey is impeccably appropriative. Granted Dilthey never says, "Philosophy should 

take its bearings from the standpoint of life"; nor does he actually spell out how wider herme-

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, vol. 2, in Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik, 4

th
 ed., GA 3: 264-66 

[Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 5
th
 ed., trans. Richard Taft (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1997), 186-87]. 
132

 ―Grundtendenz‖ is the term that appears in the title of the first of the four sections of the ―Dilthey 

Draft‖ for SZ—the 75-page, unpublished 1924 review of the Dilthey-Yorck correspondence, ―The Con-

cept of Time (Comments on the Dilthey-Yorck Correspondence),‖ containing verbatim a portion of SZ 

§77—as this appears in Der Begriff der Zeit (2004), GA 64. On the Dilthey Draft, see Genesis, 315-57. 

Some editorial problems with this version of the manuscript need not concern us here (323n.7). 
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 ―From, respectively, SZ, 46 and 398; and Prolegomena zur Geschichte des Zeitbegriffs, GA 20: 164 

[History and the Concept of Time: Prolegomena, trans. Theodore Kisiel (Bloomington: Indiana Universi-

ty Press, 1985), 118-19]. 
134

 I refer, of course, to the famous opening line of SZ, §77, where Heidegger explains that his analysis of 

the problem of history (and the necessity of working it out in terms of Dasein's historicity) ―has grown out 

of the appropriation [Aneignung] of Dilthey's labors‖ (SZ, 397). Cf. SZ, 72n., 403-404. 
135

 See, e.g., GA 64: 123 [The Concept of Time, trans. William McNeill (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 20E]. 

In SS 1920, Heidegger specifically ranks Dilthey over Natorp for uncovering precisely that philosophical-

ly general task of ―interpreting life originally, from out of itself‖ which became Heidegger‘s own herme-

neutic of ―concrete actual Dasein‖ (GA 59: 149-50, 156, 169-70/115, 120, 129-30); and, Kisiel adds, ―in 

the closing minutes of SS 1920, ‗facticity‘ is for the first time officially adopted from neo-Kantianism to 

name Heidegger‘s own ‗distressing‘ topic‖ (Genesis, 116; also 136, 496-97). See also Kisiel, ―Das 

Entstehen des Begriffsfeldes ‗Faktizität‘ im Frühwerk Heideggers,‖ esp. 96ff. 
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neutical questions about historical life itself could arise and be treated from within it. But his 

work shows that this can (and should) be done. Thus as Heidegger puts it in SZ, to say his ap-

proach is phenomenological is to make only half the point. Of course, we should try being res-

ponsive to what shows itself, with as little reference to ―what one usually says‖ as possible. Yet 

precisely for this reason, phenomenology will have to be hermeneutical. Philosophical self-

honesty means willingness to acknowledge that ―what one usually says…‖ always remains a 

powerful and largely counter-phenomenological force, not something to be ―bracketed‖ away. 

Indeed, it is insofar as Dilthey's work reveals his struggle (not just his successes) in trying to 

speak from and about life‘s standpoint, that it offers us guidance for further consideration of this 

struggle—precisely in ways that actively discourages just repeating traditional lines of inquiry. 

In the early Freiburg years, Heidegger sees this appropriation as in need of a special, non-

traditional kind of conceptualization. ―Representational‖ concepts tend to frame matters so that 

attention shifts from the phenomenon under consideration to the concepts themselves, which are 

then taken to identify in advance what the phenomenon ―really‖ is. Heidegger calls his special 

kind concepts "formal indications" (formale Anzeigen). This is not the place to consider the idea 

in detail.
136

 The basic aim of formal indication is twofold—namely, to steer us away from all the 
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 At this time, Heidegger places this notion within the broader context of what he calls the methodolog-

ical problem of philosophical concept formation. See above all, Phänomenologie des religiösen Lebens, 

GA 60: 56-65 [The Phenomenology of Religious Life, trans. Mattias Fritsch and Jennifer Anna Gossetti-

Ferencei (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004): 38-45]; also GA 59: 3-9/1-5; GA 56/57:111-

12/93-94; GA 9: 10-11/9-10]; Phänomenologische Interpretationen zu Aristoteles: Einführung in die 

Phänomenologische Forschung, GA 61: 79-83 [Phenomenological Interpretations of Aristotle: Initiation 

into Phenomenological Research, trans. Richard Rojcewicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2001), 61-63]; and GA 63: 81/62, and van Buren‘s n.3, 103. My summary follows Heidegger‘s outline in 

the Kriegsnotsemester 1919 lecture course  [KNS], ―Die Idee der Philosophie und das Weltan-

schauungsproblem,‖ where he addresses Natorp's rejection of Husserl's claim that phenomenological "in-

tuition" can directly access experience and "express" what it finds there without conceptually freezing 

it—and thus turns the whole issue into a question of how a "genuine" phenomenology must recast "An-

schauung" and "Ausdruck" (GA 56/57: 101-102/95-96), such that phenomenological intuition might be-

come "hermeneutical intuition." The latter would constitute an understanding—a ―taking possession that 

takes itself along as experienced experience" in articulations that, in their "backwards and forwards con-

ceptualization" never abandons their lived, "fore-worlded/ enworlded" origination, even as they serve as 

precursory (i.e., formal) indications of the possibilities of being arising from factical life in its "motivated 

tendency and tending motivation‘ (GA 56/57:116-17/97-99). Note also that in SS 1920 (GA 59)—the 

very course that later figures so prominently in Unterwegs zur Sprache 's dialog with the Japanese when-
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traditional distortions/misconceptions/selective representations of phenomena, and precisely in 

the process of doing so, also guide us towards a transformative perception of how phenomena are 

there-for and given-to us in their own being—however we then conceive them.
137

 

What is important here is that the young Heidegger construes the language of Dilthey‘s 

texts this way. By WS 1919-20, Dilthey's famous triad of lived experience-understanding-

expression is playing a formally-indicative role in Heidegger‘s efforts to turn human-historical 

life into what he calls "phenomenology's domain of origin."
138

 In Dilthey's critique of naturalistic 

psychology, he detects a radical gesture toward a kind of ―research‖ that might become a phe-

nomenological philosophy's pre-science (Vorwissenschaft).
139

 Unlike the psychology he rejects,
 

Dilthey‘s "descriptive-analytical" alternative focuses on how it is to ―be‖ historical, and reflects 

his clear awareness that his own thinking originates in and speaks from precisely this situation.
 

140
 Hence, Dilthey seems to be ―on the way‖ toward developing a kind of non-traditional philos-

ophy—one that is mindful instead of forgetful of the experiential roots of its own life-

expressions. Such a philosophy would be under no illusion that it is detached and spectator-like, 

or that its job is to produce objective representations of what is ―essential‖ and ―really‖ matters, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ever the topic of hermeneutics comes up—is entitled "Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des Aus-

drucks: Theorie der philosophischen Begriffsbildung."  
137

 ―The aim of formal indications is to lead us back to the genuine sense of life, not for the sake of com-

prehending or contemplating it, but as part of actually renewing that sense or, what is the same, living life 

in an original and authentic way‖ (Daniel O. Dahlstrom, Heidegger‘s Concept of Truth (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001), 242-52; 436-45, quotation, 248. 

 
138

 Hence, the ―thesis‖ of the SS 1920 lecture course is that ―factical life experience belongs to the prob-

lematic of philosophy in an entirely primordial sense…and this is a far cry from the thesis that philosophy 

has grown from its factual spiritual situation and as such is necessarily and from the outset relative‖ (GA 

59, 38/27-28). The former sense is phenomenological, the latter, social-scientific. The former can be pro-

nounced only from with life itself, the latter, only from an external and observational standpoint. 
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 Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie (1919/20), GA 58 (1993): 88; cf. 27-38, 81-87, 104-10; and 

Oskar Becker's transcript, 223-63; cf. Phänomenologie und Transzendentale Wertphilosophie (SS 1919), 

in Zur Bestimmung der Philosophie, 2
nd

 ed. (1999), GA 56/57: 168-74 [Towards the Definition of Philos-

ophy, trans. Ted Sadler (London: Continuum, 2000): 139-40]; and GA 59: 168-74/129-34. 

 
140

 Dilthey's lifelong conviction is that "the solid anchor for my thoughts [lies] exclusively in inner expe-

rience, in the facts of consciousness." This line from the Einleitung (GS 1: xvii) and others expressing the 

same sentiment figure frequently in Heidegger's treatments of Dilthey from 1919 on. In the ―Dilthey 

Draft,‖ it is "what" Heidegger sees Yorck concerned to criticize in Dilthey's psychology (Genesis, 325-

26). ―Inner‖ and ―consciousness‖ are ontologically inadequate here, as Heidegger realizes from the start. 
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so as to discourage further reference to ―mere‖ phenomena.
141

 Hence, the ―wider task‖ of herme-

neutics to which the later Dilthey enigmatically alludes becomes, in Heidegger‘s SS 1923 lecture 

course, the phenomenological task of an interpretation ―directed toward what goes on in philoso-

phy before it becomes what it is‖ (GA 63: 58/46). 

Both destructively and constructively, says Heidegger, Dilthey seems to be taking steps 

past tradition. On the one hand, in Dilthey's Selbstbesinnung, we find the model for an enhanced, 

philosophical kind of self-awareness that rejects the old ideal of achieving an ahistorical and self-

possessed viewpoint. On the other hand, there are Dilthey's actual descriptions of how the whole 

coherent life process ―circles‖—that is, revolves around experience giving rise to manifestations 

of life, these manifestations leading to understanding, and understanding pointing back again to 

experience. Traditional ―reconstructions‖ of this process are usually so abstract and so concerned 

with explaining what causes it that they are insensitive to the actual "having," that is, the actual 

"how" of experiencing. But Dilthey‘s accounts actually focus on this ―having‖ and illuminate 

how manifestations of life originate from it. In this way, says Heidegger, Dilthey seems to be 

moving toward "the problem of historical life"—that is, the problem of "securing and explicating 

the mode of philosophical experience in its origin"—an origin from which activities like natural 

and human science could be properly differentiated (GA 59: 168-69/129). 

The key, says Heidegger, is to notice the "elemental restiveness" (Unruhe) in all of Dil-

they's works; for it is a restiveness ―in the direction of the one goal: to understand ‗life‘ philo-

sophically‖ and even before this, to ―secure for this understanding a hermeneutical grounding in 

terms of life itself.‖
142

 In the so-called ―Dilthey Draft‖ of SZ, which presents the first systematic 
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 Now that we have the early lecture courses, it is impossible to read, e.g., Heidegger‘s explanation of 

how the task of ―phenomenological dijudication‖ (i.e., the enactment of a destructive/constructive deter-

mination of how it originally and genuinely ―is‖ with life) without recognizing the non-Husserlian space 

in which Heidegger is already moving. Such a dijudication is necessary, he says, because today one must 

start with critical objections to philosophy-as-usual, with its science-like ―theoretically oriented related-

ness‖ (theoretische Einstellungszusammenhang)—objections centering on its studied remoteness from 

and genetic insensitivity to ―concrete Dasein‖ (GA 59: 74-76/56-58), and surely echoing Dilthey‘s ac-

count of how ―expressions of cognition‖ achieve their power by forgetting their origins. 

 
142

 SZ, 398. Cf., SZ, 46; and GA 20: 164/118-19. I render "Unruhe" as "restiveness" instead of "restless-

ness," because the former carries more strongly the implication of "resistance to something that con-

strains." The constraint in this case is residual epistemological loyalties. That this restiveness is present 

from the very start is now an easier case to make, thanks to the recent publication of early drafts of the 
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account of the basic themes/structures of Divisions One and Two, Heidegger decisively frames 

the project in terms of the historical-factical origin of all ontological investigation.
143

 Only in 

Dilthey‘s work, he asserts, do I find a concern for human Being that also points in the direction 

of the Being-question itself (GA 59: 173-74/125). Husserl is so busy opposing naturalism that he 

―neglects‖ these two topics, and thus leaves his supposedly phenomenological research in an 

―unphenomenological‖ condition. Reading Dilthey shows us why neither epistemic nor transcen-

dental inquiry concerning what ―is‖ for consciousness can be philosophically basic.
144

 

What Dilthey‘s criticisms of traditional epistemologies of science show is that their very 

outlook expresses a self-deception. No matter how sophisticated the epistemic inquiry or how 

generous-spirited the epistemologist, it is impossible to appreciate ―how‖ Verstehen or Erklären 

actually happen, so long as their operations are cognized under the assumption that "being" a 

philosopher means meta-scientifically mapping their ―essential structures.‖ Here, for Heidegger, 

is Dilthey's most important discovery. He shows that no philosophical outlook, not even the most 

rigorously prepared and ―objective,‖ ever actually ―distances itself from history,‖ as Husserl 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
unfinished Einleitung (GS 19: 58ff./SW l: 245ff.). See Rudolf A. Makkreel, Dilthey: Philosopher of the 

Human Studies, 2
nd

 ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 441-46. Heidegger‘s use of the 

phrase "elemental restiveness" is no haphazard choice. It recalls a whole cluster of still earlier notions 

from the years 1920-22, in terms of which he works out the idea that all philosophy originates in the dis-

tressfulness (Bekümmerung) or disquiet (Beunruhigung) of "factical life experience." All these notions are 

forerunners of SZ's consideration of "care,'' and they all show that the Heidegger who appropriates Dil-

they never reads him in terms of any "regional" ontological goal of defending human science. See Gene-

sis, e.g., 136-37, 159-61, 198-99, and esp. 493. 
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 Kisiel, Genesis, 315-57; and his ―A Philosophical Postscript: On the Genesis of 'Sein und Zeit',‖ Dil-

they-Jahrbuch 8 (1992-93): 226-32. Husserl failed to recognize the true character of this origin, but in-

stead brought the whole course of life under "the derivative paradigm‖ of objects correlated with percep-

tual acts," Genesis, 322-26; cited, 331; cf. GA 63: 70-74/55-58; Supplements, 158-61; and GA 59, 171-

73/123-25. 
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 GA 20: 157-74/114-26. In SZ, Heidegger says he is able to forego detailed exposition of Dilthey on 

these issues, thanks to Georg Misch's 1924 introduction to Dilthey's GS 5 (399n.); but this cannot be tak-

en to express Heidegger's own philosophical indebtedness. As Gadamer points out, Misch's introduction 

appeared only after Heidegger's interest in Dilthey had already peaked (―Martin Heidegger's One Path,‖ 

in Reading Heidegger from the Start: Essays in His Earliest Thought, ed. Theodore Kisiel and John van 

Buren (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 22-23). Moreover, it is always risky to interp-

ret Heidegger‘s view of Dilthey in light of Misch, given their fundamental differences concerning Le-

bensphilosophie. See, e.g., Claudius Strube, ―Heidegger‘s erst Entgegnung auf die Kritik von Georg 

Misch,‖ Dilthey-Jahrbuch 11 (1997/8): 173-200. 
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says, and achieves a view from Nowhere. The next step is to make Dilthey‘s post-Cartesian, on-

tological "tendency" explicit. In KNS 1919, Heidegger depicts Dilthey‘s experiential standpoint 

as the ―primal something‖ of phenomenology, that is, the conceptually undifferentiated lived-

through "meaningfulness" of historical existence in which all thinking originates but with which 

traditional philosophy tends to lose touch. In the same lecture, this originative something is cha-

racterized as having a "primariness [that is]…given to me from out of an immediate environment 

(Umwelt)… without any mental detours across thing-oriented apprehension.‖ In this givenness, 

―everything is already enworlded (alles welthaft), and ―it is everywhere the case that ‗it worlds 

(es weltet).‘"
145

 Between 1920-25, Heidegger extends and deepens these "Diltheyan intuitions." 

This is the same period in which he is measuring his debt to Husserl in the pale imagery of "per-

sonal guidance" given to a young student then still ignorant of the "full diversity of phenomeno-

logical research."
146

 

At first, Heidegger uses Dilthey's analysis of Erlebnis straightforwardly to make the point 

that philosophy must see itself as originating out of factical life. But by 1925, his idea of philo-

sophical origination has been recast so that Dilthey's analysis is now said to underscore two 

"neglected questions of phenomenological investigation in its formative period." There is "on the 

one hand, the question of the being of this specific entity" that we ―are.‖ On the other hand, there 

is "the question of the meaning of Being itself," which has been made all the more pressing due 

to Husserl's influential but mistakenly pinched idea that "categorially primal separations" among 

                                                           
 
145

 GA 56/57: 72-73/61, trans. altered, my emphasis. The last phrase is meant, of course, in the same 

sense that ―it‘s raining.‖ Further, the whole SS 1920 lecture course is built around a "destructive reflec-

tion on the Diltheyan position"—a dismantling (Abbau) of Dilthey's concepts in terms of the problematic 

nature of the new ground they open up but cannot satisfactorily handle. Dilthey‘s actual outlook is re-

mains in touch with the living experiential source (ursprungsnah) of all our expressions, in ―radical con-

trast‖ to Natorp‘s epistemological orientation is absolutely remote (ursprungsfern) from it (GA 59, 164; 

cf., 30-34, 149-55, 163-68/126, 21-24, 115-20, 125-29). 

 
146

 SZ, 38n. All other substantive notes on Husserl in SZ also focus on what he did not know and could 

not do; hence, Husserl is finally more surpassed than appropriated. See GA 20: 34-103/27-75; and Daniel 

O. Dahlstrom, "Heidegger's Critique of Husserl," in Reading Heidegger from the Start: Essays in His 

Earliest Thought, ed. Theodore Kisiel and John van Buren (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 231-44. 
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various meanings of reality are all ―reflectively‖ traceable to this specific entity's "conscious" 

life.
147

 

All of this indicates why Heidegger claims that the Being-question is "alive" in Dilthey; 

but he also argues that Dilthey himself could never ask this question because he "lacked the 

means" to do so. The reason is that Dilthey fails to make an explicit worry out of the acknowl-

edged fact that his own research, however original, takes shape within the general atmosphere of 

traditional epistemology. He therefore never notices how his work, too, is affected—at times, 

even corrupted—by its sheer occurrence in a time when everything tends automatically to be 

judged on the model of an ontology of "present objects" and "conscious subjects presently con-

fronting objects." In conclusion, a brief review of the 1919-21 lecture courses will at least show 

how early and how completely Heidegger makes this ―factical-historical‖ problem his own. 

 

5. Conclusion: Heidegger‘s ―Destructive Retrieval‖ of Dilthey 

 

In the early 1920s, Heidegger calls his reading of Dilthey a ―destructive retrieval.‖ As the label 

suggests, such an interpretation is two-sided. Like the formally indicative language in which it is 

expressed, it involves two inseparable operations—namely, to critically dismantle Dilthey‘s own 

unsatisfactory account of his practice, but to do so in a way that simultaneously puts into sharper 

relief the real promise of this practice. To accomplish this double task, Heidegger develops a ―fo-

reconception‖ of what is already ―underway‖ in Dilthey‘s thinking, so we can carry it forward.
 

148
 The general idea is this: Some philosophers are better than they think they are, and have come 

farther than they know. The question is, what would it take to get them out of their own way?
 
 

                                                           
 
147

 GA 20, 158-59/114-15; cf. 178/128-29. Husserl still unfortunately treats the matter entirely in terms of 

consciousness, its "acts," and its "intentional comportment and all that is given with it" (GA 20: 158/128). 

 
148

 In SS 1920's account of destruction, in imagery that clearly foreshadows SZ's idea of the hermeneuti-

cal circle, Heidegger says that a destruction is always "tied to a foreconception (Vorgriff)" that is some-

how promisingly expressive of factical life experience, yet in a situation where the experience has become 

so saturated with everyday and scientific (i.e., "surface") conceptualizations that only their critical dis-

mantling (Abbau) can further the foreconception, by restoring the fullness of the initially foreconceived 

experience (GA 59: 35-36, 180/139). In Dilthey‘s 1905 ―Studies toward the Foundation of the Human 

Sciences‖ that Heidegger first read around 1909, the section immediately following one he cites (which 

concerns thought‘s bond of ―inner necessity‖ with experienced life) is entitled ―Deskriptive Vorbegriffe.‖ 
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In the case of Dilthey, specifically, once the lack of fit between his still traditional neo-

Kantian self-presentation and his phenomenologically promising results is clear, we can ask how 

to go on from him. Instead of treating his work as presenting unresolved tensions, we can take 

our clue from his own elemental restiveness, work out a "destruction" of his self-presentation, 

and with the "formally indicative" guidance of his actual writings, actively ―retrieve‖ and further 

what he is moving toward. Our own thinking can thus take up where he left off, instead of just 

stopping with a scholarly analysis of his conceptual difficulties that ―explains‖ why he couldn‘t 

go further. 

It is because Heidegger has this existential rather than scholarly motive, that his forecon-

ception emphasizes "Dilthey‘s fundamental interest," while his destruction is rarely in play with-

out reference to this interest. For the point of the destruction is neither critique, nor refutation, 

nor endless ―deferral.‖ It is always the means to a formally indicated, foreconceived end. Its task 

is simple but not easy. It must find and neutralize the power of all those traditional self-

presentations—Dilthey's own, and those of others less phenomenologically astute—that threaten 

to obscure Dilthey‘s efforts to describe our actual experiential involvement in historical life from 

life‘s own standpoint. In this way, Heidegger explains, we may "bring the reality of the historical 

into view" and thereby broach "the problem of the historicity [i.e., factical determinateness} of 

Dasein."
149

 Dilthey can thus help us see what Husserl's antihistoricism and transcendentalism 

prevents him from seeing—namely, that 

 

a neglect of the question of Being as such and…of the question of the Being of the inten-

tional are not accidental oversights….Rather [they]…manifest the history of… the mode 

of happening of our very Dasein. [That this neglect is possible and rules in this way for 

thousands of years discloses a specific, inescapable tendency of our being to-

ward…falling (Verfallen)], which first really comes into its own when Dasein rebels 

against this tendency.
150

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
In it, Dilthey discusses the special sort of guiding concepts needed for any explication of the possibility of 

verstehende human sciences (GS 7: 13). 

 
149

 GA 20: 19, 161-64/17, 117-19; SZ, 397-98. Cf. GA 59: 169-71/130-33; Supplements, 158, 161. 

 
150

 PGZ, 180/129-30, emphasis and translation altered (but including Kisiel‘s insertion of the sentence 

from the Moser manuscript). 
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Dilthey‘s epistemic self-conception and his often "rebellious" statements of purpose are good 

evidence of this ―falling‖ tendency. But we can dismantle them, and thus retrieve and further 

what his own work already intimates is phenomenologically possible.
151

 

On the destruction-side, Dilthey subverts his own phenomenological originality with ―re-

bellious‖ expressions of displeasure at traditional philosophy—refusing, for example, to interpret 

human science on the model of natural science, but then calling it a ―second‖ kind of science. 

Yet on the positive or retrieval-side, these same rebellious and tradition-bound gestures exhibit 

only Dilthey's tendency to ―fall away" from his own best insights, and so suggest how we might 

better protect his phenomenological intentions. Indeed, Dilthey's real goal is made all the more 

clearly visible by the way its pursuit is diverted but never suppressed. Through the inadequacies 

in his mode of presentation, Dilthey sheds light on what it would really take to think life "in its 

own terms"—that is, to philosophically "ground" such thinking.
 
What is called for, says Heideg-

ger, is "radical reflection in and from" life‘s standpoint—a reflection that would "secure" it 

against (though of course not permanently "transcend")—the tendency in daily life toward fall-

ing/declining understanding. This phenomenological radicalization of Dilthey‘s standpoint of life 

is precisely what SZ calls the task of "hermeneutics"—namely, "the self-elucidation 

(Selbstaufklärung) of this understanding of life...[that comes from Dilthey] at first in a merely 

derivative form as [a concern for] historical methodology.‖
152

 

"Hermeneutics as [ontological] self-elucidation" is a pretty fair way to identify the point 

of SZ's analysis of Dasein—especially if we recall how in SS 1923, Heidegger explains that his 

hermeneutics is not a philosophy, but is concerned instead with ―what goes on in philosophy be-

fore it becomes what it is‖ (GA 63: 58/46). After 50 years, there can no longer be any question 

that his point in SZ was never primarily about Dasein, or about Being, but always about the way 

an ontological self-elucidation might make it possible to raise the Being-question in the right 

way. Seen in this light, Dilthey's influence was far greater than one could have guessed in 1927. 

                                                           
 
151

 In the 1925 Kassel lectures, Heidegger calls this double-sided approach "repeating Dilthey‘s ques-

tion… on the basis of a phenomenological type research that provides us with the suitable resources for 

advancing further than Dilthey‘s own [explicitly conceived] position" (Supplements, 159). 
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 SZ, 398; cf., PGZ, 183-87/135-37). It is therefore not without significance that this passage comes 

from the oldest part of the Dilthey Draft and finds its way into SZ without change. 
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At first, one heard only that Dilthey somehow helped Heidegger write SZ‘s chapter on ―Historic-

ity and Temporality.‖ But the early lecture courses show that a consideration of the problem of 

"being historical" antedates all plans for SZ. Taking his cue from Dilthey‘s restive exploration of 

how we can both understand and explain the living-through of life, Heidegger asks first not what 

is to be done, but rather ―who‖ is up to the job of doing it. Eventually, all of SZ‘s main structural 

features get conceived as responses to a preliminary "hermeneutical" problem—the problem, 

namely, of philosophical self-elucidation under the current conditions of historicity. This is the 

problem Heidegger is already addressing in the decade before SZ, with Dilthey's help, and under 

the shadow of both traditional and "unphenomenologically" Husserlian ideas. 
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From Destruktion to the History of Being 

 

William McNeill (DePaul University) 

 

 

In his late, 1962 lecture ―Time and Being,‖ Heidegger pointed to an intrinsic connection between 

the task of Destruktion, which was central to his conception of fundamental ontology in the 

1920s, and his later thought of the history of Being. In the period surrounding Being and Time, 

Destruktion was conceived as a dismantling (Abbau) of those concealments which, in the history 

of ontology, had covered over the initial, Greek sense of the meaning of Being as presence. In 

―Time and Being,‖ Heidegger stated the following: 

 

Only a dismantling [Abbau] of these concealments—this is what is meant by ―Destruk-

tion‖—affords thinking a precursory insight into what then reveals itself as the destining 

of Being. Because people everywhere regard the destining of Being only in terms of his-

tory and represent the latter as a happening, they attempt in vain to interpret such happen-

ing in terms of what is stated in Being and Time about the historicality of Dasein (not of 

Being). By contrast, the sole possible way for thinking to anticipate the later thought of 

the destining of Being coming from Being and Time is to think through what is presented 

in Being and Time concerning the Destruktion of the ontological doctrine of the Being of 

beings. (ZSD, 9) 

 

One must take Heidegger‘s hint seriously here, when he tries to direct our view away 

from the historicality of Dasein and toward the disclosure of Being itself within the perspective 

of Destruktion in Being and Time. And yet, this retrospective indication, coming from the later 

perspective of the history of Being, oversimplifies what is at stake in the historicality of Dasein, 

and in particular conceals a key element in what is at stake in understanding the transition from 

the historicality of Dasein to the history of Being. For what Heidegger states here in 1962 im-

plies that one could separate the issue of the historicality of Dasein from the task of Destruktion, 
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something that is emphatically not the case in Being and Time. There, the theme of Destruktion 

is introduced explicitly in terms of the historicality of Dasein: Insight into the essential historical-

ity of Dasein indicates that the question of Being—as an ontic possibility of Dasein—is itself 

characterized by historicality, and so the unfolding of the question of Being must inquire into its 

own history (the history of ontology) by itself becoming historiological, so as to accomplish a 

―positive appropriation‖ of its own past and to ―take full possession of its ownmost possibilities 

of questioning.‖ (SZ, 20-21) It is this historiological inquiry that is characterized as Destruktion, 

and its ground and necessity are rooted in and understood from out of the historicality of Dasein 

itself. 

It is this intrinsic connection between Destruktion and the historicality of Dasein that I 

would like to pursue in these remarks, with a view to better understanding just how the funda-

mental ontology of Dasein anticipates and opens onto what would later be called the history of 

Being. My underlying thesis—and it is, I hope to show, an uncontroversial one—can be stated 

straightforwardly: Heidegger‘s later thinking of the history of Being in terms of the destining of 

Being (Geschick des Seins) is nothing other than a renewed thinking of what, in Being and Time, 

is intimated at a decisive point as ―the quiet force of the possible.‖ 

To begin with, let us undertake a brief survey of how Destruktion is understood by the 

early Heidegger in some of his lectures that predate Being and Time. Following this, I shall turn 

to Being and Time itself, and finally to the ―Letter on ‗Humanism‘.‖  

Heidegger developed his conception of Destruktion well before Being and Time. Al-

though the first appearance of the term Destruktion is a mention of the term in the course on Ba-

sic Problems of Phenomenology from winter semester 1919-20 (GA 58, 139), the theme is al-

ready anticipated the previous semester, in his course on Phenomenological and Transcendental 

Philosophy of Values (SS 1919), where Heidegger insists on the critical import of phenomenolo-

gy. The idea of phenomenological critique, which would soon become understood as Destruk-

tion, was, however, not to be taken in a negative sense, Heidegger insisted. Although Heidegger 

here presents the concept of phenomenological critique in Husserlian terms—its criterion is ―… 

the evidentiary understanding of lived experiences, of living in and for itself in the Eidos‖—it is 

concerned neither with logical proof and refutation, nor with theoretically imposed criteria, but 
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rather with historical questions of provenance (Herkunft) and motivation.
153

 (GA 56/57, 125-26) 

By the summer semester of 1920, in his course on Phenomenology of Intuition and Expression, 

the idea of phenomenological critique had become what Heidegger explicitly called that of ―phe-

nomenological-critical Destruktion.‖ (GA 59, 29) A couple of years later, in his treatise Pheno-

menological Interpretations with Respect to Aristotle (1922), Heidegger further clarified his no-

tion of historical critique intrinsic to phenomenology in terms of the need for a ―critique of the 

present‖: ―Critique of history is always only critique of the present. … History gets negated not 

because it is ‗false,‘ but because it still remains effective in the present without, however, being 

able to be an authentically appropriated present.‖ (Supplements, 114) The phenomenological 

hermeneutics of facticity, Heidegger insists in the same text, can occur ―only on the path of De-

struktion‖; and the latter is conceived as essentially regressive, as a ―deconstructive regress‖ that 

will penetrate into the ―original motivational sources‖ underlying the traditional concepts and 

categories used to interpret factical life. Destruktion is ― ‗historical‘ knowing in the radical sense 

of the term…‖; it is philosophy‘s ―destructive confrontation with its own history.‖ As such, it is 

not a return to the past, but ―the authentic path upon which the present needs to encounter itself 

in its own basic movements.‖ (124) 

It is in the summer semester 1923 course Ontology (Hermeneutics of Facticity), however, 

that Heidegger provides the fullest delineation of what is entailed by Destruktion. Phenomenolo-

gy as a distinctive ―how‖ of research that seeks to make present its thematic object, Dasein itself 

in its facticity, must proceed beyond the initial givenness of its object, which is permeated by 

tradition and conceptual concealments, to ―a grasping of its object [Sacherfassung] that is free of 

concealments.‖ This entails the disclosure of the history of concealments itself. ―The tradition of 

philosophical questioning,‖ writes Heidegger, ―must be pursued back to the original sources 

[Sachquellen]. The tradition must be dismantled [abgebaut].‖ (GA 63, 75) For this going back, 

this regressive movement (Rückgang) alone can once again bring philosophy before the decisive 

issues. That philosophy as phenomenology must be regressive means that it must assume histori-

                                                           
153

 ―Phenomenological critique is not refuting, bringing proofs to the contrary; rather, the statement to be 

criticized is understood in terms of where it takes its provenance from, in keeping with its meaning. Criti-

que is a positive hearing-out of genuine motivations. Non-genuine motivations are no motivations at all, 

and can be understood as non-genuine only in terms of the genuine. What is phenomenologically genuine 

demonstrates itself as such, it does not need some further (theoretical) criterion.‖ (GA 56/57, 126) 
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cal critique (historische Kritik) as its fundamental task, and resist the ahistorical appeal to ―naïve 

evidence‖ that characterizes Husserlian phenomenology. It must take its point of departure from 

the present day (das Heute), and resist the tendency toward system. ―Not every era needs to have 

a grand system,‖ Heidegger remarks. This ―critical dismantling of the tradition,‖ more specifical-

ly, means a regress ―to Greek philosophy, to Aristotle,‖ to show how an originary phenomenon 

falls into decline and concealment, a decline in which we still ourselves today. The dismantling 

must retrieve and unfold anew the original position, and is thus a retrieval of ―something differ-

ent and yet the same.‖ Hermeneutic phenomenology in this sense must be preparatory: it has the 

task of preparing the path (of access), as a ―critical-cautionary guidance of seeing in the move-

ment back, by way of a dismantling of critically ascertained concealments.‖  Its ultimate task is 

to bring Being itself to a phenomenon, to show itself. (76) 

While in the 1923 course itself, Heidegger‘s favored term is Abbau, dismantling, it is 

clear that he is here sketching nothing less than what would eventually become Destruktion in 

Being and Time. The notes that form the appendix to this volume, which may stem from a later 

period, are quite explicit in naming Destruktion: ―Hermeneutics is Destruktion!‖ declares Hei-

degger, and it must proceed on the basis of concrete investigations, and safeguard against the 

closure of a philosophical system. (105) The ―destructive interpretation‖ must first seek out on-

tology—and vice-versa: ontology needs Destruktion. What is originary, Heidegger insists, is not 

something in the past, but ―facticity itself,‖ facticity as encompassing ―an equiprimordial multip-

licity of movements, interpretations, and objects,‖ a multiplicity to be understood in its unity, 

that is, on the basis of facticity itself. (108-09) 

This sketch of Destruktion in the 1923 course anticipates in its fundamental outlines the 

essential project announced several years later in Being and Time. In section 6 of the Introduc-

tion to his magnum opus, Heidegger again depicts the task of Destruktion in terms of a regres-

sion to the original sources from which the dominant concepts and categories of ontology were 

drawn, a going back that undoes the concealments of the history of ontology and that performs a 

critical role in relation to the present. The preparatory interpretation of Dasein in its every-

dayness will reveal a twofold tendency toward concealment, a twofold ―falling‖ that afflicts 

Dasein‘s understanding of Being: on the one hand, Dasein has the tendency to interpret its own 

Being in terms of the Being of those beings that it is not, namely, the present-at-hand and ready-
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to-hand; on the other hand, and ―together with this‖ (in eins damit: 21),  Dasein falls prey to tra-

dition, which takes away from Dasein its own initiative, questioning, and choice. Although they 

are both at work in Dasein‘s understanding of Being, these two concealments, Heidegger seems 

to imply, even though they go together, are not the same: the first is implicitly due to an ontolog-

ical structure intrinsic to Dasein‘s Being in general, and would not be something that could be 

overcome: it would be a kind of fatality, rather, inevitably inscribed within the very movedness 

(the falling, that is, ultimately the in-authentic historicality) of Dasein‘s Being; while the second, 

which is due to the force of tradition, and indeed of a very specific tradition, is something that 

nevertheless both can and must be undone or dissolved (via a historiological Destruktion under-

taken from out of Dasein‘s authentic historicality). This point, I shall later suggest, is of particu-

lar significance in understanding the fate of Destruktion itself. 

Since questioning concerning Being in general—the guiding task of Being and Time—is 

an ontic possibility of Dasein, and since Dasein‘s Being is intrinsically constituted by temporali-

ty and historicality, such historicality is necessarily intrinsic to the very unfolding of the question 

concerning Being and to its very necessity. Thus, Heidegger insists, the question of Being must 

inquire into its own history [Geschichte], that is, become historiological [historisch] so as to se-

cure its ownmost possibilities of questioning through a ―positive appropriation‖ of the past. (20-

21) Heidegger‘s question of Being itself arises from, and in response to, the history of ontology 

initiated by the Greeks and in particular by Aristotle. Now the tradition that comes to dominance 

here, Heidegger suggests, 

 

at first and for the most part makes that which it ―transmits‖ [namely, a specific under-

standing of Being] so little accessible that it instead conceals it. It delivers what has been 

passed on to the status of self-evidence and blocks access to the original ―sources‖ 

[―Quellen‖] from which the traditional categories and concepts were drawn, in part in a 

genuine manner. The tradition even brings such provenance [Herkunft] in general into 

oblivion. It gives rise to an absence of any need to understand the very necessity of such a 

regression [Rückgang]. (21) 
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As a consequence, Being itself has been forgotten, has concealed itself in its questionabil-

ity, concealed itself as a question—and such is the predicament from which the project of Being 

and Time notoriously begins. It is Greek ontology itself that is thus responsible for such con-

cealment, Heidegger insists: ―Greek ontology and its history, which, through manifold twists and 

turns [Filiationen und Verbiegungen] still today determines the conceptuality of philosophy, is 

proof of the fact that Dasein understands itself and Being in general in terms of the ‗world‘ [i.e., 

entities present-at-hand within the world], and that the ontology that has thus arisen sinks 

[verfällt] to the status of tradition…‖ (21-22)  Greek ontology interprets the Being of beings in 

terms of ‗world‘ or ‗nature‘, conceived and experienced as that which lies independently present 

before us, and thus understands the meaning of Being as presence, as parousia or ousia, thus in 

terms of a particular mode of time, the present. (25) Greek ontology, Heidegger here implies, is 

itself a consequence of Dasein‘s falling. 

It is ancient Greek ontology and its heritage, therefore, that face the initial task of De-

struktion. Heidegger writes: 

 

If transparency regarding its own history is to be attained for the question of Being itself, 

then what is needed is a loosening up of the congealed tradition and a liberation from the 

concealments it has brought about. We understand this task as the Destruktion of the 

transmitted content of ancient ontology, accomplished by way of the guiding thread of 

the question of Being, to arrive at the original experiences from which the initial and sub-

sequently leading determinations of Being were acquired. (22) 

 

The goal here, as Heidegger stipulates, is transparency regarding the history of the ques-

tion of Being itself. Yet that history is a non-history, insofar as the question of Being has not 

been explicitly posed as a question ever since the Greek beginning: the meaning of Being, rather, 

has been presupposed, implicitly understood as the presence of what lies before us; and this non-

history—the history of this covering-over—which would be the result of Dasein‘s intrinsic ten-

dency to understand itself in terms of the ―world,‖ or ―nature‖ in the broadest sense: in short in 

terms of parousia or ousia—this history of concealment would now, following the Destruktion, 

become transparent in what it really is and was. 
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Such are, in outline, the task and framework of Destruktion as presented in Being and 

Time, a project that will be maintained at least over the next two years, as documented in the 

1927 Basic Problems of Phenomenology and 1928 Metaphysical Foundations of Logic. And yet, 

there is something naïve about this very project. Heidegger himself later—much later—concedes 

as much. In his Zähringen seminar of 1973, he makes the following remark: 

 

In Being and Time, however, there was as yet no genuine recognition of the history of 

Being, and from this there arose the inappropriateness and, strictly speaking, the naiveté, 

of the ―ontological Destruktion.‖ Since then, the unavoidable naiveté with regard to what 

had yet to be experienced has given way to an insight. (VS, 133) 

 

The inappropriateness and naiveté of Destruktion, Heidegger indicates, lay in its failure 

to recognize and experience the history of Being. And yet, as Heidegger suggested in ―Time and 

Being,‖ Destruktion itself prepares for and anticipates this very experience: only the Destruktion 

―affords thinking a precursory insight into what then reveals itself as the destining of Being,‖ that 

is, into the essence of the history of Being itself as destining. What, then, is the path that leads 

from the Destruktion to a precursory insight into the destining of Being? The path, I want to sug-

gest, cannot simply be a delineation of the project of Destruktion itself, but must entail reflection 

upon the insight that gives rise to and grounds the necessity of Destruktion: the historicality of 

Dasein itself, and how that historicality is conceived in Being and Time. The key reflection here, 

I would propose, is found in section 76 of Being and Time. This section, entitled ―The Existential 

Origin of Historiology From Out of the Historicality of Dasein,‖ has the explicit task of ―prepar-

ing for an ensuing clarification of the task of a historiological Destruktion of the history of phi-

losophy.‖ 

The central question of this section concerns what exactly constitutes authentic historiol-

ogy and what is to be its theme. Since historiology is a possibility grounded in the historicality of 

Dasein, and presupposing such historicality, authentic historiological inquiry into Dasein‘s own 

history must evidently be grounded in authentic historicality itself, that is, in the historical un-

folding of Dasein‘s possible authenticity. And its theme is Dasein itself, being-in-the-world itself 

as having been there, and as transmitted through its traces: historical remains, documents, re-
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ports, monuments, and the like. Authentic historiological inquiry must therefore thematize its 

object, Dasein that has been there, in terms of Dasein‘s ownmost possibility of existence—that 

is, in terms of Dasein itself as possibility. It must have as its object nothing other than the possi-

ble, possibility itself. Heidegger thus writes: ―Because existence in each case is only as factically 

thrown, historiology will disclose the quiet force of the possible all the more incisively, the more 

straightforwardly and concretely it understands and ‗merely‘ presents having-been-in-the-world 

in terms of its possibility.‖ (394) Authentic historiology is thus at once grounded in the authentic 

historicality of Dasein, temporalizing itself from out of Dasein‘s ownmost possibility of Being, 

and it has such possibility as its object or theme: it is concerned with such possibility itself. Such 

historiological inquiry is undertaken not out of mere historical interest, for the purposes of dis-

closing what was or was not possible in the past, but as an openness toward and retrieval of pos-

sibility to come. As Heidegger puts it, such historiology discloses the history that has been there 

―in such a way that in this retrieval, the ‗force‘ of the possible impacts factical existence, that is, 

approaches it in its futural character.‖ (395) 

What is critical here, I think, is Heidegger‘s acknowledgement of a ―force‖ of the possi-

ble, a force pertaining to the possible itself, a force that Dasein does not project, but at most dis-

closes, and that thus approaches it from beyond the horizon of Dasein‘s own projective activity. 

For what becomes apparent here is that Dasein does not project itself—does not project its own 

Being as possibility—and that to suggests that it does (as in fact occurs in the hermeneutic phe-

nomenology of Being and Time) is not only phenomenologically inaccurate and misleading, but 

inevitably attributes to Dasein a kind of subjectivity: not the classical subjectivity of modernity, 

to be sure, but still a subjectivity that attributes too much power to the activity or action of Dase-

in as source of its Being, of its giving birth to itself (as historical). The projection and configur-

ing of possibility belongs, rather to Being itself as such, as a happening to which Dasein (or the 

Being of the human being) is exposed in advance—an antecedent happening or ―event‖ (Ereig-

nis) that ―destines‖ Being in this or that historical manner. The ―history of Being‖ is the history 

of what has thus been destined (in a non-dialectical, non-causal manner) and has come to lan-

guage in the history of philosophy as the metaphysical representation of Being. The human be-

ing‘s actions are always primarily responsive: responsive to what is historically destined by Be-
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ing (and such destining is the very opening of freedom: cf. QCT). The destining of Being is the 

historical unfolding of the ―quiet force of the possible.‖ 

The significance of this insight within Being and Time itself is attested to by Heidegger‘s 

own retrieval of precisely this theme and by his renewed appeal to ―the quiet force of the possi-

ble‖ at the beginning of what is arguably his most important text from the 1940s, the ―Letter on 

‗Humanism‘ ‖ (1946). ―When I speak of the ‗quiet force of the possible,‖ Heidegger there writes, 

―I do not mean the possibile of a merely represented possibilitas, nor potentia as the essentia of 

an actus of existentia; rather, I mean Being itself….‖ (W, 316-17)  Possibility is now thought not 

on the basis of Dasein‘s projective activity, but in terms of the quiet force of the possible as that 

of Being itself, as the ―element‖ that ―enables‖ (ermöglicht) thinking—a thinking that is more 

originary than philosophy as determined by the Greek beginning. From the perspective of the 

―Letter on ‗Humanism‘,‖ we can now appreciate that it is this element, from out of which the 

historical Destruktion of the history of philosophy itself comes to pass, that was first uncovered 

and exposed as such through the analytic of Dasein in Being and Time. In the ―Letter,‖ the es-

sence of the possible is conceived in terms of an enabling (Vermögen) that refers, not to the ca-

pability to accomplish something, as the ability belonging to Dasein or to a ―Subject,‖ but to a 

more originary ―embracing,‖ a ―loving,‖ a ―bestowal,‖ a ―favoring‖—thus in each case to the 

felicitous giving of a gift, an excess that first gives rise to the possible, that constitutes its very 

emergence:  

 

Thinking is—this says: Being has embraced its [i.e., thinking‘s] essence in a destinal 

manner in each case. To embrace a ―thing‖ or a ―person‖ in their essence means to love 

them, to favor them. Thought in a more original way, such favoring means the bestowal 

of their essence as a gift. Such favoring [Mögen] is the proper essence of enabling 

[Vermögen], which not only can achieve this or that, but also can let something essential-

ly unfold in its pro-venance [Her-kunft], that is, let it be. It is on the ―strength‖ [or, by 

force: ―kraft‖] of such enabling by favoring that something is properly able to be. This 

enabling is what is properly ―possible‖ [das ―Mögliche‖], whose essence resides in fa-

voring. From this favoring Being enables thinking. The former makes possible 

[ermöglicht] the latter. Being is the enabling-favoring, the ―may-be‖ [das ―Mög-liche‖]. 
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As the element, Being is the ―quiet force‖ of the favoring-enabling, that is, of the possi-

ble. (W, 316)  

 

Here, the ―quiet force‖ of the possible is thought as the propriative force of Being that, in 

a destinal manner, lets thinking itself be, that is, lets it arrive in its very coming, its provenance. 

Heidegger here hyphenates the German word for ―provenance,‖ Her-kunft, to indicate once again 

the primacy of that coming (Kunft), of that originative force that, in Being and Time, was thought 

in terms of the priority of the futural ekstasis in which Dasein comes toward itself. Here, in the 

―Letter,‖ however, this coming is thought in terms of the arrival of Being itself as the element of 

the possible. Heidegger‘s discussion of the ―quiet force of the possible‖ in terms of favoring, 

embrace, and bestowal here, moreover, unfolds what, in Being and Time, remained relatively un-

developed within this invocation of a ―quiet‖ or ―gentle‖ force: namely, that the word Kraft, 

which in German does not carry the overtones of violence that the English ―force‖ may suggest, 

is not to be understood in terms of any metaphysical or modern conception of potentiality, pow-

er, or energy, but rather in terms of a gentle strength or resourcefulness that comprises the hidden 

preserve of Being. 

What, in Being and Time, is identified as ―the quiet force of the possible‖ that ―comes 

toward,‖ approaches and thus addresses Dasein in its futural character—that is, in the futural 

character of the force of the possible itself—is thus, as Heidegger himself later declares, nothing 

other than the approach or address of Being itself, as it announces itself to thinking in its destinal 

character. Yet it is important to see that this destinal character of Being becomes manifest only in 

and through a projection of authentic historiology and its rootedness in the authentic historicality 

of Dasein. Dasein‘s futural character, its coming toward itself, is, more originally conceived, the 

destinal force of Being itself, and such force is disclosed to thinking only in and through the his-

toriological presentation that, in Being and Time, is conceived as the Destruktion of the history 

of philosophy. On the one hand, this implies that insight into the destinal character of Being can-

not, therefore, come about via reflection on the project of Destruktion alone, but entails an ap-

preciation of how Destruktion, as a historiological project, is grounded in the historicality of 

Dasein. On the other hand, it implies that the later thought of the history of Being as destinal 
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cannot itself be thought without historiological presentation of the history of philosophy, of the 

traces left by Dasein that has been there.
154

 

To return, by way of conclusion, to an earlier question: What does Heidegger mean when 

he later refers to the ―naiveté‖ of the ontological Destruktion? In what does such naiveté consist 

precisely? It is important to remember that in Being and Time, the Destruktion of the history of 

philosophy was not yet fully accomplished, but only intimated in its necessity by reference to the 

Greek beginning and its subsequent transformations, and projected for Part Two of the project. It 

is projected as an undoing (Ablösung) of those concealments that find their origin in the Greek 

beginning and that are perpetuated by the subsequent transformations in the tradition of the histo-

ry of philosophy that proceeds from that beginning. The dismantling of such concealments, how-

ever, contrary to what Being and Time suggests, does not lead us back to ―original ‗sources‘ ― 

(21) or ―original experiences‖ (22) from which the Greek understanding of Being derives, and 

which would now be fully revealed, as it were, beyond all concealments.
155

 Nor does it lead to an 

ultimate ―proof‖ of Dasein‘s tendency to fall prey, not merely to tradition, but to the ―world‖ of 

its concern and to understand its own Being and Being in general in terms of ―nature‖—as  if 

such an understanding were a kind of inevitable fact or fatality, beyond all historical determina-

tion. It leads, rather, to an insight into Dasein‘s ekstatic temporality as exceeding the horizon of 

presence that determined the Greek beginning, and thereby to an insight into the historical de-

termination of presence itself—that is, into the history of Being itself as the destinal sending of 

presence. The Destruktion is not simply the dismantling of those concealments of Being that 

comprise the history of philosophy; rather, it can now be seen as ―the dissolution, the disman-

tling of that which  has destined itself [sich zuschickt] as Being since the beginning in the unin-

terrupted sequence of transformations that the history of philosophy presents.‖ (VS, 133) The 

                                                           
154

 This point has been convincingly argued by Robert Bernasconi from the perspective of the later Hei-

degger‘s history of Being. See his essay ―Descartes in the History of Being: Another Bad Novel?‖ In: 

Heidegger in Question: The Art of Existing (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1993), chapter 9. 
155

 It is important to note that in the lectures immediately following the publication of Being and Time, 

The Basic Problems of Phenomenology and The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic, the appeal to ―pri-

mordial experiences‖ is conspicuously absent. The point is noted by Robert Bernasconi in his essay ―Re-

petition and Tradition: Heidegger‘s Destructuring of the Distinction Between Essence and Existence in 

Basic Problems of Phenomenology.‖ See Reading Heidegger From the Start: Essays in His Earliest 

Thought, eds. Kisiel & van Buren (Albany: SUNY, 1994), chapter 7, note 8. 
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concealments of Being that constitute the history of philosophy, in other words, are not mere 

concealments, but as concealments, they are at the same time the manifold ways in which Being 

has destined itself positively, not beyond, but in and through its very withdrawal, its self-

concealment. In showing that the horizon of our understanding of Being exceeds that horizon of 

presence that was determinative for the Greek beginning, Heidegger noted in his LeThor seminar 

of 1969, the analytic of Dasein enables us to delimit the meaning of Being in its non-

metaphysical sense. With this, he states, the Destruktion has attained its goal. But now, he con-

tinues,  

 

it becomes visible that the various concealments of the incipient [anfänglich] meaning of 

Being maintain an essential relation to that which they conceal.  The history of metaphys-

ics thereby receives a fundamentally different significance. Its diverse fundamental posi-

tions can henceforth be understood positively as a sequence of ever new transformations 

of the incipient meaning, transformations that belong together in the unity of a singular 

destiny—hence the name ―destiny of Being‖ to designate the epochs of Being. (VS, 77) 

 

In other words, it can now be seen that the sequence of concealments that constitute the 

history of philosophy are not a fault or shortcoming of philosophy: they are not a result of the 

history of philosophy, but first enable and give rise to that very history, and for this reason alone 

can be read in and through that history as belonging to the history of Being itself. Nor are those 

concealments the result of Dasein‘s falling, of some kind of failure or inauthenticity on the part 

of Dasein. Not only that, however: The history of Being can itself be thought and is thinkable 

only by virtue of the trace of Being‘s self-concealment that manifests itself as the history of phi-

losophy—by virtue, that is, of that oblivion of Being that first called forth the original project of 

Destruktion. Being‘s oblivion, was, from the beginning, never sheer oblivion: it always was, and 

always will have been, the ―quiet force‖ of the possible. 
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What Homer can teach us about Seynsgeschichte 

 

William Koch (University of South Florida) 

 

 

Abstract:  

 

This paper is an attempt to expand upon Heidegger‘s project of thinking the History of 

Being through an overt engagement with that project‘s limitations. It is in this sense, 

then, both a carrying forward and a renovation. The limitation I have in mind is Heideg-

ger‘s focus upon philosophy, and more specifically written philosophy, for the tracing of 

the History of Being. This limitation will be addressed by asking what Homer might be 

able to tell us about the historical unfolding that Heidegger traces in his investigations. 

As this is a very large project, this paper will sketch the avenues the investigation might 

take and then focus in detail upon the potential importance of Homeric simile for the path 

of thinking we embark upon with Heidegger. 

 

Section One: Seynsgeschichte  

 

Stated very briefly, Heidegger‘s History of Being or Seynsgeschichte is his attempt to trace the 

ways in which being has been disclosed through the course of Western History from that histo-

ry‘s supposed beginning in Ancient Greece. Such a history serves to make us aware of the impli-

cit conceptions of being which structure the ways in which anything else can show up as mea-

ningful for us. In making our grounding understanding of being explicit such a history provides 

for the possibility of reality showing up differently for us in two ways. First, it provides us with 

the thoughtful distance from such grounding assumptions that opens up a space in which a new 

way of relating to things can occur. Second, it highlights possibilities within the thinking of be-

ing embodied in Western history that have not been allowed to hold sway within our life-world. 

In other words, the History of Being is futural insofar as it attempts to understand and make clear 

what has been present, but concealed, from the beginning within our history such that it can 

serve to open up new meaningful ways of life. This is the sense in which Heidegger, for example 

in his Contributions to Philosophy, seeks to trace the history of philosophy back to its ―first be-
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ginning‖ in Ancient Greece so that the chance of a leap into an ―other beginning‖, hidden within 

or beside the first, may be possible.
156

  

 Heidegger presents the history of the First Beginning as stretching from the understand-

ing of being contained within Anaximander to that found in Nietzsche.
157

 The understanding of 

being which finds expression in the work of Nietzsche, as understood by Heidegger, is further 

seen to be that which grounds the contemporary calculative technological reduction of all beings 

to brute meaningless usable raw material. This contemporary understanding is seen, however, to 

have arisen from a specific interpretation of the originary experience of being found within An-

cient Greece. Specifically, the experience of rising into appearance and passing away into con-

cealment that Heidegger presents as the original experience of both Phusis and Aletheia gets se-

dimented by the Milesian Pre-Socratic philosophers, such as Thales and Anaximander, into an 

interest in uncovering that which is always present for all beings (Arche understood as universal 

basic principle) or that which is the ground and governing origin of all beings (Arche understood 

as origin and ultimate being). In the first case we have the birth of ontology in Thales‘ positing 

of water as the universal principle of being and in the second case we have the birth of theology 

in Anaximander‘s positing of the Apeiron as the first and greatest being.
158

 This manner of inves-

tigating being will be taken up in Plato and Aristotle, and leads through them to the entire history 

of philosophy. From the time of Thales, whose work is lost, and Anaximander, from whom we 

have one partial fragment, the guiding question of Western metaphysics will be ―What is a be-

ing?‖ and it will be answered in terms of what is always present, understood as being in general, 

and what is highest or first, understood as the primary being. The history of being in the West, 

then, is a history in which being is understood in terms of presence and theorized in an onto-

theological manner. This path leads ultimately to technological enframing in which presence has 

come to dominant to such an extent that even the problematic subject/object focused epistemolo-

                                                           
156  See, for example, section 85 entitled ―The Originary Coming-into-Its-Own of the First Beginning 

Means Gaining  a Foothold in the Other Beginning‖ of Contributions to Philosophy (From Enowning) 

Parvis Emad and Kenneth Maly trans. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999).  

157  Ibid. Section 119. 

158  This reading of Heidegger‘s view of the Pre-Socratics is influenced by that presented by Iain 

Thomson in his  Heidegger on Ontotheology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). See espe-

cially p. 32  
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gy of modern philosophy dissolves into a continuum of undifferentiated potential energy perpe-

tually present, or on-call, for use.
159

     

 Heidegger suggests that this history has served to conceal from the very start the original 

experience of Phusis and Aletheia. In seeking that which is constant under the flux of appearing 

philosophy has lost sight of the event nature of all givenness. It is the event, and not something 

coming before it or hidden unchanging beneath it, that is the original experience of being. To 

make this clear Heidegger attempts to reveal the other path history could have, and still might, 

take. He does so, for example, by uncovering it in the work of Heraclitus and Parmenides or even 

noting hints of it within Anaximander‘s one remaining fragment despite Anaximander‘s theolog-

ical turn. What Heidegger doesn‘t do, however, is attempt to fully trace the experience of being 

which echoes within the Pre-Socratics back to their closest and most overpowering influence, the 

epic poetic tradition as embodied by the Homeric works. This is a fateful failure. Heidegger has 

restricted his conception of thought to the written word as we see when he asserts that ―The old-

est saying about beings that has been handed down is Anaximander‘s fragment.‖
160

 or that Anax-

imander‘s fragment is ―…considered the oldest fragment of Western thinking.‖
161

 One is 

tempted to ask in exasperation whether Homer, who represents a vast collection of thought 

which has certainly been handed down to us, has anything to say about beings.
162

 Certainly, the 

Mycenaean culture which the Iliad and Odyssey are generally taken to primarily depict might be 

dismissed as a pre-Greek Eastern precursor to Western thinking but the line of rhapsodes which 

preserved, while crafting, the poems during the oral period of early Greek history were not My-

cenaean except, perhaps, at the beginning of the tradition.
163

 Beyond this, the inestimable influ-

ence that Homer, and the oral poetic tradition in general, had upon all Greek thought surely 

                                                           
159  For a discussion of this development see Martin Heidegger The Question Concerning Technolo-

gy and Other Essays William Lovitt trans. (New York: Harper and Row, 1977) p. 23 

160  Contributions p. 133 

161 Early Greek Thinking David Farrell Krell and Frank A. Capuzzi trans. (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1975) p. 13 

162  As we will discuss later, Heidegger himself does admit that Homer has something to say about 

beings but it is presumed to be the same understanding of being found in Anaximander. Ibid. p. 33-37 

163  ―The diction of Homer was archaic and yet constantly renewed, and that accounts for the exis-

tence side by side of terms and linguistic forms from the Mycenaean dialect of the Achaean heroes, from 

the contemporary world of Homer himself and from many anonymous generations between.‖ G. S. Kirk 

Homer and the Oral Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976) p. 6  
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makes Homeric thought an unavoidable element of western thought if not, perhaps, its very 

foundation despite its origin in Mycenaean culture.  

Heidegger also takes himself to be restricting his inquiry to philosophy, i.e. to a certain 

way of thinking about being, specifically ontotheological metaphysical thinking based on the 

primacy of presence, which he takes to have originated with the Pre-Socratic philosophers. In 

doing so he is maintaining the divide in his own thought between philosophical and poetic dis-

closure. In this sense the avoidance of Homer need not be understood pejoratively, indeed as 

poetic disclosure and thought Homeric epic might be taken to be a model of thought that does 

not fall victim to the abandonment of being which occurs in the primacy of presence. But if this 

is the case then surely Homer offers assistance to Heraclitus and Parmenides in pointing the way 

to the Other Beginning. Beyond this, whether or not Homer contains elements of ontotheological 

metaphysical thought can only be decided after the careful examination that Heidegger fails to 

present us with. Of course it is also the case that the Pre-Socratics would not have conceived of 

themselves as philosophers engaged in philosophy, a word which wasn‘t to take on its more 

technical sense until the time of Socrates even if it was used by Heraclitus, but rather in most 

cases the Pre-Socratics probably thought about what they did as a new form of poetry. This is 

especially the case in Parmenides, Xenophanes and very likely Heraclitus.
164

 This being the case, 

it is easy to make the argument that the Pre-Socratics need to be read in the light of their descent 

from, and response to, Homer and not in terms of the way in which they are, all unknowning, on 

the way to Plato. For this reason alone Homer demands consideration in the history of the guid-

ing question of the first beginning since that question was very likely born from, or in response 

to, Homeric poetry. 

 As already suggested, Heidegger locates the First Beginning at the birth of written lan-

guage in Greece thus privileging in his history the written word over spoken language. In not 

having done so explicitly, however, he has missed part of what the Pre-Socratics demonstrate for 

us. Specifically, as argued so powerfully by thinkers such as Eric Havelock and Kevin Robb,
165

 

                                                           
164  Indeed it is even possible to argue that Plato himself, despite his character Socrates‘ protestations 

to the contrary,  conceived of philosophy in the form of dialogue as an improved form of poetry.    

165  See, for example, Havelock ―The Linguistic Task of the Presocratics‖ and Robb ―Preliterate 

Ages and the Linguistic Art of Heraclitus‖ both in Language and Thought in Early Greek Philosophy Ke-

vin Robb ed. (LaSalle, Il: The Hegeler Institute, 1983)  
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the Pre-Socratices represent a cultural shift from orality to literacy in the course of which the 

ability for truly abstract thought was developed and thus the possibility of philosophy as we 

know it was grounded. Philosophy could not have begun until writing provided the possibility 

for a permanent a-temporal representation of argumentation and thought which leads naturally to 

a focus on abstract ideas versus the concrete examples of a narrative dependent oral culture. If, 

then, the First Beginning involves a privileging of presence and abstract universality it is no sur-

prise it began with those thinkers influenced by the, still recent, cultural achievement of writing 

which alone makes abstraction and universality possible. This also suggests, however, that the 

Other Beginning may necessarily be a development of Homeric elements of an oral culture still 

present within Western thought. This gives us reason to think, for example, that Heraclitus as one 

of the key sheltering figures of the Other Beginning is closer to Homer than he is to philosophy. 

        

Section Two: From Anaximander to Homer 

 

Most of us are familiar with the many ways in which what we might want to call the Homeric 

worldview is strikingly foreign from our own. There are any number of provocative differences 

that lend themselves to philosophical use, for example Homer‘s supposed lack of a concept of 

body
166

 or the apparent ―aggregate nature‖ of the Homeric world which is made up of ―aggre-

gates without ‗essence‘ or ‗substance‘‖
167

 or finally the missing concept of mind or soul.
168

 But 

these observations are in need of grounding in the details of Homeric Epic and if we wish to 

connect them to Heidegger‘s History of Being we should start where Heidegger does. If, as Hei-

degger claims, the original Greek experience of being is captured for us in the self-revealing and 

concealing contained in the words Phusis and Aletheia let us ask ourselves how this original ex-

perience shows up within Homer.  

                                                           
166  On this topic see Bruno Snell ―Homer‘s View of Man‖ in Homer‘s Iliad: Modern Critical Inter-

pretations Harold Bloom ed. (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987). ―Of course the Homeric man 

had a body exactly like that of the later Greeks, but he did not know it qua body, but merely as the sum 

total of his limbs.‖ p. 51 

167  Paul Feyerabend ―Reason, Xenophanes and the Homeric Gods‖ in Feyerabend Farewell to Rea-

son (New York: Verso, 1990) p. 97 

168  Snell ―Homer‘s View of Man‖  
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 Our earlier presentation of the exclusivity of Heidegger‘s interest was slightly overstated. 

Heidegger did, in fact, engaged himself briefly with Homer. For example, during his investiga-

tion of the Anaximander fragment he turns to Homer in order to clarify the understanding of be-

ing contained in the word ἔον. There he identifies Homer as offering ―…an opportunity which in 

terms of its subject matter, its time, and the realm to which it belongs, lies outside philosophy, 

and which from every point of view precedes the pronouncements of thinking.‖
169

 Heidegger 

then turns to an interpretation of the description of Kalchas the seer from Iliad Book One lines 

68-72. Heidegger focuses primarily on line 70.
170

 First he discusses the term for ―who knew‖ or 

―ᾔδη‖ in order to point out that it is a pluperfect form of the perfect form of the word for seeing. 

Thus, knowing is a mode of seeing but, more importantly, knowing is an always already having 

seen. As Heidegger puts it, knowing the future for the seer is ―seeing the future tense out of the 

perfect‖
171

 i.e. out of the past. The seer then knows the future in the present moment because he 

sees out of the past the concealed future within the present. Thus the simple word for knowing 

already opens up onto Aletheia, the disclosive event of present appearing that contains within it 

as concealed the past and the future. The rest of Heidegger‘s analysis extends this connection 

between the understanding of knowledge and Aletheia to the word for being, ἐόνηα, such that 

being too is conceived on the model of the appearance of the past and future in the present in a 

privative mode. What is perhaps most important for us is that this understanding of being in 

terms of a presencing that contains each of the temporal dimensions, or ecstasies, is the same un-

derstanding of being Heidegger will find in Anaximander. Homer seems to offer us no further 

tools for thinking the History of Being than the Pre-Socratics do, therefore the necessity of think-

ing our way into Homer in order to understand the history of philosophy seems to be elided. But 

it is possible that Heidegger did not seek far enough to find the right mode of entrance into that 

which comes to appearance within the Iliad. Most specifically, he seems to have failed to think 

about the nature of thought in an oral culture. 

 We can better see what it is that Heidegger may be missing in his engagement with both 

Anaximander and Homer when we ask ourselves what, perhaps unnoticed by Heidegger, occurs 

in his retranslation of the Anaximander fragment. The full text in which the fragment appears 

                                                           
169  Early Greek Thinking p. 32 

170  This line runs ―who knew all that is, is to be, or once was‖ or ―ς δη  ᾽ όνηα  ᾽ ζζόμενα  ᾽ όνηα‖. 

171  Ibid p. 34 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e)%2Fon&la=greek&prior=h)=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=h)%2F%7Cdh&la=greek&prior=o(%5Cs
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e)o%2Fnta&la=greek&prior=t'
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runs: ―Whence things have their origin, there they must also pass away according to necessity; 

for they must pay penalty and be judged for their injustice, according to the ordinance of 

time.‖
172

 What is thought to authentically be the actual words of Anaximander as translated here 

are ―…according to necessity; for they must pay penalty and be judged for their injustice...‖ If 

we trust the context, and thus take this fragment to be discussing the nature of things generally, 

then we might note a clear connection to the practices of oral poetry. Specifically, things in gen-

eral are discussed in active words in terms of human relations such as injustice (ἀδικίας), judg-

ment or custom (δίκην) and payment (ηιζιν, which is derived from ηίω the verb meaning to pay 

honor). Without a written language, oral traditions favor concrete active examples as easier to 

remember and pass on.  

Heidegger‘s translation of the fragment runs ―…along the lines of usage; for they let or-

der and thereby also reck belong to one another (in the surmounting) of disorder.‖
173

 Despite the 

provocative echoes Heidegger brings out in his translation, for example in the move from the 

fairly uninformative ―according to necessity‖ to ―along the lines of usage‖ which leads to reflec-

tions about the gathering affected by language and social practice, Heidegger has also translated 

the very plausible active language of oral concrete example into a passive abstract formulation 

highly influenced by the written word. For example, the infinitive of the active direct object tak-

ing Greek verb ―to give‖, διδόναι whose root δο leads to the Latin ―do‖ or ―dare‖, is translated 

by Heidegger into the Germen verb ―to let‖, lassen, which requires another verb to complete it. 

Beyond this the concrete δίκην and ἀδικίας with their echoes of shared custom and human 

agreement, and the breaking of this trust, have been transformed into the German Fug and un-

Fug from the German word for joining. This concept of joining and jointure, although not as ab-

stract as we get in the English translations ―order‖ and ―disorder‖, nonetheless distances us from 

the human or divine world of action, custom, and agreement in favor of something like the car-

penter‘s world of conjoined wooden boards. I wish to stress here that the question is not that of 

the accuracy of Heidegger‘s translation insofar as I admit translation is always interpretation and 

commentary. The question is what Heidegger has revealed himself to have failed to see or bring 

                                                           
172  Ibid. p. 13 

173  Ibid. p. 57 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=do&la=greek&prior=di/dwmi


104 

 

 

 

out of concealment in his translation, and the answer seems to be Anaximander‘s embeddedness 

within an oral culture only just beginning to shift due to the dominance of writing.   

   

Section Three: Phusis and Homeric Simile 

   

Heidegger, in focusing upon the general Greek Aletheic connection of knowledge with seeing 

and temporality with presence, failed to strike upon what was essential in Homer. With the orali-

ty of the epic poetic tradition as our clue we might be able to do better. Since the time of Milman 

Perry the answer has been available to us, what is essential to Homer in contrast with the Pre-

Socratics or later philosophy is Homer‘s necessary reliance upon formulaic expression which 

lends itself to memorization.
174

 This formulaic expression is found most prominently in Homer‘s 

famous fixed epithets and the practice of Homeric simile. If we ask, then, whether what is essen-

tial to Homer in contrast with those who came after the epic tradition contains a unique and use-

ful thinking of being we should turn to epithet and simile. In this work we shall focus upon si-

mile.  

 The Homeric poems are internally and essentially divided not unlike the entire tradition 

of ontotheological metaphysics, which swings between general being and highest being. In 

Homer this divide is most powerfully found between the content of Homeric simile and the con-

tent of the epic narrative. Generally simile serves to unify apparently divided spheres, most often 

the world of mortals and gods with that of nature. Heroes become horses or lions and armies be-

come waves. If, then, the Homeric simile will have something to tell us about the Homeric expe-

rience of being it will likely be in terms of Phusis. What is less apparent, but just as important, is 

that Homeric simile also serves to bring into contact two different, and often contradictory, views 

of life.
175

 The content of Homeric simile is not just that of unbridled nature, rather it is often also 

                                                           
174  I should note that I have no interest in the question of whether or not ―Homer‖ existed. I use the 

term Homer to refer to the composers of the Iliad and Odyssey. ―Homer‖, then, is a line of several genera-

tions of oral poetic performers stretching from the Mycenaean period through the Greek dark ages and 

Archaic period to the birth of writing in Greece. Each of these poets offered additions and alterations to 

the final creations which are the epics of Homer. 

175  ―The similes not only deal, often enough, with subjects remote from the heroic world – with 

wasps‘  nests, and small boys beating donkeys, and flies clustering around the milk-pail, and men arguing 
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that of an agrestic and decidedly unheroic way of life involving, for example, the herding of 

sheep or the milking of cows. Beyond this the nature encountered in the Homeric simile is at 

odds with the nature encountered in the epic story itself.
176

 In the similes seasons occur, weather 

rages, and generally nature resists or even assaults the actions and desires of humanity. In the 

epic narrative of the Iliad itself weather plays almost no role except for supernatural interven-

tions from Zeus and there are no seasons. The very behavior of nature in relation to humanity is 

different in the story than in simile. As Frankel puts it:  

 

In the simile, bulls or oxen are often slaughtered; they resist the people who are pulling 

them, they struggle, they roar, they collapse prone. In the narrative, cattle are slaughtered 

often enough, they do nothing. They are simply objects… In the Iliad‘s narrative, the 

whole of nature serves its masters, humans and gods. It is always present when it is 

needed. If the warrior wants to throw a stone he needs only to reach for it: it will lie there 

at hand, exactly the right size. But nature will never obtrude.
177

    

  

When we take into account that the language of most of the similes, especially the longest 

similes in which these contrasts are most pronounced, is generally from later in the oral period 

than the language of the narrative
178

 we begin to see Homeric simile playing out a clash between 

the late oral or early Archaic Greek perspective and the Mycenaean perspective of the epic itself.  

The formulation of the tension within the Iliad I just presented is a little to simplistic, it is rather 

that late oral and early Archaic Greece had this division as a central aspect of its worldview. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
over the boundaries of their fields, and women staining ivory – but they do so in a way that reveals a quite 

distinct  and unheroic view of life and action.‖ Kirk Homer and the Oral Tradition p. 8 

176 In this investigation I will be restricting myself to the Iliad as important changes in the contrast 

between the content of the epic and the content of simile occur in the Odyssey accompanied by a lesser 

role for  simile in general in the structure of the poem. 

177 H. Frankel ―The Essence and Nature of the Homeric Similes‖ in Homer: German Scholarship in 

 Translation G.M. Wright and P.V. Jones trans. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997) p. 

108-109. Frankel‘s essay also discusses extensively each of the contrasts I have mentioned between na-

ture in the Homeric simile and nature in the epic narrative. 

178 ―Yet it is significant that the language of the similes, which are especially frequent and form a 

conspicuous element of style in the Iliad, is not only often untraditional (which might be expected from 

their unheroic subject-matter) but is often demonstrably late within the time-range of the oral tradition.‖ 

Kirk Homer and the Oral Tradition p.6 
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While we are familiar enough with the idea of literature offering a contrasting view from domi-

nant social traditions, indeed we will find this prominently in the common Pre-Socratic criticism 

of Homer found in Heraclitus or Xenophanes, the Homeric poem is not to be understood as a 

singular creation in contrast with its cultural context. As Havelock makes clear, in an oral culture 

a foundational work such as the epic cycle of Homer plays the role of both common everyday 

speech and preserved prioritized speech. In other words, we need not uncover within the unique 

Homeric vision the view of the world within which that vision was formulated, as we have to do 

for example with Anaximander. Rather, the Homeric state of mind just is the common state of 

mind of the late oral period and on into the early Archaic period.
179

 As such the division between 

simile and narrative in the Iliad is an essential characteristic of the culture itself and not a clash 

between two time periods or cultures. 

If we attend to the sort of process this tension becomes in the form of Homeric simile we 

realize that simile can play both a deconstructive and disclosive role. The simile is deconstruc-

tive when it serves to call into question the heroic values and worldview that appears with only 

minor problematizing within the narrative itself. The simile is disclosive when it serves to reveal 

something about the nature of the narrative object that the simile discusses which the story itself 

does not necessarily make apparent. In this way the simile actively plays out the intrusion into 

one coherent life world the disclosive force of another life world with the foundation of this 

power being the tension between the passive objectified nature of the Heroic narrative and the 

active insuppressible nature of the simile. A good example of this, which Kirk analyses exten-

sively, can be found in Iliad book 16 lines 259-267.
180

 There the Myrmidons, newly allowed to 

                                                           
179 See Eric Havelock ―The Homeric State of Mind‖ in Homer‘s Iliad: Modern Critical Interpreta-

tions p. 64 

180 ―Straightway they poured forth like wasps  

 by the roadside, which boys habitually provoke, 

 always taunting them – wasps that have their homes by the road; 

 thoughtless boys; they make a common evil for many people. 

 Those wasps, if some traveled going by 

 Unwittingly disturbs them, summon up all their defensive spirit 

 And each one of them flies forth and fights in defense of his offspring. 

 With heart and spirit like theirs the Myrmidons 

 Poured then from among the ships.‖ 
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join the battle by Achilles, pour with Patroclus from the ships and are compared to a swarm of 

wasps provoked by playful boys and randomly attacking anyone who passes by on the road. We 

can‘t help but be called up short by the odd comparison of the fierce group of great Greek war-

riors to randomly attacking angry wasps provoked to becoming ―a common evil for many 

people‖. Not only are there almost darkly comedic echoes here of the pointlessness and destruc-

tive nature of the heroic way of life, and warfare in general, but also a foreshadowing of the fra-

gility of the warriors and the soon to die Patrocles. Here we have both deconstruction and disclo-

sure through a simile containing non-heroic subject matter and a view of nature incompatible 

with that of the epic. 

If we ask, then, what Homeric simile tells us about the Homeric experience of being in 

the form of Phusis the answer is that we are offered an already fractured experience. Simile, as a 

unique form of Aletheia, plays across the chasm between the subservience of unchanging Phusis 

to Mycenaean heroes and gods, and the resistant temporally unfolding self-movement of Phusis 

for the Dark Age Greeks. In-between these two experiences of Phusis we find the cataclysm, the 

fall of Troy and the collapse of the entire heroic Mycenaean civilization which Troy‘s fall he-

ralded. As these experiences war in Homer‘s Iliad we can‘t help but feel that something of the 

Mycenaean civilization‘s doom echoes in the narrative‘s assumption of a placid dominated Phu-

sis perpetually present for use. But back in that earlier play between a Mycenaean First Begin-

ning and a Greek Other Beginning, can we not also perhaps see the shape of what would become 

technological enframing and our own Trojan wars? Whether this is the case or not, it is very like-

ly from the soil of Homeric simile that the Pre-Socratics, and the history they spawned, grew.   
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From Experience to Philosophy  

 

Cathy Leblanc (Université Catholique de Lille, France) 

 

 

The history of philosophy has shown that a philosophical message could take many a different 

form. If we consider the hero in Homer to carry a philosophical message that can shape the hu-

man soul and teach the human spirit, then, we can say that philosophy ranges from the narrative 

to the treatise. With the Presocratics that we know through mysterious fragments of poetic na-

ture, we attend the birth of rationality. Parmenides makes the connection between path (metho-

dos) and truth (aletheia).  

With Pythagoras, whether he did exist or not, the philosopher is described as he who is 

not going to fight in the arena, or bet upon the fight, but as he who is capable of watching and 

then, of leaving while throwing his cape on his right shoulder, thus embodying the figure of a 

fair man. This capacity of standing at a distance will much later be developed by the Stoicians. 

So far we can say that the philosopher is characterized by his capacity not to get involved in the 

worldly scene with worldly passions. An image of wisdom we already find in Euripides. 

This standing at a distance is going to find a new expression with Plato for two main rea-

sons. First of all the discussion bears on abstract themes or evolves towards universal abstraction. 

Then, it relies on the dialogue, that is to say that the intersubjectivity (dialectic) in movement is 

going to give rise to a conclusion that should not vary and that should locate itself beyond any 

contradiction. 

 Philosophy in the form of treatise only appears with Aristotle with a strong emphasis on 

the construction of logic.  

 Heidegger marks a rupture in the evolution of philosophy and its history. We are no long-

er weaving rationality [Logik als Wesen der Sprache]
181

, or treating rationality as the only opera-

tor of thinking. We are not longer using the traditional linguistic means to build ideas, we are no 

longer speaking of concepts such as it was the case before, we are no longer using questions to 
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 Martin HEIDEGGER, Logik als die Frage nach dem Wesen der Sprache, Bd38, Frankfurt-am-Main, 

Vittorio Klostermann Verlag, 1998. 
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find answers, we are no longer keeping to a scientific discourse. We are in the midst of a new 

linguistic construction that proposes the reader, the listener, the student, a new kind of philosoph-

ical experience. 

 My aim in this paper will be to try and explore the philosophical experience Heidegger 

offers his readership. This might consist in trying to understand the context he needs and estab-

lishes so as to make his meditations possible. 

In other words, I would like to answer a simple question: what does the experience of 

reading Heidegger consist in? Or where does Heidegger lead us? Is the experience of thinking 

that Heidegger ―offers‖ the same as that he ―talks about‖? This inquiry should enable us to un-

derstand why judgment as a means of philosophizing might not find any room or possibility in 

Heidegger‘s thinking.  

 

1. What does the word ―experience‖ mean for Heidegger? 

a. Heidegger and the Greeks 

 

Ever since the Greek antiquity, philosophy has been recognized as resting essentially on our ca-

pacity to marvel and to be astonished (Metaphysics, A, a). This astonishment makes the opening 

possible not only as regards the meaning of the world, but as regards the essence of things.  

The word ―opening‖ is one of Heidegger‘s favorite words. Conceiving of an opening 

answered an epistemological need as well as the unveiling that finds its root in the Greek notion 

of aletheia.  

The great thinker of the aletheia is Parmenides. The connection between the notion of 

truth and the experience of truth is established by Heidegger right at the beginning of his expla-

nation: 

 

―To think the true means to experience the true in its essence and, in such essential expe-

rience, to know the truth of what is true.‖
182
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 Martin HEIDEGGER, Parmenides, trans. André Schuwer and Richard Rojcewicz, Indiana University 

Press, 1998, p.1. 
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Little by little we understand that this experience takes place in an abstract space. At this 

stage, it becomes difficult to conceive of an experience achieved within the abstract field since 

the concept of experience precisely implies the very materiality through which it can take place. 

What kind of experience is that which takes place within the abstract field?  

According to Heidegger, Parmenides‘ poem is not poetical but didactic. The process of 

learning is emphasized. The process of learning is then redefined so that the stress is not so much 

put on Parmenides‘ address to the reader than on the reader‘s attention to Parmenides‘ message. 

Parmenides does not address himself to us but, on the contrary we have to make an effort to 

reach the meaning of his words:  

 

―Everything depends on our paying heed to the claim arising out of the thoughtful 

word.‖
183

 

 

The purpose of this attention is to reach Parmenides‘ ―dictum‖, that is to say ―the whole 

of their utterances‖. Thus, the initial experience becomes that of attention: ―to think is to heed the 

essential‖. After learning as the initial experience, knowing appears:  

 

―What we usually call ‗knowing‘ is being acquainted with something and its qualities.‖
184

 

 

The experience leading to knowledge is not the common experience of familiarity or ac-

quaintance that leads to domination or mastering. It is defined in terms of an overcoming:  

 

―Such ‗knowledge‘ seizes the being, ‗dominates‘ it, and thereby goes beyond it and con-

stantly surpasses it.‖
185

 

 

This finds an echo in the Principle of Reason.
186

 Mozart is evoked to show the global vi-

sion of things. When composing, Mozart had a global vision of his work. This global vision is 
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mentioned in the tradition of the view from afar that characterized Ancient Greece (cf. Pierre 

Hadot). The question becomes: how is it possible to have this overview without mastering?  

Little by little, the position of the thinker is specified as well as his experience thought of 

as Erfahrung:  

 

―Essential ‗knowing‘ does not lord it over what it knows but is solicitous toward it.‖
187

 

 

The mastering attitude does not enable one to reach Being. On the contrary, humbleness, 

listening, withdrawal will lead to the opening on Being:  

 

―essential knowing, heedfulness, is a retreat in face of Being. In such retreating we see 

and we perceive essentially more, namely something quite different from the product of 

the remarkable procedure of modern science.‖ 

 

A detail is then given, which concerns the type of materiality characterizing the space in 

which the experience takes place. It differentiates itself from the void. If we do not stand in the 

call of Being, that is to say, if we do not heed in its direction, then things happen in the void. On 

the contrary, if we are cautious enough, if we stand in the withdrawal, if we follow, so to speak 

the call of being, then we see, we perceive essentially more. 

The tone is given. The experience will consist in seeing, in perceiving. By this expe-

rience, we stand right in the Parmenidian correspondance between noein and einai (Fr. 3 : to gar 

auto noein estin te kai einai). 

The experience then becomes parallel to the myth told by the poet. There is a parallel in-

deed between the greeting of the goddess and that which is expected from Being. The myth sup-

plies the idea of truth with a body, that of the Goddess. But she is the truth and not the Goddess 

of the truth (no adjunct). With this precision, Heidegger recalls us of the necessity of entering the 

idea and avoid the representational distance that would not guaranty an access to Being. The 

truth is no noun adjunct or complement, it is what the Goddess is. And :  

 

                                                           
187

 Ibid. 



112 

 

 

 

―If Parmenides calls the goddess ―truth‖, then here truth itself is being experienced as a 

goddess.‖ 

 

The utterance makes us feel the materiality of embodiment although we are kindly re-

minded that the goddess ‗truth‘ is abstract and that Parmenides may use this device to introduce 

more fullness or color to his ‗otherwise too abstract thoughts‘. 

The experience of thought is thus conceived of as an experience through abstraction with 

a relief, a materiality, so to speak. It enables us to ―move‖ ourselves forward in the tradition of 

the way of thinking. 

The experience of thought implies a transformation.
188

 However, what Heidegger seeks is 

the very way the Greeks experienced the essence of truth.
189

 He tries to position himself exactly 

as the Greeks did. 

It is not long before we come back to the experience of astonishment, which is not named 

as such :   

 

―The poetry of a poet or the treatise of a thinker stands within its own proper unique 

word. It compels us to perceive this word again and again as if we were hearing it for the 

first time.‖
190

  

 

And:  

 

―these newborn words transpose us in every case to a new shore.‖ 

 

The attention to the claim of being gives room to the respect for language. This respect 

for language is made our duty. The he/his of the thinker of the poem becomes the we/our of our 

common questioning and interest. The experience is thus set up as an absorbing process so that 

we take part to the struggle for truth, unconcealment still resting essentially on a struggle with 
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concealment. The experience is that of a fight, of a conflict, not anymore between the right and 

wrong, an opposition between the concealed and the unconcealed.  

It is clear that the nature of the experience here is semantic and that Heidegger tries to re-

conquer the semantic landscape of the Greeks once they heard the word ―truth‖. What is it that 

we think of when hearing or listening such or such word? The experience sought is an experience 

through meaning and connections. Being cannot be separated from meaning and the meaning 

acquires its strength thanks to a constantly renewed attention: the very remedy against that which 

goes out of saying and enables forgetfulness. 

 

b. Heidegger and romantic poetry 

 

Does it mean that poetry offers this renewed attention or stimulates it? Does the poetic expe-

rience lead to this renewed vision and perception thanks to which from humbleness we perceive 

Being? 

In his comment of Germany and the Rhine,
191

 Heidegger just proceeds in the same way as 

he proceeds in Parmenides. The approach seems to be the same. To know what poetry consists 

in, one has to make the experience of it. Thus does experience become the lab from which one 

can explore the meaning of the words uttered by the poet. First and foremost, what is being 

sought is the poetic power. We later find that this comes from the poet‘s Erlebnis, that is that 

which he has lived, he has gone through. The words Erfahrung and Erlebnis are not very far 

from each other although the Erlebnis might be closer to just what happens that we cannot really 

escape. Erlebnis is more passive as Erfahrung. Poetry can transform somebody, thus the title Er-

fahrung des Denkens. Erlebnis focusses much more on the day after day experience. A symbolic 

representation is going to transform the poet‘s Erlebnis so that it enables the poetic Erfahrung. 

Heidegger says that Erlebnis verdichtet sich in der Dichtung. A process of transformation is at 

work but we should not be able to define poetry before making the experience (Erfahrung) of it. 

What does Heidegger mean?  
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Just as with Parmenides, this experience thought of as Erfahrung requires that one shows 

the way:  

 

―Aber diese Erfahrung freilich bedarf einer Anweisung.‖
192

  

 

We soon come to the fact that poetry shows something and makes something ob-vious. 

The poet is also he who is exposed to the manifestation of the gods, of the storms. He is he who 

is able to perceive and interpret the signs. We come back to the same conclusion as we met be-

fore and according to which we understood that if we stand in the withdrawal, we will be able to 

see and perceive more essentially. The poet appears as he who is capable of welcome. To poetize 

(dichten) means to perceive the divine signs and to transmit them to the people (Volk). At the 

same time, poetry also becomes the exposition to Being. 

 

2. How are experience and philosophy connected to each other? 

 

The main difficulty I meet while considering Heidegger's philosophy, is the notion of effect or 

efficiency or at least that which we, hic et nunc, call effect and that Heidegger names Wirkung. 

In the now too famous and too often quoted though inexhaustible Letter on Humanism, Heideg-

ger insists on the absence of effect of philosophy. Is this a paradox? I have long thought about 

this and it finally appears that the only solution to get out of this paradox is to question the word 

―effect‖ and wonder what it is that Heidegger calls effect. 

First of all let us consider what we could expect of the idea of an effect in philosophy? 

Would that effect enable us to change in some way? Would an efficient philosophy help us reach 

a sphere from which we would first be excluded? Is there such a thing as an inside and outside of 

philosophy?   

There is in fact no such thing as the passage between the outside of it to the inside of it as 

explained in the Introduction to philosophy, thinking and poetizing
193

 (Einleitung in die philoso-
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phie, GA50). The historial man is already in philosophy. The inscription in philosophy is the re-

sult of a movement. The historial man also reflects upon the past and the future. This is how he 

can locate himself into philosophy. We do not find here any consideration for any ef-

fect/wirkung, whatever it may be. But we find a basic term: that of movement. The historial man 

moves himself through these considerations concerning the past and the future. He protects the 

memory. He covers the whole of Dasein. Philosophy becomes the capacity to be able to think as 

the result of a memory, to keep the link with the past and weave the threads of the past together 

with those of the future, which can concretely mean that you consider the past so as to generate 

new thoughts. As Jean-Luc Marion said in a lecture he gave in January 2011 for the commemo-

ration of the Castelli symposium, in Paris: ―Urkunft ist Zukunft‖. Heidegger calls such an activity 

a sojourn (Aufenhalt). And philosophy is such an Aufenhalt, this very kind of existence through 

which those threads are woven. And since philosophy can rest on poetry, I suggest that the image 

of the weaver can be used to refer to the poet as he who is utterly capable of gathering (sam-

meln), weavering being a way of gathering and connecting things together so that they can hold 

together.  

Now, despite Heidegger‘s repetition that philosophy has no effect, given the dynamic 

process in the thinking, we wonder why this dynamic process would be deprived of any capacity 

to produce effects. That sounds as though it escaped any logical rule of cause/effect relationship. 

Should we ponder here on the logical link between cause and effect and consider what logics 

meant for Heidegger? That seems a little farfetched. So let us consider that which causes effects. 

Some news can cause prodigious effects: the rise of the employment rate is going to produce a 

rise of the stock market. The rain is going to make the passer-by wet. Philosophy does not 

change this kind of incidental layout. And although it brings changes, the notion of change, does 

not go in the same direction as that which is carried by the idea of wisdom that it is sensed to 

convey. So is there something such as wisdom in Heidegger‘s philosophy? If not wisdom, we 

find the notion of ―Gelassenheit‖ which was already Meister Eckhart‘s red line. If philosophy 

should drive to Gelassenheit, that would mean that it teaches the capacity of letting-go, of re-

nouncing to that which the loss threats (Hegel). So that we come to a representation of the inner-

self which escapes the incidental level at which what is commonly called effect can happen.  
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In this sense, philosophy may have no effect given it remains in the field of Being. There 

is actually a language that expresses this difference between the universal or that which lasts, and 

the singular or that which can change:  that is Spanish. In Spanish you have two verbs to trans-

late to be: either you use ser or you use estar. Estar is used for that which can change, that which 

depends on circumstances such as the localization in space: estoy aqui. Ser is more essential. Ser 

is used to identify or define. Philosophy, with Heidegger, is clearly directed towards Being 

(Sein). It is directed towards that which does not change and that we recognize as being ―essen-

tial‖ and at the same time philosophy is always working to be ready to welcome Being.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The philosophical experience is not so much an efficient experience as an experience through 

which one is led to regard the world, the things, while looking for that which is essential. Philos-

ophy is described more than once as the discipline which will enable us to become capable of 

acquiring essential knowledge. The definition Heidegger gives of reading in GA13
194

 goes in the 

same direction: reading is gathering that which leads to essential knowledge. We can follow the 

kind of movement described in the process of the Greek experience or that which is described in 

the poetic experience to reach that which is fundamental. That movement is not a transport in the 

Greek meaning of the word. It is no metaphora. Metaphora or in English, the metaphor belongs 

to the field of representation, which does not enable the gathering (Sammlung) sought by Hei-

degger. According to Paul Ricœur, in The rule of metaphor,
195

 the metaphor creates a gap. The 

difference between the transfers from one position to another in Heidegger‘s work and the meta-

phoric process is that of the distance. The movement we follow in the experience of the Greek 

thought or in the case of the poetic experience is a movement that requires our being, our prox-

imity and not our being at a distance. It leads us towards an essential space. It is not a movement 

that would place us at an abstract and semantic distance from the object it refers to. Things are 

gathered. 
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The difficulty then resides in a differentiation: to consider what is essential means to be 

able to make a difference. However this is highly problematic because making differences, se-

lecting an element rather than another one and by difference to another one implies a process of 

differentiation. This is a notion you find in logic, the science thanks to which we learn the types 

of relations that unite objects. The difference between one element and another can help elabo-

rate proper patterns of reasoning. But how is it possible to consider what is essential without fall-

ing in the well of rationality that is to say using any process of differentiation, without being in 

the attitude of judgment: that is also to say without setting our rationality into motion? How is it 

possible to let this rational attitude and process asleep or astray and get involved into another 

kind of observation, or perception? We believe the whole dynamics of listening and the stress put 

on perception are the keystone of this new way of thinking. This engages the field of argumenta-

tion and the philosophical discourse as a whole since it is no longer considered as a dialectic, an 

activity leading to a point thanks to the invalidation of others. It is no longer a fight to death for 

the sake of being right, either. We are no longer speaking of a battle of argumentation. On the 

contrary we discover another origin of language or another origin from which language itself can 

spring. Can it really escape the rules of rational construction?  

We are, with Heidegger in a new field of reasoning in which the Aristotelian principle of 

non contradiction is not the governing principle. This abstract space is difficult to define. What 

method, indeed can we use to do so and at the same time respect the Heideggerian principles? 

The question is, with Heidegger: how to define meaning when meaning does not rest on a fight 

for argumentation and all that it implies? Are we in an impossible thinking? 

What resource do we have? Can we consider mysticism as a help to guide our under-

standing and the way we may position ourselves? We might not completely exclude the influ-

ence of thinkers such as Karl Barth (Römer Briefe published in 1919) who also used tautologies 

to lead the reader/listener towards meditation, and avoid argumentation. His famous ―Wort ist 

wörtlich‖ and ―die Sprache und die Sache sind eins―
196

 will have no doubt guided Heidegger‘s 

method of thinking. In his work, Karl Barth already erases the rational threshold between speech 

and thing. In his approach of language, Heidegger also insists on the nature of the sign, which 
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Marlène Zarader comments in Paroles de l‘Origine
197

 showing that the common system of refer-

ence has changed. She explains how Heidegger overcome the traditional difference between sig-

nifier and signifying, a difference that was not only studied by Ferdinand de Saussure but, much 

before him by Augustine. The question that remains, of course, is: what does the expression „to 

make sense― mean in the context of the Heideggerian philosophy and meditation? 
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Heidegger and Post-Cartesian Psychoanalysis
 

 

Robert D. Stolorow (Institute of Contemporary Psychoanalysis) 

 

             

The aim of this chapter is to show how Heidegger‘s
1
 existential philosophy enriches post-

Cartesian psychoanalysis and how post-Cartesian psychoanalysis enriches Heidegger‘s existen-

tial philosophy.  

             Ludwig Binswanger and Medard Boss were two early pioneers who saw the value of 

Heidegger‘s analysis of existence for psychotherapy and psychoanalysis. They both proceeded 

―from the top down‖—that is, they started with Heidegger‘s philosophical delineation of essen-

tial existential structures (Being-in-the-world, care, authenticity-inauthenticity, das Man, 

thrownness, existential anxiety, etc.) and applied these to clinical phenomena and the therapeutic 

situation. Although Binswanger‘s existential analysis produced some brilliant phenomenological 

descriptions of the ―world-designs‖
2
 underlying various forms of psychopathology, and Boss‘s

3
 

Daseinanalysis freed the psychoanalytic theory of therapy from the dehumanizing causal-

mechanistic assumptions of Freudian metapsychology, neither effort brought about a radicaliza-

tion of psychoanalytic practice itself or of the psychoanalytic process.               

            The evolution of what my collaborators and I have called post-Cartesian psychoanalysis
4
, 

by contrast, proceeded ―from the bottom up.‖ Born of our studies of the subjective origins of 

psychoanalytic theories
5
, it developed out of our concurrent efforts to rethink psychoanalysis as a 
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form of phenomenological inquiry and to illuminate the phenomenology of the psychoanalytic 

process itself. Our dedication to phenomenological inquiry, in turn, let us to a contextualist theo-

retical perspective, for which we subsequently found philosophical support in Heidegger‘s exis-

tential analytic. 

 

Investigative Method 

 

Post-Cartesian psychoanalytic method is characterized by three closely interrelated features. It is 

phenomenological—its focus is on worlds of emotional experience. It is hermeneutic—it seeks 

interpretively to illuminate the principles or structures of meaning that prereflectively organize 

such worlds of emotional experience. And it is contextual—it grasps emotional experience and 

its horizons as being constituted within formative relational contexts. Heidegger‘s investigative 

method in Being and Time is also a unique blending of phenomenology, hermeneutics, and con-

textualism and thus holds great potential for providing a philosophical grounding for post-

Cartesian psychoanalysis. 

            What enables Heidegger to investigate his subject matter, ―the question of the meaning of 

Being,‖
6
 phenomenologically? In my reading, it is his choice of the inquirer, Dasein, as the right 

entity to be interrogated as to its Being—that is, as to its intelligibility to itself as a human be-

ing—that enables him to do so. And this is so because: 

 

Dasein ... is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very Being, that Being is an is-

sue for it.... [T]his implies that Dasein, in its Being, has a relationship toward that Be-

ing.... [and] that there is some way in which Dasein understands itself in its Being.
7
  

 

         Because this human kind of Being (existence) ―comports itself understandingly toward that 

Being,‖
8
 and an unthematized, pre-ontological understanding of our Being is constitutive of our 

kind of Being, we humans can investigate our own kind of Being by investigating our under-
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standing (and lack of understanding) of that Being. Accordingly, it follows that Heidegger‘s in-

vestigative method is to be a phenomenological one, aimed at illuminating the fundamental 

structures of our understanding of our Being. 

           Heidegger points out, however, that the search for phenomenological access to our kind of 

Being in our understanding of that Being is a complicated one because, in both our traditional 

philosophical and our average everyday understanding of Being, Being can be extensively cov-

ered up and disguised. Therefore, our Being that is covered up in our understanding of it must be 

―laid bare‖ by means of interpretation of that understanding. Accordingly, Heidegger‘s analytic 

of Dasein is a hermeneutic phenomenology aimed at disclosing or unconcealing the basic struc-

tures of our kind of Being, its existentiality, which lie hidden within our understanding of it. 

            For Heidegger, interpreting what is understood means explicitly articulating, unveiling, 

or thematizing its ―as-structure‖
9
—for example, our intelligibility to ourselves as the human be-

ings we are. Importantly, and against Husserl, Heidegger insists, ―All interpretation … operates 

in the fore-structure,‖
10

 the system of presuppositions that make up the interpretive perspective 

the interpreter brings to the act of interpreting. 

            I see Heidegger‘s own interpretive perspective as a contextualist one, which he develops 

through a relationship with tradition that I would characterize as contrapuntal. His perspective 

seems to crystallize contrapuntally from his ongoing dialogue with the philosophers of traditional 

ontology and epistemology. The conversation-partner whose presence I sense most prominently 

throughout Being and Time is Descartes, and herein lies a feature of Heidegger‘s thought that is 

of central importance for post-Cartesian psychoanalysis. 

 

Contextualism: From Mind to World 

             

Descartes‘s
11

 metaphysics divided the finite world into two distinct basic substances--res cogi-

tans and res extensa, thinking substances (minds) with no extension in space, and extended sub-

stances (bodies and other material things) that do not think. This metaphysical dualism concre-
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tized the idea of a complete separation between mind and world, between subject and object. 

Descartes‘s vision can be characterized as a radical decontextualization of both mind and world. 

Mind is ontologically isolated from the world in which it dwells, just as the world is purged of all 

human significance. Both mind and world are stripped of all contextuality with respect to one 

another, as they are beheld in their bare thinghood, their pure presence-at-hand, as Heidegger 

would say.  

            Traditional Freudian theory is pervaded by the Cartesian "myth of the isolated mind,"
12

 

which bifurcates the experiential world into inner and outer regions, severs both mind from body 

and cognition from affect, reifies and absolutizes the resulting divisions, and pictures the mind as 

an objective entity that takes its place among other objects, a "thinking thing" that has an inside 

with contents and that looks out on an external world from which it is essentially estranged. 

Freud‘s psychoanalysis greatly expanded the Cartesian mind to include a vast unconscious 

realm. Nevertheless, the Freudian psyche remained a Cartesian mind, a self-enclosed mental ap-

paratus containing and working over mental contents, a thinking thing that, precisely because it 

is a thing, is ontologically decontextualized, fundamentally separated from its world. Post-

Cartesian psychoanalysis, by contrast, is a phenomenological contextualism that investigates and 

illuminates emotional experience as it takes form within constitutive relational contexts. From a 

post-Cartesian perspective, all the phenomena that have traditionally been the focus of psychoa-

nalytic investigation—unconsciousness, emotional conflict, development and pathogenesis, 

transference and resistance, dreams, enactments, and all forms of manifest psychopathology—

are grasped not as products of isolated intrapsychic mechanisms but as forming within systems 

constituted by interacting worlds of emotional experience. This phenomenological contextualism 

finds solid philosophical grounding in Heidegger‘s ontological contextualism. 

            In his hermeneutic of Dasein, Heidegger seeks interpretively to refind the unity of our 

Being, split asunder in the Cartesian bifurcation. Thus, what he calls the ―destruction‖ of tradi-

tional ontology is a clearing away of its concealments and disguises, in order to unveil the pri-

mordial contextual whole that it has been covering up. 
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            Heidegger‘s contextualism is formally indicated early on, in his designation of the human 

being as Dasein, to-be-there or to-be-situated, a term that already points to the unity of the hu-

man kind of Being and its context. This initially indicated contextualization is further fleshed out 

as Heidegger focuses his inquiry on our average everyday understanding of our kind of Being. 

His aim is to ―lay bare a fundamental structure in Dasein: Being-in-the-world,‖
13

 Dasein‘s ―con-

stitutive state.‖
14

 In introducing the idea of Being-in-the-world as a primordial unity, Heidegger 

makes it clear that his interpretive perspective is a contextualist or holistic one. 

            With the hyphens unifying the expression Being-in-the-world (In-der-Welt-sein), Hei-

degger indicates that in his interpretation of Dasein the traditional ontological gap between our 

Being and our world is to be definitively closed and that, in their indissoluble unity, our Being 

and our world always already contextualize one another. His analytic of Dasein unveils the basic 

structure of our human kind of Being as a rich contextual whole, in which human Being is satu-

rated with the world in which we dwell, and the world we inhabit is drenched in human signific-

ance. In light of this fundamental contextualization, Heidegger's consideration of affectivity is 

especially noteworthy. 

 

From Drive to Affectivity 

             

Heidegger's term for the existential ground of affectivity (feelings and moods) is Befindlichkeit. 

Literally, the word might be translated as "how-one-finds-oneself-ness.‖ As Gendlin
15

 has 

pointed out, Heidegger's word for the structure of affectivity denotes both how one feels and the 

situation within which one is feeling, a felt sense of oneself in a situation, prior to a Cartesian 

split between inside and outside. Befindlichkeit is disclosive of our always already having been 

delivered over to the situatedness in which we find ourselves. The concept of Befindlichkeit—

disclosive affectivity—underscores the exquisite context-dependence and context-sensitivity of 

emotional experience, a context-embeddedness that takes on enormous importance in view of 
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post-Cartesian psychoanalysis‘s placing of affectivity at the motivational center of human psy-

chological life. 

            It is a central tenet of post-Cartesian psychoanalysis that a shift in psychoanalytic think-

ing from the motivational primacy of instinctual drive to the motivational primacy of affectivity 

moves psychoanalysis toward a phenomenological contextualism and a central focus on dynamic 

relational systems. Unlike drives, which in traditional Freudian psychoanalysis were claimed to 

originate deep within the interior of a Cartesian isolated mind, affectivity is something that from 

birth onward is co-constituted within ongoing relational systems. Therefore, locating affect at 

their motivational center automatically entails a radical contextualization of virtually all aspects 

of human psychological life and of the psychoanalytic process. Nowhere is this contextualization 

seen more clearly than in the understanding of emotional trauma. 

 

Trauma, Anxiety, Finitude 

             

From a post-Cartesian perspective, developmental trauma is viewed, not as an instinctual flood-

ing of an ill-equipped Cartesian container, as Freud
16

 would have it, but as an experience of un-

bearable affect. Furthermore, the intolerability of an affect state cannot be explained on the basis 

of the quantity or intensity of the painful feelings evoked by an injurious event. Traumatic affect 

states can be grasped only in terms of the relational systems in which they are felt. Developmen-

tal trauma originates within a formative relational context whose central feature is malattunement 

to painful affect—the absence of a context of human understanding in which that pain can be 

held and endured. Without such a relational home for the child‘s emotional pain, it can only be 

felt as an unbearable, overwhelmed, disorganized state. Painful or frightening affect becomes 

lastingly traumatic when the attunement that the child needs to assist in its tolerance and integra-

tion is profoundly absent. 

            In addition to providing ontological grounding for trauma‘s context-embeddedness, Hei-

degger‘s existential philosophy—in particular, his existential analysis of anxiety—enables us to 

grasp trauma‘s existential significance. Like Freud, Heidegger makes a sharp distinction between 
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fear and anxiety. Whereas, according to Heidegger, that in the face of which one fears is a defi-

nite ―entity within-the-world,‖
17

 that in the face of which one is anxious is ―completely indefi-

nite, … is nothing and nowhere,‖
18

 and turns out to be ―Being-in-the-world as such.‖
19

 The inde-

finiteness of anxiety ―tells us that entities within-the-world are not ‗relevant‘ at all…. [The 

worldhood of the world] collapses into itself; the world has the character of completely lacking 

significance.‖
20

 Heidegger makes clear that it is the significance of the average everyday world, 

the world as constituted by the public interpretedness of the ―they‖ (das Man), whose collapse is 

disclosed in anxiety. Furthermore, insofar as the ―utter insignificance‖
21

 of the everyday world is 

disclosed in anxiety, anxiety includes a feeling of uncanniness, in the sense of ―not-being-at-

home.‖
22

 In anxiety, the experience of ―Being-at-home [in one‘s tranquilized] everyday fami-

liarity‖
23

 with the publicly interpreted world collapses, and ―Being-in enters into the existential 

‗mode‘ of the ‗not-at-home,‘ … [of] ‗uncanniness.‘‖
24

 

            In Heidegger‘s ontological account of anxiety, the central features of its phenomenolo-

gy—the collapse of everyday significance and the resulting feeling of uncanniness—are claimed 

to be grounded in what he calls authentic  (nonevasively owned) Being-toward-death. Existen-

tially, death is not simply an event that has not yet occurred or that happens to others, as the 

―they‖ would have it. Rather, according to Heidegger, it is a distinctive possibility that is consti-

tutive of our existence. As such, death always already belongs to our existence as a central con-

stituent of our intelligibility to ourselves in our futurity and our finitude. It is ―the possibility of 

the impossibility of any existence at all,‖
25

 which, because it is both certain and indefinite as to 

its ―when,‖ always impends as a constant threat, robbing us of the tranquilizing illusions that 

characterize our absorption in the everyday world. In nullifying the illusions of everydayness, the 

possibility of death strips the everyday world of its evasive significance for us. The appearance 
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of anxiety indicates that the fundamental defensive purpose (―fleeing‖) of absorption in the eve-

ryday world of public interpretedness has failed and that authentic Being-toward-death has bro-

ken through the evasions and illusions that conceal it. Hence, we feel uncanny—no longer safely 

at home in an everyday world that now fails to evade the anxiety of authentic Being-toward-

death.  

            I have contended
26

 that emotional trauma produces an affective state whose features bear 

a close similarity to the central elements in Heidegger‘s existential interpretation of anxiety and 

that it accomplishes this by plunging the traumatized person into a form of authentic Being-

toward-death. Trauma shatters the illusions of everyday life that evade and cover up the finitude, 

contingency, and embeddedness of our existence and the indefiniteness of its certain extinction. 

Such shattering exposes what had been heretofore concealed, thereby plunging the traumatized 

person, in Heidegger‘s terms, into a form of authentic Being-toward-death and into the anxiety—

the loss of significance, the uncanniness—through which authentic Being-toward-death is dis-

closed. Trauma, like authentic Being-toward-death, individualizes us, but in a manner that inva-

riably manifests in an excruciating sense of singularity and solitude. 

 

The Relationality of Finitude 

             

It is implicit in Heidegger‘s ontological account that authentic existing presupposes a capacity to 

dwell in the emotional pain—the existential anxiety—that accompanies a nonevasive owning up 

to human finitude. It follows from my claims about the context-embeddedness of emotional 

trauma that this capacity entails that such pain can find a relational home in which it can be held. 

What makes such dwelling and holding possible? 

            Vogel provides a compelling answer to this question by elaborating what he claims to be 

a relational dimension of the experience of finitude. Just as finitude is fundamental to our exis-

tential constitution, so too is it constitutive of our existence that we meet each other as ―brothers 

and sisters in the same dark night,‖
27

 deeply connected with one another in virtue of our common 
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finitude. Thus, although the possibility of emotional trauma is ever present, so too is the possibil-

ity of forming bonds of deep emotional attunement within which devastating emotional pain can 

be held, endured, and eventually integrated. Our existential kinship-in-the-same-darkness is the 

condition for the possibility both of the profound contextuality of emotional trauma and of the 

mutative power of human understanding. 

            Critchley points the way toward a second, essential dimension of the relationality of fini-

tude, placing in question what Heidegger sees as its non-relational character: 

 

I would want to oppose [Heidegger‘s claim about the non-relationality of death] with the 

thought of the fundamentally relational character of finitude, namely that death is first 

and foremost experienced as a relation to the death or dying of the other and others, in 

Being-with the dying in a caring way, and in grieving after they are dead…. With all the 

terrible lucidity of grief, one watches the person one loves … die and become a lifeless 

material thing. That is, there is a thing—a corpse—at the heart of the experience of fini-

tude…. [D]eath and finitude are fundamentally relational, … constituted in a relation to a 

lifeless material thing whom I love.
28 

 

Authentic Being-toward-death entails owning up not only to one‘s own finitude, but also 

to the finitude of all those we love. Hence, I contend, authentic Being-toward-death always in-

cludes Being-toward-loss as a central constituent. Just as, existentially, we are ―always dying al-

ready,‖
29

 so too are we always already grieving. Death and loss are existentially equiprimordial. 

Existential anxiety anticipates both death and loss. 

            Recently I encountered support for my claim about the equiprimordiality of death and 

loss in some works by Derrida. In Politics of Friendship,
30

 he contended that the ―law of friend-

ship‖ dictates that every friendship is structured from its beginning, a priori, by the possibility 

that one of the two friends will die first and that the surviving friend will be left to mourn. Fini-
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tude and the possibility of mourning are constitutive of every friendship. Derrida makes this ex-

istential claim movingly in The Work of Mourning: 

 

To have a friend, to look at him, to follow him with your eyes, to admire him in friend-

ship, is to know in a more intense way, already injured, always insistent, and more and 

more unforgettable, that one of the two of you will inevitably see the other die…. That           

is the … infinitely small tear, which the mourning of friends passes through and endures 

even before death.
31 

 

            In loss as possibility, all possibilities for Being in relation to the lost loved one (other 

than imaginary and symbolic possibilities) are extinguished. Thus, Being-toward-loss is also a 

Being-toward-the-death of a part of oneself—toward a form of existential death. Traumatic loss 

shatters one‘s emotional world, and, insofar as one dwells in the region of such loss, one feels 

eradicated. Derrida captures this claim poetically: 

 

[T]he world [is] suspended by some unique tear … reflecting disappearance itself: the 

world, the whole world, the world itself, for death takes from us not only some particular 

life within the world, some moment that belongs to us, but, each time, without limit, 

someone through whom the world, and first of all our own world, will have opened up.
32

 

 

Expanding Heidegger‘s Conception of Relationality 

             

A number of commentators have perceived a certain impoverishment characteristic of Heideg-

ger‘s conception of ―Being-with‖ (Mitsein), his term for the existential structure that underpins 

the capacity for relationality. Authentic Being-with is largely restricted in Heidegger‘s philoso-

phy to a form of ―solicitude‖ (Fursorge) that welcomes and encourages the other‘s individua-

lized selfhood. Here I wish to expand Heidegger‘s conception of such authentic solicitude by 
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showing that it entails the existential kinship-in-finitude that I, along with Vogel, claim is consti-

tutive of our Being-with one another. 

            Authentic solicitude, in Heidegger‘s account, frees the other for his or her authentic 

care—that is, to exist authentically, for the sake of his or her ownmost possibilities of Being. But 

recall that, for Heidegger, being free for one‘s ownmost possibilities also always means being 

free for one‘s uttermost possibility—the possibility of death—and for the existential anxiety that 

discloses it. So if we are to ―leap ahead‖
33

 of the other, freeing him or her for his or her ownmost 

possibilities of Being, we must also free him or her for an authentic Being-toward-death and for 

a readiness for the anxiety that discloses it. Therefore, according to my claims about the contex-

tuality of emotional life, we must Be-with—that is, attune to—the other‘s existential anxiety and 

other painful affect states disclosive of his or her finitude, thereby providing these feelings with a 

relational home in which they can be held, so that he or she can seize upon his or her ownmost 

possibilities in the face of them. Is not such attunement to the other‘s emotional pain a central 

component of friendship, of love, and of a psychoanalytic attitude? Authentic solicitude can be 

shown to entail one of the constitutive dimensions of deep human bonding, in which we value 

the alterity of the other as it is manifested in his or her own distinctive affectivity. 

 

Conclusions: The Ontical and the Ontological 

             

Post-Cartesian psychoanalysis and Heidegger‘s existential philosophy are both forms of pheno-

menological inquiry. Post-Cartesian psychoanalysis is an ontical discipline; it investigates and 

illuminates the structures that prereflectively organize the lived emotional worlds of actual par-

ticular persons, along with the specific relational contexts in which these structures take form. 

Heidegger‘s existential analytic is an ontological inquiry; it lays bare the necessary and universal 

structures (existentiales) that, a priori, constitute the human kind of Being (existence)—our intel-

ligibility to ourselves as human beings.  I have shown that a psychoanalytic phenomenological 

contextualism finds philosophical grounding in Heidegger‘s ontological contextualism and that 

the psychoanalytic understanding of emotional trauma is greatly enriched by an encounter with 

Heidegger‘s elucidation of the structures of authentic existing. How did Heidegger view the role 
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of ontical phenomena in the illumination of ontological or existential structures, and how can 

grasping the interplay of the ontical and the ontological contribute to an enrichment of Heideg-

ger‘s existential philosophy by post-Cartesian psychoanalysis? 

            Answers to these questions can be found in the central role that Heidegger gives to 

moods (affectivity) in the disclosure of our Being-in-the-world: 

 

[O]ntologically mood is a primordial kind of Being for Dasein, in which Dasein is dis-

closed to itself prior to all cognition and volition, and beyond their range of disclosure.
34 

 

In Heidegger‘s conception, mood is disclosive in three ways: (1) it discloses Dasein‘s ―‗thrown-

ness‘ … into its ‗there,‘‖
35

 into its situatedness; (2) it discloses ―Being-in-the-world as a 

whole;‖
36

 and (3) it discloses how ―what [Dasein] encounters within-the-world can ‗matter‘ to 

it‖
37

 in a particular way. 

           Elkholy aptly makes the case for the centrality of mood in Heidegger‘s view of Dasein‘s 

disclosedness:  

 

[M]ood, especially the mood of Angst, has the power to reveal the whole: the whole of 

how one is in the world and the whole of the world at large.
38 

 

Thus for Heidegger, ontical experiences of mood, or of certain moods, are ontologically revelato-

ry. According to Elkholy, Heidegger thereby displaces the traditional, excessively cognitivist 

―metaphysics of reason‖ with a ―metaphysics of feeling‖
39

—a move that warms my post-

Cartesian psychoanalytic heart. Anxiety, in particular, is grasped as ―a bridge to the truth of Be-

ing‖
40

—from the ontical or psychological to the ontological. 
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            In his 1929-1930 lecture course, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, Heidegger 

gives a particularly powerful statement of his metaphysics of feeling. Referring to ontologically 

revelatory moods as ―fundamental attunements‖ or ―ground moods‖ (Grundstimmungen), he 

makes a truly remarkable claim: 

 

Philosophy in each case happens in a fundamental attunement [ground mood]. Concep-

tual philosophical comprehension is grounded in our being gripped, and this is grounded 

in a fundamental attunement.
41 

 

In the lecture course, Heidegger discusses a number of such ground moods that make philoso-

phizing possible. For example, in addition to anxiety, there is ―homesickness,‖ ―turbulence,‖ 

―boredom,‖ and ―melancholy.‖ Capobianco
42

 traces how Heidegger‘s privileging of anxiety in 

Being and Time gave way in his later work to an emphasis on other ontologically revelatory 

ground moods, such as awe, wonder, and astonishment. 

            I cannot recall ever encountering a reference to the mood of shame in Being and Time. It 

is my view that, just as existential anxiety is disclosive of authentic existing, it is shame that 

most clearly discloses inauthentic or unowned existing. In feeling ashamed, we feel exposed as 

deficient or defective before the gaze of the other.
43

 In shame, we are held hostage by the eyes of 

others; we belong, not to ourselves, but to them. Thus, a move toward greater authenticity, to-

ward a taking ownership of one‘s existing, is often accompanied by an emotional shift from be-

ing dominated by shame to an embracing of existential guilt, anxiety, and anticipatory grief. This 

is a shift from a preoccupation with how one is seen by others to a pursuit of what really matters 

to one as an individual—from how one appears to others to the quality of one‘s own living, in-

cluding especially the quality of one‘s relatedness to others. 

            It is precisely here that an encounter with post-Cartesian psychoanalysis has the potential 

of enriching Heidegger‘s existential philosophy, in that post-Cartesian psychoanalysis gives an 
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 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology, tr. H. Barnes (New 
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account of the relational contexts that make it possible for one to dwell in and bear the painful 

emotional experiences, the ground moods, that are revelatory of authentic existing. Experiencing 

our kinship-in-finitude with one another, thereby finding a relational home or context of human 

understanding in which the traumatizing emotional impact of our finitude and the finitude of 

those we love can be held, brought into dialogue, and integrated, helps make authentic existential 

philosophizing possible. Post-Cartesian psychoanalysis illuminates the rich relationality of au-

thentic existing.             
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Phenomenology of Mood198
 

 

Lauren Freeman (Concordia University Montreal) 

 

 

―…We are not to suppose that we are required, or permitted, as philosophers, to 

regard ourselves as human beings, detached from the attitudes which, as scien-

tists, we study with detachment.‖ 

 -P.F. Strawson 

   

―It has been one of the merits of phenomenological research that it has again 

brought these phenomena more unrestrictedly into our sight.‖ 

 -Martin Heidegger 

 

―How do we measure sadness? Evidently, one cannot measure it at all! Why not? 

If one approached sadness with a method of measuring, the very approach would 

already be contrary to the meaning of sadness. Thus, one would preclude sadness 

as sadness beforehand. Here, even the claim to measure is already a violation of 

the phenomenon as a phenomenon.‖ 

 -Martin Heidegger 

 

Martin Heidegger was among the first to make the radical claim that at a most basic level, human 

beings experience the world neither cognitively through reason, nor emotionally via the passions, 

but rather through something more fundamental, namely, our attunement (Befindlichkeit) via 

mood (Stimmung). Mood plays a central role in Heidegger‘s thinking, specifically in his concep-

tion of human existence: through mood, we are attuned (sich befinden) to ourselves, to others, 

and to the surrounding world. For Heidegger, the way that mood attunes us is prior to any form 

of theoretical cognition. It is not the case that sometimes we have or fall into moods and other 

times we exist in neutral, moodless states. Our attunement through mood is not a purely subjec-

tive coloration of the world, nor is it derivative of prior mental or psychological states. Rather, 

                                                           
198

 The following abbreviations will be used in this paper: History of the Concept of Time (HCT), Being 
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moods belong to the constitutive, ontological architecture of human being-in-the-world. We re-

late to our situation, to entities, and to others always in our attunement through mood, which dis-

closes to us the world we inhabit.  

 Reflecting on our own experiences, many would agree that Heidegger‘s insight gets at 

something quite right about human existence. However, in light of contemporary work in philos-

ophy of emotion, psychology, and cognitive science, his position leaves much to be desired.
199

 

For one, Heidegger does not sufficiently distinguish between mood and emotion or between ei-

ther of these states and feeling. Moreover, he says nothing of the physiology or neurochemistry 

of moods. Heidegger is more interested in the phenomenological fact that we are always 

mooded
200

 – where even indifference is considered to be a kind of mood
201

 – and in the implica-

tions of this position, rather than asking how it functions on the cognitive level.
202

  

To be fair, answering this last challenge would require a theory of mind and cognition, 

and given the strictures of fundamental ontology (FO) – the context in which his initial discus-

sion of Befindlichkeit and mood occurs – it is not Heidegger‘s intention to put forth either of 

these. Nevertheless, in his account of Befindlichkeit through mood, Heidegger does provide us 

with a key insight into the nature of mooded existence and its relation to human experience. This 

paper undertakes a critical analysis of Heidegger‘s account of mood. After delineating his ac-

count (I), I outline five problems with it (II), followed by some suggestions as to how Heidegger 

might respond to them (III). I conclude by mentioning some of the shortcomings of the empirical 

literature on mood and suggest how psychology might benefit from understanding the phenome-

nology of mood (IV). 
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200
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201
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I. Heidegger‘s Account of Mood203
 

 

One of the ways that Heidegger re-conceives the traditional concept of the subject is by under-

standing human beings as Dasein. Dasein is understood not in terms of traditional categories 

(quality, quantity, substance, accident), but rather in terms of existentiales: basic structures of 

human existence. Dasein‘s existentiales aren‘t characteristics, traits, or properties that belong to 

or can be taken away from it; rather, they are the ontological structures that constitute the way 

that humans exist in the world. The four most basic existentials are attunement
204

 (Befindlich-

keit), understanding (Verstehen), discourse (Rede), and fallenness (Verfallenheit).
205

 This paper 

concerns only attunement and more specifically, the way that we are attuned ontically through 

mood.  

Perhaps one of Heidegger‘s most significant contributions to our understanding of human 

beings is his account of attunement, which reconceives the way that we exist in and experience 

ourselves in the world by overturning the (Cartesian-Kantian) paradigm of agency that defines 

human beings as rational and autonomous. Dasein, is not an object or thing, nor is it an internal 

consciousness, isolated from the world. Rather, Dasein exists in the world: it brings its ―there‖ 

                                                           
203

 My discussion to mood in Heidegger will be limited to the following four texts: HCT, BT, FCM, ZS. 
204

 There is no ideal English equivalent for Befindlichkeit, which itself, is not even a German word but 

one of Heidegger‘s many neologisms. With respect to the word, I will not use Macquarrie and Robinson‘s 

translation, ―state-of-mind,‖ since Befindlichkeit is neither a state, nor does it refer to a mind and further-
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Another possible translation is Kisiel‘s ―disposition,‖ since it connotes our position in the world, which 
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translate Befindlichkeit as ―disposedness‖ or ―disposition‖ and provides a helpful discussion of the risks 

and benefits of leaving the term un-translated versus translating it (2001, 294ff). As Haugeland notes, to 

use ―disposition‖ risks implying subjectivity and also conflicts with an established philosophical usage 

(1992, 43n37). In ZS, Mayr and Askay translate it as ―ontological disposition,‖ which limits the ontic di-

mension that follows. Dreyfus and Blattner use ―affectedness‖ or ―affectivity‖ which captures the notion 

that we are already affected by things, the sense in which things matter to us, and also has the same ad-

vantage as ―disposition.‖ However, ―affectivity‖ also sounds too much like Kant‘s ―receptivity‖ and thus 

imports the subject/object distinction. Haugeland uses ―so-foundedness‖, which I find to be too awkward; 

Guignon uses ―situatedness‖, which lacks the sense in which Dasein ―finds itself.‖ For these reasons, I 

have chosen to stick with Stambaugh‘s translation, attunement. 
205

 Heidegger is not consistent on whether there are three of four existentiales, sometimes Verfallenheit is 

not counted among the most fundamental. 
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along with it.
206

 Not only can Dasein never be (understood) without or apart from its surrounding 

context, environment, and relations, but Dasein, unlike inanimate objects and animals, is consti-

tuted ontologically by its relationship to the world and to others. ―Dasein,‖ Heidegger writes, ―is 

its disclosedness.‖
207

  

Regarding the way Dasein exists in the world, Dasein is attuned to itself, to the world, 

and to others.
208

 The way that one is ontologically attuned ―is ontically the most familiar and 

everyday sort of thing; our mood, our Being-attuned [die Stimmung
209

, das Gestimmtsein
210

]‖. 

Furthermore, the way that we are attuned through mood is prior to all psychology of moods: it is 

a fundamental existentiale and ontologically significant insofar as it colors every encounter, ex-

perience, thought, belief, and desire that we have. Taking Heidegger‘s claim to its logical con-

clusion, being attuned through mood colors, shapes, or determines Dasein existence. It is there-

fore not – as most of the tradition holds – through reason or cognition that we experience the 

world most basically, but rather, via our attunement through mood. ―A mood,‖ Heidegger writes, 

―makes manifest ‗how one is, and how one is faring.‘ In this ‗how one is‘, having a mood brings 

Being to its ‗there‘.‖
211

 Moods are not derivative from, but rather, are constitutive of our exis-

tence. According to Heidegger, ―[a] mood is not related to the psychical…and is not itself an in-

ner condition which reaches forth in an enigmatical way and puts its mark on things and per-

sons…It comes neither from ‗outside‘ nor from ‗inside‘, but arises out of Being-in-the-world, as 

a way of such Being.‖
212
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207
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 There are three essential characteristics of attunement. (1) It discloses Dasein to its thrownness: to the 

way that it always already finds itself. (2) It discloses (Dasein‘s) being-in-the-world with others. It is in 
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Insofar as attunement is an ontological structure and insofar as it is always accompanied 

by mood, Dasein is always in some mood [gestimmt ist]
213

 or disclosed as mooded [stim-

mungsmässigen]. To be disclosed does not mean only to know or to judge something rationally, 

to believe something cognitively, or perceive something visually or proprioceptively; rather, it 

means to exist in and thereby experience, relate to, sense, and feel
214

 the surrounding world. We 

don‘t have moods, as though they were added onto our state of being, rather, we are in moods, 

often thrown into moods, and most often, not at our own will.
215

   

Moods aren‘t direct observations or inferences,
216

 rather, they are epistemically prior to 

and influence our beliefs and knowledge. Although they may be pre-reflective and unthematic, 

moods disclose the world in a way that makes it possible for Dasein to reflect upon and take a 

theoretical attitude toward it. From the existential-ontological perspective, there is no sense in 

measuring what is ―evident‖ in Befindlichkeit against ―the apodictic certainty of a theoretical 

cognition of something which is purely present-at-hand.‖
217

 Knowledge and cognition always 

take place through, or in the background context of mood and they are mutually influencing. For 

Heidegger, ―[t]he possibilities of disclosure which belong to cognition reach far too short a way 

compared with the primordial disclosure belonging to moods.‖
218

  

It is typically the case that moods are understood as internal, subjective states that can be 

inferred from a subject‘s behavior, activity level, posture, facial expressions, and tone of 

voice.
219

 However, given that Heidegger rejects the mind/body distinction, reconceives the sub-

ject as Dasein, and understands Dasein on the basis of its existentiales, this ordinary picture (un-

derstood as internal state + behavior) isn‘t sufficient for it assumes that moods are epiphenomena 

– by-products that arise from our existence – or mental states that are the result of certain brain 

activity. For Heidegger, the order is reversed. Moods are not epiphenomena, but rather are con-
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 For a helpful account of the difference between having a mood and being in a mood, see Heidegger‘s 

discussion of Befindlichkeit in ZS, p. 63. Also see Mulhall‘s (2002) discussion p. 41.  
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stitutive of our existence. We don‘t experience moods as mental states inside, distinguished from 

the non-mental outside.
220

 Rather, moods transcend that inner/outer dichotomy and bleed out into 

the world. This picture coheres with Heidegger‘s phenomenological project. For example, on his 

account, we never simply hear discrete sounds on the street, rather, we hear cars, garbage trucks, 

and skateboarders. Similarly, we never simply see discrete behaviors, rather, we perceive the be-

havior of an individual, in a specific context and also in a certain mood. Moreover, it isn‘t the 

case that we see behavior and infer a mood – as if mood were the conclusion to an argument 

whose premises are bodily behaviors – rather, mood is something we often perceive right away. 

Someone who is slouched, who mumbles quietly, and who looks away sullenly does not simply 

feel down, but rather is depressed. Her world and experiences are colored as such and that is how 

we perceive her.
221

 This phenomenological-existential world-directed dimension is essential to 

what it means to be in a mood. It is this dimension of Heidegger‘s account of mood that is both 

important and unique insofar as it gets at something that is missing from the contemporary em-

pirical psychological accounts of mood. Before we see why this is the case, some problems with 

Heidegger‘s account must be mentioned.
222

  

 

II. Five Problems With Heidegger‘s Account 

 

There are at least five problems with Heidegger‘s account of mood.  

                                                           
220

 Cf. Ratcliffe 2008, 48 where he develops this point and maintains that to distinguish the inner from the 

outer in this way is already to reject the Heideggerian framework which focuses on human existence.  
221

 The metaphorical sense of mood, which describes a change in the way we see the world, has been writ-

ten off as mere metaphor by philosophers and psychologists working on mood (for example, see Lormand 

1985 and Armon-Jones 1991). However, a study by Barrick et al (2002) suggests an association between 

mood and color sensitivity. Anecdotal and empirical evidence shows that color sensitivity is impaired 
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drab, dull, or grey. They suggest that people suffering from depression actually do see the world as grey-

er.  
222

 Heidegger himself acknowledges that his account of mood in BT falls short. He writes: ―The different 

modes of state-of-mind and the ways in which they are interconnected in their foundations cannot be in-

terpreted within the problematic of the given investigation‖ (Heidegger 1962, 178/138). 
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(i) The first and most serious problem is that analytically, Heidegger is sloppy: he does not suffi-

ciently distinguish between (and often conflates) mood, emotion, and feeling.
223

 This sloppiness 

is especially apparent in his initial discussion of fear as a mood, where his description of fear 

seems to correspond to a traditional account of emotion, comprised of a cause and intentional 

object (i.e. a snake), an intentional state (fear of the snake), and a subject who experiences the 

emotion.
224

 The sloppiness of treating fear as a mood persists when he mentions modifications of 

fear – alarm, dread, terror, timidity, shyness, misgiving, becoming startled
225

 – none of which 

seem to correspond to his own account of mood as fundamentally disclosive in an existential-

ontological sense, all of which seem to correspond to our ordinary understanding of emotion.
226

 

Neglecting to make these necessary distinctions, Matthew Ratcliffe is right to point out that we 

are left with the conclusion that mood is ―whatever it is that plays the relevant phenomenological 

role.‖
227
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 Cf. Heidegger 1962, 179/140. This sloppiness is mirrored in at least three commentators on Heideg-

ger‘s account of mood, which also fail to sufficiently distinguish between (and tend to conflate) mood and 

emotion: see Mulhall 2002, Ratcliffe 2002, Ratcliffe 2008, Staehler 2007. 

Worth noting is that this same kind of sloppiness is manifest in the psychology literature on 

mood, where there is very little agreement on precisely what mood a mood is, what counts as a mood, 

whether there are even such states that we can call moods (that are ontologically distinct from emotions). 

If anything, all of this sloppiness points to the need for some serious conceptual work that makes distinc-

tions that are them employed across the board so that we know what it is that we‘re talking about when 

we use terms such as ―mood,‖ ―emotion,‖ ―affect.‖  
224

 Important to note is that the cause of fear is not always identical to the (intentional) object of fear. For 

instance, if I take a drug that makes me afraid of armadillos, then when I see an armadillo, the cause of 

my fear is the drug and the object of my fear is the armadillo. 
225

 Heidegger 1962, 181-82/142. The corresponding German words are Erschrecken, Grauen, Entsetzen, 

Schüchternheit, Scheu, Bangigkeit, Stutzigwerden.  
226

 For example, he writes: ―This ‗fearfulness‘ is not to be understood in an ontical sense as some factical 

‗individualized‘ disposition, but as an existential possibility of the essential state-of-mind of Dasein in 

general…‖ (Heidegger 1962, 182/142). Also see Heidegger 1962, 178/138; 181/142. This equivocation 

continues into his later thinking. Consider the following passage from ZS: ―‗Disposition‘ [Zustand] refers 

to being-in-the-world as being one‘s Self. When I‘m in a mood of sadness, then things address me quite 

differently or not at all…Feeling [as existential mood] concerns my whole being-in-the-world as my be-

ing a self. Attunement [Gestimmtheit] is not something standing for itself but belongs to being-in-the-

world as being addressed by things‖ (Heidegger 2001, 202-3). 
227

 Ratcliffe 2008, 55. 
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(ii) Heidegger‘s account of mood neglects to mention the body or to provide a bodily phenome-

nology or physiological dimension of mood (or emotion).
228

 Even if moods are ontic manifesta-

tions of ontological exisetntiales, it is undeniable that they have physiological manifestations. 

Heidegger says nothing of how it feels (physiologically) to be in a mood.  

(iii) Related to (ii), Heidegger does not consider the neurophysiology or neurochemistry of 

mood. 

(iv) The fourth concern is two-fold. (a) His account is limited to only a few moods. He mentions 

fear (itself a questionable mood) and anxiety, as well as boredom (in FCM); elation gets a cur-

sory mention but isn‘t discussed in detail.
229

 Surely there are more than these three or four 

moods. (b) More problematically, however, he claims that some moods are more fundamental or 

authentic than others where his paradigmatic example of a fundamental mood (Grundstimmung) 

is anxiety, which has no definite object and concerns everything and nothing.
230

 We can question 

whether phenomenologically, this is a valid, accurate, and necessary distinction to make (both 

within, but especially beyond FO).  

(v) Finally, on account of the strictures of FO, it necessarily follows that only human beings can 

have moods, which means that animals do not and cannot experience mood.
231

 This point seems 

to be phenomenologically inaccurate.  

 

III. Responses to Problems 

 

(i) Heidegger is slightly more clear about the distinction between mood, emotion, and feeling in 

HCT than in BT. In HCT, he writes: ―What are otherwise called ‗feelings‘ and ‗emotions‘ and 
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 Such a critique could be and has been launched against his account of Dasein in BT. There are a few 

exceptions. Heidegger does mention the physiological manifestations of anxiety, but he does so in a pe-
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treated as a special class of lived experiences remain unclarified in their primary structure of be-

ing as long as one does not take up the task of exposing the basic constitution of Dasein…so as 

to draw these phenomena back into this constitutive structure.‖
232

 On the basis of this passage, a 

generous reconstruction of the distinction, could go something like this. Most fundamentally, we 

are attuned to the world through mood. Attunement is the ontological structure that manifests 

ontically through mood, both of which give way to innumerable emotions, which are themselves 

accompanied by corresponding physiological feelings.  

Versions of this view of the relationship between mood and emotion are commonplace in 

the literature.
233

 The virtue of this interpretation is that it is amenable to both of the following 

possibilities: that mood and emotion are different in kind, or that they are different in degree or 

function. If we go with the latter interpretation, then we can try to make some sense of Heideg-

ger‘s problematic claim that fear is a mood by analytically distinguishing between attunement, 

mood and emotion through the following schematic account. We are always attuned through 

some mood, which provides the background context within which we have emotions and feel-

ings. Attunements can change and changes can be permanent. Moods fluctuate, although they 

tend to be more global. They may or may not have intentional objects, they are longer in dura-

tion, and are able to affect a broad variety of thought and behavior processes. Emotions fluctuate 

even more and tend to be specific and targeted; namely, they tend to have intentional objects. It 

is consistent with the proposed view that (a) the valences of attunement, moods and emotions 

need not always correspond to each other
234

 and (b) that attunement, moods, and emotions can be 

mutually influencing.
235
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 Heidegger 1992, 256/353.  
233

 A small sampling of those who view moods and emotions to be different in degree include: DeLancy 

2006 Ekman 1984, Morris 1992, Nowlis 1963, Prinz 2004, Solomon 1976, and in a slightly revised way 

2004, Watson & Tellegen, 1985, Zajonc 1980. Those who view moods and emotions as different in kind 

(or function) include: Armon-Jones 1991, Clark & Isen 1982, Frijda 1994, Griffiths 1997, Lormand 1985, 

Morris 1989, Simon 1982, Sizer 2000. 
234

 For example, I can be attuned to the world through trauma which manifests in anxiety, despite the 

happiness I might feel today at my sister‘s wedding. 
235

 An extreme instance of such mutual influencing can occur when the attunement of trauma is so strong 

that it radically alters, and in some cases eliminates, one‘s basic cognitive and emotional capacities. As 

rape victim/survivor and philosopher Susan Brison explains, ―This epistemological crisis leaves the sur-

vivor with virtually no bearings to navigate by‖ (2002, p.50; also see p.60). As Holocaust survivor and 
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Consider an example that clarifies the relationship between attunement, mood, and emo-

tion. Ava was raped. After this experience, her fundamental attunement to the world changes.
236

 

From this moment onwards she is ontologically attuned to the world through a perpetual state of 

trauma.
237

 The mood of anxiety – that encompasses the compiled effects of trauma – is the ontic 

lens through which the victim‘s world becomes present to her. Trauma, which is attuned through 

anxiety remains in the background of Ava‘s thoughts, beliefs, and desires; it colors her day-to-

day existence. More specifically, cognitively, physiologically, and existentially it persists in 

greater and lesser degrees at different times through flashbacks, hypervigilance, exaggerated 

startle response, sleep disorders, inability to concentrate, diminished interest in significant activi-

ties, and a sense of a foreshortened future.
238

 When Ava walks home alone or at night, her anxie-

ty might surge into the distinct and acute emotion of fear – will I be safe? Is someone following 

me? Could I escape? Are others around who could help? – which is not different in kind from 

anxiety or trauma, but rather is a pointed, specific modification of them. In this example, there 

might not be a specific intentional object of fear beyond the state of affairs (walking alone), nev-

                                                                                                                                                                                           
torture victim Jean Améry writes, ―Whoever has succumbed to torture can no longer feel at home in the 

world‖ (1995, p.136). Moreover, trauma can expunge one‘s emotional repertoire. Holocaust survivor 

Primo Levi recounts that when he heard rumors that his concentration camp would be evacuated the next 

day, he felt no emotion, just as for the previous months he had ―no longer felt any pain, joy or fear.‖ He 

continues: ―If I still had my former sensitivity, I thought, this would be an extremely moving moment‖ 

(1993, pp.152-153). It is worth noting that for Améry and Levi (as well as Paul Celan and many other 

Holocaust survivors), the burden of trauma was so strong that they took their lives.  
236

 Brison describes rape as follows: ―Unlike survivors of wars or earthquakes, who inhabit a common 

shattered world, rape victims face the cataclysmic destruction of their world alone, surrounded by people 

who find it hard to understand what‘s so distressing‖ (2002, p.15). She continues: ―People ask me if I‘m 

recovered now, and I reply that it depends on what that means. If they mean ‗am I back to where I was 

before the attack?‘ I have to say, no, and I never will be…Survivors or trauma frequently remark that they 

are not the same people they were before they were traumatized‖ (Ibid., p.21, p.38). Torture is another 

example of a world-altering experience that changes one‘s ontological attunement to the world. Améry 

describes his experience as follows: ―Whoever was tortured, stays tortured. Torture is ineradicably burned 

into him, even when no clinically objective traces can be detected…It is still not over. Twenty-two years 

later I am still dangling over the ground by dislocated arms, panting, and accusing myself‖ (1980, pp. 34, 

36; also see Améry 1995). 
237

 Robert Stolorow has written extensively on both trauma and mourning from a phenomenological, and 

specifically Heideggerian perspective. See, Stolorow 1999, 2011 forthcoming.  
238

 These are all symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) which are common in many victims 

of rape. See Brison, 2002, especially, Preface, pp. pp.39-40, p.45. For a phenomenological account of vic-

tims of violence, see Behnke 2002. 



143 

 

 

 

ertheless, the mood becomes focused into that emotion.
239

 Thus, we can make sense of ify Hei-

degger‘s claim that fear is a mood by modifying it to say that fear is the specific emotion which 

is directly linked (in this instance) to the mood of anxiety and is a further way that the attune-

ment of trauma manifests itself. Being attuned through mood is the condition for the possibility 

of emotion where the two are different in degree (intensity, duration, object) but not in kind inso-

far as they both indicate the state of being of an individual and his or her relationship to his or 

her surrounding environment.
240

 

(ii) On the charge of neglecting the body, Heidegger is guilty and such an oversight would have 

to be corrected if his account is to be expanded and taken seriously by psychologists, and cogni-

tive scientists. We might, however, consider his reason for not dealing with the physiological 

correlates of mood to understand why he contends that an ontological approach (within the con-

text of FO) doesn‘t require such an account. The reason why Heidegger doesn‘t provide a physi-

ology of mood relates to his critique of psychology and the sciences in general: that both rely on 

questionable metaphysical assumptions about what a subject is. Traditional psychology, Heideg-

ger claims, treats human beings as if their mode of existence were equivalent to a present-at-hand 

object.
241

 Because psychology is concerned with the more physiological dimension of mood, it is 

not focused on, and often is not particularly interested in, the experience of mood. Heidegger 

writes that ―psychology in principle does not enter into the dimension of the structure of Dasein 

as such, since this problematic is in principle closed to it.‖
242

 What he means is that psychology 

                                                           
239

 She can of course also experience the emotions of joy and compassion even while being attuned 

through trauma and in an anxious mood. 
240

 Some of the feelings that might accompany the emotion of fear that is a result of being traumatically 

attuned through anxiety are sweating, shaking, increased heart-rate, goose bumps, nausea are just a few.  
241

 See Heidegger 1962, §10 for an account of how the Daseinanalytic is distinguished from anthropology, 

psychology, and biology. Also see Heidegger 2001, 75-80/97-104. In particular, Heidegger notes that in 

physiological-psychological approaches, the phenomena in which he is concerned – namely, the existence 

of the individual – is ―presupposed as self-evident and known.‖ Moreover, he continues, ―the phenomena 

not only remains indeterminate, but even more significantly, a decisive state of affairs goes unnoticed.‖ 

Thus ―[s]cience becomes blind to what it must presuppose and to what it wants to explain in its own pure-

ly genetic way‖ (Ibid., 75). 
242

 Heidegger 1992, 256/354. It is important to note that Heidegger‘s point is not that psychology ought to 

be abandoned; rather, he wants to make the claim, especially years later in ZS, that a phenomenological 

approach gets at something more basic to human existence than psychology. He gives us a very good ex-

ample of what he means: ―Phenomenologically speaking, we can easily distinguish between a face blush-
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is not interested in examining what is most fundamental to mood, namely its disclosive structure 

of human existence; rather, it is interested in inducing, measuring, and testing, for example, the 

cause/effect of mood and the relationship between mood and judgment, memory, creativity.
243

 

Insofar as this is the case, psychology precludes ―understanding the sense which these phenome-

na have for the structure of being itself.‖
244

 Although I do not want to agree with Heidegger‘s 

sweeping critique of an entire discipline, when I mention some of the groundbreaking studies on 

mood, we will see that to a point, his criticism holds water. In the end, Heidegger‘s reasons for 

ignoring the body do not exonerate him of the charge and any robust account of mood would re-

quire a physiological dimension. To his credit, a large portion of the ZS concern his realization 

and acknowledgment of his gross neglect of the body, and there he attempts to make good on 

some of his earlier, problematic claims. 

(iii) Notwithstanding the fact that the technology used to examine the neurochemisty and neuro-

physiology of moods was not available during Heidegger‘s lifetime (and is still in its infancy), he 

nevertheless rejects the worth of such endeavors for illuminating the relationship between mood 

and world. He writes:  

 

[T]he brain process is never sufficient for understanding a mood; it is not sufficient even 

in the most literal sense because it can never reach into the mood itself…We have no 

possibility at all of knowing how the brain is bodying forth in thinking. What we see in 

an electroencephalogram has nothing to do with the boding forth of the brain but rather 

[has to do] with the fact that the body can also be thought of as a corporeal thing – and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ing with shame and, for instance, a face flushed with fever, or as a result of going inside of a warm hut 

after a cold mountain night outside. All three kinds of blushing appear on the face, but they are very dif-

ferent from each other and are immediately distinguished in our everyday being-with and being-for each 

other. We can ―see‖ from the respective situations whether someone is embarrassed, for instance, of 

flushed for some other reason‖ (Heidegger 2001, 81/106). 
243

 Since Alice Isen‘s groundbreaking work in the 1970s, countless experiments have concluded that, 

among other things, mood affects behavior (Isen et al 1972; Isen et al 1978a; Isen et at 1978b), social 

judgments (Schwartz & Clore 1983; Forgas 1995), memory (Bower, Gilligan, & Monteiro 1981; Isen 

1984; Parrott & Spackman 2000; Eich & Macaulay 2000), problem solving and creativity (Isen 1987), 

and our vision of the future (Johnson & Tversky, 1983). 
244

 Heidegger 1992, 256/354. 
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this as a chemical-physical object. I can only say that the brain is also involved in body-

ing forth but not how [it is involved].
245

  

 

Heidegger‘s point is that to know or see the brain-state that corresponds to mood is not 

sufficient for telling us anything about what it is like to be in or experience that mood. His reason 

for holding this view mirrors those expressed by the explanatory gap: that a chasm exists be-

tween what goes on at the neural level and what we are acquainted with in our experience.
246

 In-

sofar as his project concerns the experience of mood, the brain state is not his immediate con-

cern. Heidegger does not oppose science altogether, but rather the idea that science can tell us 

how moods reflect our experience of and in the world.  

(iv) The first part of this criticism – that Heidegger‘s account of mood is limited to only a few 

moods – is not devastating to his account, for he does not claim to be giving an exhaustive tax-
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 Heidegger 2001, 196-197. It is also helpful to consider his comments directly before this remark: ―If 

electrical impulses were really able to cause moods, then a machine alone and by itself should be able to 

produce moods. It can only be said that when electrical impulses are present this or that mood appears. 

However, this is still far from meaning that an electrical impulse can produce a mood. Mood can only be 

triggered [ausgelöst]. A certain brain state is correlated with a particular mood...(Ibid., 196)‖  

Note of clarification: an electroencephalogram is the recording of electrical activity along the 

scalp that are produced by the firing of neurons in the brain (Niedermeyer et al, 2005). This technology 

was available in Heidegger‘s lifetime. EEG used to be the go-to method for diagnosing tumors, strokes, 

and other brain disorders, but the use of this technology has decreased, in favor of anatomical imaging 

techniques like MRI and CT. The first MRI studies performed on humans were published in 1977, the 

year Heidegger died. 
246

 Levine 2009, 283. Of course, here the issue regards the gap between consciousness and physical 

processes. The opposition is not to the scientific study of mind, indeed, science has much to teach us 

about the mind and the aspects of the mind which admit to a functional explanation can and will be com-

pletely understood by science. What science will not give us is a complete understanding of aspects of the 

mind that include consciousness. For instance, science will tell us that the brain is necessary for con-

sciousness, or that a certain part of the brain is responsible for seeing colors, but it will not tell us why this 

physical process is accompanied by a conscious experience. Thus, proponents of the explanatory gap do 

not oppose science; they do hold that insofar as consciousness is concerned, one cannot provide a reduc-

tive explanation that states that consciousness is simply this or that brain activity. A different, yet related 

concern with conclusions drawn from fMRI studies could also be related to Heidegger‘s position. Psy-

chologist Paul Bloom writes that ―FMRI studies—which indirectly measure the flow of oxygenated blood 

in the brain—are typically motivated by earlier experiments that used more conventional methods, and 

are not always a better window to the soul than eye tracking, behavioral genetics, implicit priming or do-

zens of other well-worn techniques‖ (Bloom 2007). 
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onomy of all moods, but rather a formal account of mood, which could include innumerable 

moods that he does not mention but that correspond to his account. Examples of such moods 

could be grief and alienation. The second part of the criticism – that some moods are more fun-

damental or authentic than others – is more troubling. The problem with Heidegger‘s distinction 

is not that he makes it, but how he makes it. On his account, anxiety (in BT) and boredom (in 

FCM) are considered to be fundamental moods, which disclose to us a more authentic kind of 

existence. While it is phenomenologically accurate to say that moods can disclose a fundamental 

way of being in the world, it is too narrow to say that only certain moods can do this. Heideg-

ger‘s point regarding anxiety is that it individuates us and brings to light our finitude by bringing 

us face-to-face with the ultimate possibility of our factical existence: being-towards-death. But, 

we might ask, for example, why grief over the death of someone we love doesn‘t do the same 

thing insofar as such a deep sense of loss also causes us to reflect upon our own factical exis-

tence. One might also consider alienation in this sense – for example, the alienation that a Holo-

caust survivor feels in the company of those who did not experience what she did and who can-

not understand or fathom what she endured.
247

 On a reconstruction and elaboration of Heideg-

ger‘s account of mood divorced from FO, any extreme mood could play the role of completely 

altering the way we experience ourselves, our world, and those around us.  

(v) Regarding the implication of FO that only human beings can experience moods, like (iv) and 

divorced from FO, this claim is phenomenologically false, as anyone who has lived with certain 

animals can attest. Not only is the claim (in FCM) that animals are poor in world (Weltarm) 

false, as countless studies in ethology demonstrate, but many studies show that animals have 

much richer emotional (and moral) lives than has traditionally been thought.
248

 Moreover, one 

recent study suggests that in addition to having rich emotional lives, animals do experience 

moods, which function to guide decision-making.
249
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 Cf. Delbo 1985, 1995.  
248

 See in particular the work of Marc Bekoff: Bekoff 2007, Bekoff and Pierce 2009. For an account of the 

problem of theories of emotion that do not consider animal emotions, see Deigh 2008, ch. 2. We can 

compare these contemporary accounts with notorious discussions of animals in the history of philosophy, 

where animals are not made in the image of God (Aquinas), are nothing but mere automata (Descartes), 

are irrational (Kant).  
249

 Mendl, et al, 2010.  
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In light of Heidegger‘s claims about animals and also with regards to contemporary re-

search in ethology, extremely interesting to note is an anomalous passage in HCT which goes 

against both the above-mentioned implication of FO and also the claim in FCM. Heidegger 

writes:  

 

A stone never finds itself but simply on hand (vorhanden). A very primitive unicellular 

form of life, on the contrary will already attune itself (sich befinden) where this attune-

ment (Befindlichkeit) can be the greatest and darkest dullness, but for all that it is in its 

structure of being essentially distinct from merely being on hand like a thing.
250

 

 

Before the technicalities of FO were fully developed, Heidegger makes an essential distinction 

between inanimate objects and unicellular forms of life (which remains in BT). More surprising-

ly, however, is his claim that even unicellular organisms attune themselves to their environments. 

If unicellular organisms have the capacity to attune themselves, then one could argue that ani-

mals would also have this capacity. From this it would follow that they also have the capacity to 

be mooded and to experience emotions. This development of Heidegger‘s position in HCT (and 

its implications) is more phenomenologically accurate than his account in BT.  

 

IV. Phenomenology of Mood: Heidegger and Psychology 

 

The reconstructed version of Heidegger‘s phenomenological account of mood gets at something 

quite right about human existence and experience in the world: namely, that our attunement 

through mood, as the most basic lens through which we experience the world, discloses to us 

how the world is and how we and others are faring in it. The characteristics of mood that are re-

vealed through a phenomenological account are essential to what we call mood and are worth 

holding onto. In this final section, I contend that a substantial part of empirical work on mood 

fails to come to grips with these characteristics. In closing, I mention some of the general prob-

lems in the psychology literature on mood and how they might be resolved by taking a more 

phenomenological approach.  
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 Heidegger 1992, 255/352. 
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On the whole, the literature on mood is mess. One of the main reasons for this is because 

there is no consensus on the ontology of mood. Most experiments simply operate with an un-

questioned, common sense understanding of mood and then proceed to ―induce,‖ ―test,‖ and 

come to conclusions about it.
251

 Some examples of problematic mood states include the follow-

ing groundbreaking experiments that continue to be cited in the literature. Isen‘s (1978) experi-

ments examined how mood affects our perception of the social world by inducing ―happy‖ 

moods in people at a shopping mall by giving them a free gift. She then had subjects fill out an 

unrelated customer survey where those in happy moods on account of the gift said that their cars 

and televisions performed better than those of control subjects who had received no gift. Bower, 

Gilligan, & Monteiro‘s (1981) experiments examined the effect of mood on memory by hypno-

tizing people into ―happy‖ or ―sad‖ moods. Participants who were put into ―happy‖ moods re-

membered more positive details in a story they had read the day before and those in ―sad‖ moods 

remembered more negative details.
252

 Other experiments induced mood by having participants 

read a newspaper account of the death of a young man, giving them a dollar, giving them cup-

cakes in the library, or by having people find a dime in a phone booth.
253

  

 This is only a small sampling of some of the landmark experiments on mood, but in each 

case, the working concept of mood is thin and there seems to be no clear distinction between 

mood and emotion. Furthermore, in each experiment, a clinician could observe the ―affective‖ 

states of the participants without engaging with the patient‘s phenomenology or experience.
254

 If 

the psychology of mood is to reflect the phenomenology, then something must change in the 

concept of mood at work in psychology and correspondingly, in the method of experiments. To 

give a prescriptive account of such a revamped conceptual account and research program would 

go beyond the scope of this paper, but let me make some concluding suggestions for a new gen-

eral direction in empirical work on mood.  
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 See note 240. 
252

 Many who have attempted to replicate this experiment got conflicting results where memories were 

incongruent with the initial mood (cf. Parrott & Spackman 2000; also see Eich and Macaulay 2000). 
253

 Respectively, Johnson and Tversky 1983; Worth and Mackie 1987; Isen & Levin 1972.   
254

 As Ratcliffe (2008) notes, treating affective changes as affective symptoms observed from a dispassio-

nate perspective is very different from doing a phenomenological analysis and looking at how it contri-

butes to the patient‘s existential orientation (p. 57). 
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In trying to integrate the phenomenology and psychology of mood, the first step is con-

ceptual: to re-work the understanding of mood to a more robust, existential marker as opposed to 

a simple state (happy/sad) that can be easily induced at will. If mood reflects our fundamental 

being-in-the-world, then none of these ―causes‖ would appear to induce mood. Here, one need 

not follow Heidegger in understanding mood as the manifestation of an underlying ontological 

structure. Rather what is important is to note the pervasiveness of moods: that they influence our 

beliefs and desires, that we are always mooded, and that they can reveal things to us that beliefs 

cannot, and that they are embodied. Once a more robust, existential, embodied concept of mood 

is in play, then experiments could be designed to reflect the phenomenology, wherein mood can-

not necessarily be induced and studied in a laboratory, or at least not in a single session in a la-

boratory. Given that mood is not merely a momentary state, experiments could be long lasting in 

duration so as to accurately chart mood as it naturally occurs in the world and in individual expe-

riences. Moreover, if experiments were long lasting, then it would be possible to examine fluctu-

ations within a mood and not only examine differences between moods. Furthermore, extensive 

interviews could be conducted with people with regard to their mood and how it affects their 

day-to-day lives, interviews which could give us a glimpse of the phenomenology.
255

 In sum, 

                                                           
255

 More holistic and phenomenologically sensitive accounts and studies of the attunement of trauma are 

beginning to catch on, which could pave the way for such studies of mood as well. In particular, I have in 

mind some of the groundbreaking work that is being done by Dr. Nadine Burke and her team at the Bay-

view Child Health Center in San Francisco, work that has been deeply influenced by Vincent Felitti and 

Robert Anda et al‘s ongoing research program, ―Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study‖ (1998). 

The ACE study has analyzed over 17,000 adult Americans and examined their current health status within 

the context of adverse childhood experiences – emotional, psychological, physical, social – that occurred 

on average a half-century earlier. Their findings are important to the practice of medicine and psychiatry 

because they show that much of what is recognized as common symptoms in adult medicine (e.g., obesi-

ty, addiction, depression) is the result of what was not recognized in childhood. The ACE Study thus con-

siders current and accepted conceptions of depression and addiction to be superficial since it shows that 

they are not only physiological or chemical, but rather that they are directly related to prior life expe-

riences. This approach not only takes seriously the physiological symptoms of trauma, but also the back-

ground social and psychosocial environment, as well as interpersonal relationships out of which various 

traumas arise. Drawing on ACE‘s retroactive analysis of trauma, Burke‘s team – comprised of doctors, 

therapists, and social workers – is developing a model to study and treat the chronic maladies of children 

who have suffered trauma. The model they are developing is unique in the sense that it is treating young 

children (as young as seven) who are growing up in high-risk homes and it treats them from multiple 

perspectives – physical, physiological, psychological, cognitive, and social. It is, in a sense, treating the 
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what is needed is a science that knows its limitations and that is open to a phenomenological ap-

proach. Indeed, such suggestions are only a most basic beginning, but they allow us to see how a 

phenomenology of moods could help empirical work in psychology. 
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Das Gewalt-lose Walten:  

Heidegger on Violence, Power, and Gentleness 

 

Krsysztof Ziarek (SUNY Buffalo) 

 

 

Let me begin with two quotations:  ―Die göttliche Gewalt, welche Insignium und Siegel, niemals 

Mittel heiligen Vollstreckung ist, mag die waltende heissen.‖ / ―The divine violence, which is the 

sign and seal but never the means of sacred execution, may be called ―reigning‖ violence‖;  and 

―Das Gewalt-lose Walten.‖/ ―The violence-free reign.‖   The first famous quotation closes Ben-

jamin‘s Zur Kritik der Gewalt.
256

  The second, still largely unnoticed in critical debates, comes 

from the initial sections of Heidegger‘s Die Geschichte des Seyns, published only in 1998 but 

dating from 1938/40,
257

 the years marking the outbreak of the violence of World War II.   

While the end of Benjamin‘s texts invites us to think Gewalt by way of walten, Heideg-

ger‘s remark, by contrast, telescopes attention on Walten itself, using it as a verbal substantive 

and modifying it by a noun turned adjectival: das Gewalt-lose. In this turn of phrase, Heidegger 

strips Gewalt of its primary role, that is, as the gathering of the forms of walten, and turns it, in 

its ―negative‖ form, into a modifier of Walten.  Walten becomes the principal part of the phrase, 

grammatically and philosophically, shifting attention from violence/power to the prevailing and 

working indicated by the verb walten.  Heidegger moves to rethink this prevailing—what 

emerges as the ‗nonviolent‘ force of Walten--away from violence and coercive force, and, as we 

will see shortly, also from power (Macht) and eventually also from mastery/lordship (Herr-

schaft).   Resetting the primary register of Walten in relation to Gewalt, Heidegger proposes to 

think Walten as released or freed from violence: as gewalt-lose.  
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 Walter Benjamin, ―Zur Kritik der Gewalt‖ in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. II.1, ed. R. Tiedemann and H. 
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Since Derrida‘s ―The Force of Law‖ and especially Agamben‘s Homo Sacer, Benjamin‘s 

―Critique of Violence‖ has been widely debated, critiqued, and variously interpreted.  It has cer-

tainly inspired a great deal of debate about violence, justice, law, and sovereignty.  By contrast, 

Heidegger‘s critical engagement with power (Macht), violence (Gewalt), and mastery (Herr-

schaft), contained in a series of books written from 1936 through 1940s and only recently pub-

lished in German, has received scant attention in these debates.  Furthermore, the stigma of the 

1933 Rectorate and support for National Socialism expressed in Heidegger‘s texts between 1933 

and 1935, combined with the general lack of familiarity with the subsequently written but recent-

ly published and still mostly untranslated works, seems to disqualify, at least in some circles, 

Heidegger‘s work, rendering it unworthy of critical engagement, and often judged a priori to be 

unable to offer any crucial insight into such matters as power, law, or justice.  Yet my contention 

here is that it is precisely in Heidegger‘s thought, thought that begins to respond to the planetary 

confrontation of powers and total war enveloping the world in late 1930s, that we find the most 

radically transformative challenge to the dominion of power, violence, rule, and sovereignty.   

Such possibility of ―beyond violence‖ unfolds, I argue, even more manifestly from Hei-

degger‘s work from mid-1930s onward, in particular from his critique of power (Macht), vi-

olence or coercive force (Gewalt), and mastery/sovereignty (Herrschaft).  Heidegger‘s comment 

on violence-free sway or force is much more explicit in seeking to release walten (most often 

deployed by him in the sense of prevailing) from the purchase of violence.  In fact, Heidegger‘s 

complex deployment of walten throughout his work could be read as a continuing interrogation 

of violence, which is definitely the case after the turn of the mid-1930s.  For the kind of reign or 

sway (Walten) Heidegger is attributing to being (in the sense of Seyn played against the standard 

modern spelling Sein) is one that is violence-, rule-, and governance-free.  This sense of ―sway‖ 

is connected by Heidegger to the notion of event: ―Ereignis und die Milde der höchsten Herr-

schaft, die nicht der Macht und nicht des ‗Kampfes‘ bedarf, sonder ursprüngliche Auseinander-

setzung.  Das Gewalt-lose Walten.‖ (GS 8)  ―Event and the gentleness of the highest majesty, 

which does not need power and ‗struggle,‘ but originary con-frontation.  The violence-free 

reign.‖  At this point in Die Geschichte des Seyns, Heidegger still holds on to the term Herr-

schaft, which he tries to think, as Mindfulness indicates, as majesty (majestas) and deploy criti-

cally against the notion of mastery or lordship. 
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While Benjamin attempts to unearth and take Gewalt toward a sense of non-violence, 

Heidegger performs a similar operation on Herrschaft, playing Herrschaft as majesty and dignity 

against Herrschaft as power, rule, dominion, or sovereignty.   In fact, this sense of majesty (of 

being) is directed specifically against the possibility of mastering.  Several pages later, in chapter 

57, entitled ―Das Wesen der Macht,‖ or ―The Essence of Power,‖ after another rescue attempt, 

Heidegger decides to abandon the term Herrschaft as completely inapt and unsuitable for how he 

proposes to think Seyn (being).  He starts by saying that every power is false majesty/rule or a 

semblance of it: ―All Macht ist Scheinherrschaft..‖  He continues by inserting a parenthetical re-

mark about the sense of Herrschaft as charis: ―(Herrschaft ist die τάρις des Seyns als des Seyns, 

stille Würde der milden Bindung, die sich nie in das Bedürfen der Macht zu versteifen braucht).‖ 

―Majesty is the charis of being as of being, the silent dignity of the gentle binding, which does 

not need to harden into the use of power.‖ The parenthetical remark italicizes Herrschaft to set it 

apart as majesty from sovereignty and rule.  Yet immediately after the close of the parenthesis, 

Heidegger declares that, despite the possibility of the internal slide between majesty and mastery, 

Herrschaft as a term of thinking needs to be called into question and assigned to the domain of 

power, because it is totally inadequate for the idiom of the power- and violence-free relation he 

is trying to evolve: ―‗Herrschaft‘ wird so zum völlig ungemässen Wort und deshalb dem Wesen-

bereich der Macht überwiesen.‖ (GS 69)  The inscription of Herrschaft into the domain of Macht 

indexes the fact that, though trying to except itself from the law, sovereignty remains inescapably 

part of power, power which brooks no exception to its sway, to its violence-driven Walten. 

This vacillation within Herrschaft shows the extent to which Heidegger thinks by submit-

ting his own thought to a continuous questioning.  Another indicator of this movement of thought 

is the shift in the discussion of Gewalt.  In the well-known reading of the Antigone chorus in In-

troduction to Metaphysics (1935), Heidegger speaks about the human being as violence-doing 

(gewalttätig), yet only four years later in Die Geschichte des Seyns, violence-doing  (Ge-

walttätigkeit) becomes synonymous with brutality (Brutalität) and explained as part and parcel 

of the operations of power (that is, of metaphysics), which are to be deconstructed and trans-

formed. (GS 76)  In a couple of sections following the discussion of ―the essence of power‖ in 

the twenty six numbered sections, Heidegger links Gewalt to the central concept against which 

his thinking turns, namely power (Macht).   ―When power puts itself to use and must expend it-
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self, then it turns into violence.‖ (GS 75)  For Heidegger, Gewalt, most often seen as one of the 

modes of the deployment of power, is, like Herrschaft, captured within and assigned to the do-

main of Macht.  Its assignment to power is ―essential‖:  it is the Gewaltwesen of power.  

It is in the course of elaborating these points on power that Heidegger decides to assign 

Herrschaft to the domain of power (under point twenty three) and do so quite explicitly in the 

context of his critical remarks about race and racial superiority (Rassevorrang).  Point twenty 

five of ―The Essence of Power‖ is entitled ―Power and Race‖ and shows the critical link between 

the metaphysical notion of the subject as the ground of race thinking: the subject as supposedly 

constituted/produced as self-identical.  The production of subjectivity underlies the doctrine of 

race, racial differences, as well as the notion of the production of race.  The understanding of 

subjectivity in its relation to power renders race available to calculation (Rechnen) and manipula-

tion.  In fact, as Heidegger remarks: ―Rasse-züchtung ist ein Weg der Selbstbehauptung für die 

Herrschaft‖ (GS 70) / ―Race-breeding is a way of self-assertion for mastery/lordship.‖  Here 

clearly the term Herrschaft becomes associated with the ―master race,‖ and points to the implica-

tion of race thinking in the drive toward power and control.  This remark indicates that Heideg-

ger decides to abandon the term Herrschaft because of its association with race-breeding and 

mastery, or, in short, with the master race.  In an appendix to ―Koinon,‖ the second text in Die 

Geschichte des Seyns, Heidegger states: ―‘Rasse‘ ist ein Machtbegriff—setz Subjektivität vo-

raus…‖ / ―Race is a concept of power—presupposes subjectivity….‖(GS 222).  For those willing 

to read, it should also leave no doubt as to where Heidegger‘s thought places itself in 1939-40 in 

relation to the racial doctrines of National Socialism.  It is equally important in this context to 

expose the suppositions of Emmanuel Faye, who tries to present the very same quotes from Hei-

degger—and several more in the same vein—as purportedly endorsing the Nazi racial doctrine.  

The context of Heidegger‘s critique of subjectivity, as well as of nation, people, and race as ex-

tensions of the will to power from which Heidegger distances his thought, leaves no doubt as to 

the critical nature of these remarks, and leads one to the conclusion that Faye is either unable to 

understand what he reads in Heidegger or intentionally misreads him.
258
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dorsing them or submitting them to examination and critique.  It is interesting to note here that the word 
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To reinforce this point, let me mention here that a few pages after the lines cited above 

Heidegger remarks on how power drives toward the extreme either-or, its essence demanding a 

―life and death‖ struggle (Kampf), in which one must annihilate the other.  Not threaten with an-

nihilation as in Hegel‘s master/slave dialectic, but actually annihilate the other, so that, as Hei-

degger adds, no recognition of the other can take place. (GS 71)  Given the context of Heideg-

ger‘s discussion race thought and race-breeding, there seems hardly any doubt as to the aim of 

these remarks, namely, the doctrine of racial superioriy.  In fact, the critique of the interweaving 

of Macht, Gewalt, and Herrschaft I have been outlining here makes sense precisely as part of 

Heidegger‘s critical injunction against nationalisms and socialisms, operating, in his view, as 

part and parcel of the metaphysics of power
259

 and its Machenschaft.  It is precisely  in the con-

text of these texts  and their crucial insights and transformations, still too often ignored by those 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Rasse (race) appears much more frequently in Heidegger‘s work after Contributions to Philosophy, when 

it is unmistakably submitted to a persistent, and consistent, critique, as part and parcel of the metaphysics 

of power.  The extent of Faye‘s deliberate ―misreading‖ becomes obvious if one reads the quotations he 

excerpts back in their context, which shows them, without a shadow of a doubt, to be critical of the very 

approach that Faye attempts to forcibly ascribe to Heidegger (see, for instance, p. 649, where Faye, dis-

cussing Heidegger‘s remarks on race thinking, immediately qualifies them by adding ―racial selection‖ 

and claiming that Heidegger does so in order to legitimate both (―pour les légitimer‖).  That Faye‘s mi-

sreading is simply untenable can be seen easily in the fact that he keeps claiming that Heidegger endorses 

and propagates the thought of power and machination (Machenschaft), while in fact from the time of 

Contributions to Philosophy Heidegger is remarkably consistent in thoroughly and  repeatedly critiquing 

Macht, Machenschaft. Herrschaft, or even ―total mobilization‖—critique which it is impossible to miss 

and which I have elaborated in more detail in other essays.  For Faye‘s remarks about race in Heidegger 

mentioned above, see Emmanuel Faye, Heidegger, l‘introduction du nazisme dans la philosophie (Paris: 

Fayard, 2005), 641-650.   And for excellent critical exposition of the way in which Faye fabricates a ―fic-

tion‖ or even a ―phantasm‖ of Heidegger, in the words of François Fédier, see Heidegger à plus forte rai-

sion, ed. Fedier (Paris: Fayard, 2007).  Fédier‘s ―Faux procès‖ (pp. 21-65) outlines the main procedures of 

misquotation, decontextualization, and insinuation, which Faye‘s employs throughout the book.  Particu-

larly instructive is Philippe Arjakovsky‘s ―Àpropos d‘Ernst Jünger‖ (pp. 111-159), which demonstrates 

how Faye, through a series of decontextualized and intentionally misread from Heidegger‘s critique of 

Jünger and of the notion of race in vol. 90 of the Gesamtuasgabe, puts forward a completely false and 

distortive claim about Heidegger‘s supposed embrace of Jünger and of racist ideology.  Even a quick 

glance at Heidegger‘s remarks on Jünger leaves not even the slightest doubt that ―race‖ is seen by Hei-

degger critically as issuing from the metaphysically anchored notion of subjectivity and serves to affirm 

the continuing escalation and spread of power and Machenschaft, which Heidegger strenuously lays bare 

and critiques during this period. 
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 ―Die Wesensfolge der Subjektivität ist der Nazionalismus der Völker und der Sozialismus des Volkes.‖ 
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writing  on this topic, that the relation of Heidegger‘s thought to National Socialism needs to be 

reexamined. 
260

  

It is crucial to note that there is a marked difference in Heidegger between the operations 

of Macht and Gewalt as Vernichtung, annihilation, and the macht-los event of being as nichtend: 

nihilating.  Nihilation in Heidegger marks the originative play of time-space, each time one time 

and singularly given, that is, always already nihilated, opened in a futural projecting-open.  In 

short, nihilation marks the silent force of the possible.  There is a way of thinking nihilation pre-

cisely as that which singularizes, which allows what is, to be always and only onetime, einmalig 

as Heidegger puts it.  This singularization of each time is the very movement of experience, it is 

das Nichtige taken away from the sense of nothingness or nothing (as absence of being)
261

  and 

also from das Vernichtende as an extreme manifestation of violence.  ―‘Nothingness‘ is neither 

the negation of beings nor the negation of beingness, nor is it the ―privation‖ of being; it is not 

the deprivation [Beraubung] that simultaneously would be an annihilation [Vernichtung].  Ra-

ther, ‗nothingness‘ is the foremost and highest gift of be-ing [Seyn], which along with itself and 

as itself gifts be-ing as event unto the clearing of the prime-leap [Ur-sprung] as ab-ground [Ab-

grund].‖  (CP 263/BP 295)  This is why for Heidegger being never annihilates, only power and 

violence can.  Being‘s nihilation marks the span of finitude, and Dasein‘s ownmost, non-

relational possibility: death.  Rethought this way, nihilation is the highest gift in the sense that it 

allows the play of time-space to be instantiated each time as singular, as one time, and allows 
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thinking to experience it in this way.  This experience of nihilation gives/allows to be, and is 

sharply distinguished from annihilation as the depriving of being.  What can be annihilated is 

precisely finitude as the experience of nihilation characteristic of Dasein.   Furthermore, it is pre-

cisely the Nichten, the nihilating intrinsic to being that, for Heidegger, releases from power and 

violence, and not manifests it.  In other words, nihilation is the vector indicated by the suffix –los 

in the phrases like macht-los and gewalt-los.  As taken away from the nothing and annihilation, 

nihilation ―works‖ as the possibility of the power-free. 

This idiom of the gentle bind (milde Bindung) is a striking gesture of Heidegger‘s texts 

from Contributions to Philosophy to the just published Das Ereignis is.  Die Geschichte des 

Seyns returns several times to this idiom of gentleness, the idiom which is beginning to take 

shape at that time in Heidegger‘s texts and becomes known from his later writings as Gelassen-

heit.  The juxtaposition Heidegger makes there is between power, violence, and rule oriented re-

lations, the complex and global scope of Machenschaft, on the one hand, and gentle binds, event-

like relations, which bind beings in the modality of Gelassenheit, on the other.  This modality of 

gentleness and mildness (Milde) is not to be confused, however, with powerlessness signifying 

the absence of power.  As Heidegger puts it, this ―gentleness‖ is machtunbedürftig: it has no 

need of power.  This modality of Milde as having no need of power is thus located ‗beyond‘ the 

scope of power and without-power.  It is ‗beyond‘ them in the sense of being unrelated to them, 

of another order of relating, as it were.  Yet this ―gentle binding‘ does not constitute a beyond but 

remains within power and powerlessness as the power-free.  As Heidegger puts it, the power-free 

can never be disempowered (M 168), and it is never a deficiency of power.  Rather, power and 

its absence are not fitting or appropriate to the power-free. ―…the name power-less [that is, pow-

er-free] should indicate that given its sway, be-ing [Seyn] continues to be detached [losgelöst] 

from power.   

This is the tonality of the gentle binding, of Gelassenheit or letting-be, a relating no long-

er according to power or its absence.  That at stake in this shift from violence and power to the 

gentle bind is indeed a transformation within power, can be gleaned from the fact that German 

allows the verbs walten and lassen to conjoin into walten lassen, suggesting that the primary de-

termination of walten comes at this point from lassen, that is, from letting and allowing, and not 

from power or violence.  In fact, one of the phrases formed with walten lassen is ―Milde walten 
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lassen,‖ which can be rendered literally as ―to let gentleness prevail‖ or ―allow gentleness to 

work.‖  Nearly a synonymous phrase is ―Gnade walten lassen‖: to spare or to show leniency. 
262

  

It is critical to note here that the verb lassen does not indicate, certainly not in the way in which 

Heidegger employs it, passivity, a disengaged allowing for something that is already there to re-

main as it is.  Rather, lassen indicates a way of getting something to work without forcing or 

compelling it, as in ―to allow gentleness to work.‖  The difference here would be between ―al-

lowing to work‖ (walten lassen) and ―making work‖ (where walten remains linked to Gewalt and 

machen).  The more important point here is that, relying on the resources of German, it can be 

shown how the transformation in Walten initiated by Heidegger takes it away from Gewalt 

(power, violence, governance), and, changing its tonality through lassen, allows for a different 

modality of relating: the gentle binding free from power.  We have here a significant, even radi-

cal shift from Gewalt/Walten to Lassen/Walten, the shift which pinpoints the importance of the 

transformation (Wandlung) (GS 21) which Heidegger sets out to initiate in power (Macht) and in 

its deployments through Gewalt and Herrschaft.   This transformation in Walten, which moti-

vates the rethinking of Macht, Gewalt, and Herrschaft, also twists the logic of purity and conta-

mination.  Das Macht-lose or das Gewalt-lose does not indicate either purity from or contamina-

tion by power and violence, as they no longer conform to this logic which is enforced by power.  

The release that allows or lets, all signified through the verb lassen, hinges on the valence of the 

suffix –los, indicating a move away, a letting go, and also a lessness.   The difficulty for us is that 

this ―-lessness‖ (-losigkeit) signifies precisely a release from the binary of power and powerless-

ness, contamination and purity: not a mixture of the two, the trace of their having always already 

been entwined, but ‗the gentle bind‘ of walten lassen that could transform the very landscape of 

relation. 

This shift from violence/rule to letting/being at work, is what Heidegger means by the 

radicality of the other beginning, a beginning again of being/thinking/acting no longer only in 

terms of Macht, Gewalt, or Herrschaft, but rather as power-free.  Heidegger introduces the term 

Anfang (most often translated as ‗beginning‘) first to differentiate it from Beginn: start or mere 

beginning and, second, to point out the sense of the projective capture implied by the German 
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term.   An-fang, often hyphenated by Heidegger, does not indicate a temporal moment in which 

something starts or commences, but instead an opening into an inceptual, originative capture 

(from the verb fangen: to capture, catch, seize): a proleptic extension which gives the momentum 

to  what is coming and thus captures it within the tonality set at and by the beginning (An-fang).  

The first beginning in ancient Greece has captured ―Western‖ thought in its peculiar tonality of 

presence, idea, substance, etc., which still resonate today through the key structuring terms of 

Western thought: representation, subject/object, essence, substance, presence/absence, etc.  In 

this sense, Greece, though inescapably Latinized, keeps ―beginning‖ over and over again, recap-

turing being into the terms of power and its shadow, powerlessness,  and forcing all relations to 

assume a form of power.  Heidegger‘s remarks on the possibility of the other beginning attempts 

to help reset thought to a different, power-free tonality, which would breach the inceptual enclo-

sure of the Greek beginning and possibly allow being  as an otherwise to power, as projecting 

open and letting being be ‗captured‘ anew within its throw. 

The other beginning thus originates in a different tonality: no longer the dialectic of the 

presence and absence of power but an essential ―letting‖ of the power-free.  This originative al-

lowing is irreducible in its transformative momentum to a revolution, for, as Heidegger puts it 

―No ‗revolution‘ is ‗revolutionary‘ enough….Everything ‗revolutionary‘ is a dependent counter-

play of the ‗conservative.‘‖ (GS 23)  Both conservatism and revolution, as a response to conserv-

ing power and violence, are already captured within the first beginning, stylized in terms of pow-

er, counter-power, and powerlessness, and neither admits of a power-free doing that lets be.  

Perhaps if we were to continue with this tone of thinking, we could say that the power-free let-

ting (Gelassenheit) indexes revolution the way in which for Benjamin ‗pure violence‘ manifests 

through revolutionary violence.  It transforms more radically, more inceptually, than revolution 

can.   
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Caring for the World  

Towards a Post-Heideggerian Concept of the Will  

 

 

Vincent Blok (Wageningen University, The Netherlands) 

  

 

Abstract 

In the twentieth century, the concept of the will appears in bad daylight. Martin Heideg-

ger for instance criticizes the will as a movement of reducing otherness to sameness, dif-

ference to identity. Since his diagnosis of the will, the releasement from a wilful manner 

of thinking and the exploration of the possibility of non-willing has become a prevalent 

issue in contemporary philosophy. This article questions whether this quietism is still 

possible in our times, were we are confronted with climate change and the future of 

mankind is fundamentally threatened. On the one hand, the human will to ‗master‘ and 

‗exploit‘ the natural world can be seen as the root of the ecological crisis, as Heidegger 

observed. On the other hand, its current urgency forces us to evaluate the releasement of 

the will in contemporary philosophy.  

Because also Heidegger himself attempted to develop a proper concept of the will in the 

onset of the thirties, we start our inquiry with Heidegger‘s phenomenology of the will in 

the thirties. Although Heidegger was very critical about the concept of the will later on, 

we are not inclined to reject the concept of the will as he did eventually. In this article we 

show that Heidegger's criticism of the will is not phenomenologically motivated, and we 

will develop a proper post-Heideggerian concept of willing. Finally the question will be 

answerd whether this proper concept of willing can help us to find a solution for the 

ecological crisis.   
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Introduction 

 

In the twentieth century, the concept of the will appears in bad daylight. Already Nietzsche 

speaks negatively about a will to truth: ―‗Will to truth‘, you who are wisest call that which 

impels you and fills you with lust? A will to the thinkability of all beings: this I call your will. 

You want to make all being thinkable, for you doubt with well-founded suspicion that it is 

already thinkable‖.
263

 According to Nietzsche, the will to truth is the forgery of plurality into the 

same and the similar, the reduction of difference into identity: ―Thinking is a forging 

transformation, feeling is a forging transformation, willing is a forging transformation -: all 

possess the ability to assimilate: it preconceives a will, something to even us (etwas uns gleich zu 

machen)‖  (KSA 11: 34[252]). 

Yet Nietzsche remains rather positive about the will eventually. The reductive will is a 

necessary though insufficient condition for the preservation of life, which would otherwise 

evaporate in the face of relentless variability (the world of becoming). Together with the will to 

truth, he introduces the will to power as art. Art is the essence of willing, opening new 

perspectives and possibilities for the will. So for Nietzsche the concept of the will operates as a 

problem – the reductive and assimilating character of the will to truth – and as its solution: the 

essence of the will to power as art is the creation of new perspectives and possibilities for the 

will.  

In the twentieth century the concept of the will is criticized in a more rigorous way. 

Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) for instance, criticizes the will as a movement of reducing 

otherness to sameness, difference to identity.
264

 In his diagnosis of the will he follows one of the 

prominent critics of the will in the twentieth century: Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). Since his 

diagnosis of the will, the releasement from a willful manner of thinking and the exploration of 

the possibility of non-willing has become a prevalent issue in contemporary philosophy. In case 
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of Heidegger, the main question is how to think a mode of ―thinking [which] would be 

something other then willing‖
265

, a gelassen or non-willing mode of philosophical thinking.
266

 

In recent years this quietism, resignation or even fatalism, has been subjected to many 

attacks. Herman Philipse comments for instance: ―Heidegger claims that the age of technology is 

a fate, so that it would be naïve to think that we could avert destruction and meaninglessness by 

any concrete measures. The only thing that he advises us to do is to wait and to attempt to relate 

to Being in thought. Heidegger‘s seemingly ―deep‖ critique of technology is nothing but pseudo-

religious quietism disguised as a radical critique. The morally undesirable effect of this critique 

is that it condemns all real and fruitfull criticism of technology as superficial, naïve, and 

insufficiently radical‖.
267

 In general, Heidegger‘s concept of Gelassenheit is interpreted as 

‗indifference‘ to ethical duties, as a quietism that withdraws from the world. Or as Richard 

Wolin puts it: ―Dasein is no longer responsible for its own fate. Instead, it must assume an 

attitude of passive obedience vis-à-vis the call of Being, to which it stands in a relation of 

impotent bondage‖.
268

 

The question arises whether this quietism is still possible in our times, were we are 

confronted with climate change, where the future of mankind is fundamentally threatened. Of 

course, the human will to ‗master‘ and ‗exploit‘ the natural world can be seen as the root of the 

ecological crisis, as Heidegger already observed: ―The unnoticeable law of the earth preserves 

the earth in the sufficiency of the emerging and perishing of all things in the allotted sphere of 

the possible which everything follows, and yet nothing knows. The birch tree never oversteps its 

possibility. The colony of bees dwells in its possibility. It is first the will which arranges itself 

everywhere in technology that devours the earth in the exhaustion and consumption and change 

of what is artificial. Technology drives the earth beyond the developed sphere of its possibility 
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into such things which are no longer a possibility and are thus the impossible‖ (my emphasis).
269

 

The will can be understood as the root of the ecological crisis and Heidegger‘s philosophy can 

even be seen as a solution to the environmental crisis, as some of Heidegger's commentators 

have suggested: ―The solution to the environmental crisis, then, would involve an ontological 

shift: from an anthropocentric, dualistic, and utilitarian understanding of nature to an 

understanding which ―lets things be‖, i.e. which discloses things other than merely as raw 

material for human ends‖.
270

 Heidegger's philosophy can be seen as providing such a non-

anthropocentric conception of humanity and its relation to nature.  

Although Heidegger‘s diagnosis of the ecological crisis might be correct, does its current 

urgency not force us to evaluate the releasement of the will in contemporary philosophy? Do we 

not require human interventions to protect and take care of the future of our planet? And do these 

interventions not presuppose a concept of willing? Do we not have to find a path between Scylla 

– the reductive will – and Charybdis – the quietism that withdraws from the world?
271 

 This path 

cannot be found in an uncritical embrace of the will nor in its blunt rejection. As we know, 

Scylla lies perilously close to Charybdis. Where do we steer? What compass-point lies between 

them, the concept of the will itself?  

Less known is that Heidegger also attempted to develop a proper concept of the will, to 

characterize his philosophical method in the onset of the thirties.
272

 In the opening paragraph of 
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his Rectoral Address (1933) for instance, he starts with the ‗spiritual mission of the university 

that must be willed‘
273

 and he ends this lecture with the remark that ‗it is our will that our people 

(Volk) fulfill its historical mission‘: ―We will ourselves‖ (GA 16: 117).
274

  As I argued 

elsewhere, Heidegger‘s embrace of the will doesn‘t testify for a ‗massive voluntarism‘ in 

thought, as Derrida
275

 and others suggest
276

; it is rather due to a phenomenological destruction of 

the concept of the will
277

. Could Heidegger's destructed concept of the will help us to find a 

compass-point that lies between Scylla and Charybdis, and ultimately, to help us develop a 

proper concept of willing, suited to deal with the current ecological crisis? In this article we shall 

critically inquire into Heidegger‘s phenomenology of the will formulated in the early thirties.  

In section 1 we start with Heidegger‘s phenomenology of the will in his lecture course of 

1936/1937, in which Heidegger confronts himself (Auseinandersetzung) with the will to power 

as art of Nietzsche. We will discern two main characteristics of Heidegger's concept of the will. 

Both will subsequently be traced in his phenomenology of willing in the mid-thirties.  

In §2 the question will be answered whether Heidegger's concept of the will can help us 

to find a path between Scylla - the reductive will - and Charybdis - the quietism that withdraws 

from the world. Although later on Heidegger was very critical about the concept of the will and 

although it is clear that Heidegger‘s destructed concept of the will falls victim to the same 
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criticism, we are not inclined to reject the concept of the will as he did eventually. We will show 

that Heidegger‘s destruction, and later on his criticism on the will, is not phenomenologically 

motivated, making way for the development of a proper post-Heideggerian concept of willing. In 

the epilogue we will return to the question whether this proper concept of willing can help us to 

find a solution for the ecological crisis. 

 

§1 Heidegger‘s phenomenology of the will in his confrontation with Nietzsche 

(1936-37) 

 

In the mid-thirties, we find a lecture course from 1936-37 on Nietzsche‘s will to power as art. In 

the second chapter of this lecture course, Heidegger develops his phenomenology of the will in 

confrontation with Nietzsche‘s concept of the will
278

. In this section we will discuss Heidegger‘s 

phenomenology of the will in his lecture course of 1936/37. On the basis of this elaboration, we 

are able to understand what Heidegger had in mind with his destructed concept of willing in the 

thirties.  

According to Nietzsche, will doesn‘t indicate a psychological phenomenon, but rather the 

Being of beings: ―Only where there is life is there also will; not will to life but – thus I teach you 

– will to power‖ (KSA 4: 149).
279

 In his lecture course Heidegger stresses the ontological status 

of Nietzsche‘s concept of the will: if, according to Nietzsche, will to power is the basic character 
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of all beings, then its definition cannot appeal to a particular being or a specific circumstance in 

the world
280

. Heidegger illustrates this with an example.   

Normally the will is taken to be a faculty of the soul.
281

 The soul is a particular being, 

distinct from body and mind. However, if the will provides the essence of every being, then it 

does not pertain to the soul. Rather, the soul, the body and the mind pertain to the will, inasmuch 

as such things are. If every being is willing, then it cannot be derived from the soul. Neither can 

the will be understood as an ability or power of the soul, in contrast to, for example, the ability to 

perceive. According to Heidegger, each ability is already a power to do something, and as such 

already a will to power. The will can therefore not be further characterized by defining it as a 

faculty of the soul, because the essence of every faculty is grounded in the essence of the will to 

power already: "If will to power characterizes Being itself, there is nothing else that will can be 

defined as. Will is will‖ (GA 43: 45).
282

  

Because will cannot be identified with a being that is willing something, or with 

something that can be willed, Heidegger‘s phenomenology of the will starts with the 

phenomenon of willing. Willing is a kind of behaviour directed towards something, a going after. 

Now it seems to be obvious that the essence of willing as directedness towards something, would 

be grasped most purely by distinguishing it from other modes of directedness towards something, 
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like representing or wishing for instance.
283

 However, this approach is inappropriate according to 

Heidegger: „No, willing is not wishing at all. It is the submission of ourselves to our own 

command, and our exposure (Entschlossenheit) to such self-command, which already implies our 

carrying out the command― (GA 43: 47).  

Heidegger recognizes that this account of willing seems to be unphenomenological at 

first sight, that it cannot be derived from the willing directedness towards something. But 

according to Heidegger, it is rather the isolation of willing (relation) of the one who wills, and 

that which is willed (relata), and the comparison of this ‗pure‘ relation with other relations – the 

representing or wishing relation for instance – which is unphenomenological. Willing doesn‘t 

exist without the one who wills and that which is willed; what is willed and the one who wills are 

brought into the willing, ―although not in the extrinsic sense in which we can say that to every 

striving belongs something that strives and something that is striven for‖ (GA 43: 48). For 

Heidegger, the one who wills and that which is willed are interconnected in willing. 

The question is this: how does the one who wills and that which is willed belong together 

in willing according to Heidegger? How are the one who wills and that which is willed related? 

Heidegger explains this interdependency by discussing Nietzsche‘s characterisation of the will as 

affect and feeling.  

When Nietzsche defines will in relation to concepts such as affects and feelings, there's a 

temptation to connect the psychological quality of these terms with man as the subject of the 

will. Yet Heidegger keeps open the possibility that the will is not primarily the will of the 

subject: „Will as mastery of oneself (Über-sich-Herrsein) is never the encapsulation of the ego 
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from its surroundings‖ (GA 43; 56).
284

 Just as Heidegger tries to conceive the will apart from the 

willing relation, and not apart from the relata (the one who wills or that which is willed), he also 

understands affects and feelings primarily as relational: ―We must above all see that here it is not 

a matter for psychology .... It is a matter of the basic modes that constitute Dasein, a matter of the 

ways man confronts the Da, the openness and concealment of beings, in which he stands‖ (GA 

43; 52). An affect is primarily a mode of being (Seinsweise), in which the one who wills and that 

which is willed are interconnected. We follow Heidegger's lecture course for a moment to 

develop an answer to our question. 

An affect, anger for instance, comes over us, seizes us, affects us. Our being is moved by 

a kind of excitement, something stirs us up and lifts us beyond ourselves. Heidegger conceives 

the first essential moment in the affect by appealing to popular speech: „Popular speech proves 

to be keensighted when it says of someone who is stirred up and acts in an excited manner, ―He 

isn‘t altogether himself‖. When we are seized by excitement, our being ―altogether there‖ 

vanishes; it is transformed into a kind of ―falling apart‖ (auseinander)‖ (GA 43: 53). According 

to Heidegger, Nietzsche has in mind the first essential moment in the affect, when he calls the 

will an affect. Willing is being lifted beyond oneself (über-sich-hinaus-wollen/sein), insofar the 

one who wills and that which is willed ―fall apart‖ in willing and as such is characterized by an 

über-sich-hinaus-wollen/sein.  

According to Heidegger, Nietzsche has also the other moment in the affect in mind when 

he calls the will an affect, the moment of seizure in the affect by which something comes over 

us. When the will assaults or comes over us, this doesn‘t mean that we first exist and then will 

something. We are always in the scope of willing, even when we are unwilling. ―That genuine 

willing which surges forward in our exposure (Entschlossenheit) to it, that ―yes‖, is what 
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instigates the seizure of our entire being, of the very essence within us‖ (GA 43: 54-55). 

Heidegger conceives the being-beyond-oneself, which characterises the will (first essential 

moment in the affect), as ex-posure (Entschlossenheit).
285

 Ent-schlossenheit means the will 

already said farewell to ‗the encapsulation of the ego from its surroundings‘ (subjectivity) and 

exposes itself to ‗the Da, the openness and concealment of beings, in which he stands‘ (Dasein). 

―Willing is the ex-posure toward oneself, but as the one who wills what is posited in the willing 

as willed‖ (GA 43: 48).  

It is striking that not the one who wills or the willed is entschlossen (relata) according to 

Heidegger, but willing itself (relation). Willing ex-poses itself towards the one who wills, as the 

one who is willed in willing. And here we sense an answer to our question about how the 

interconnectedness of the one who wills and that which is willed, has to be understood. The one 

who wills and that which is willed are interconnected in the exposure (Entschlossenheit) of 

willing. Heidegger states that this interconnectedness has the character of law-giving; ‗Willing is 

the ex-posure to self-command‘ (GA 43: 47). This exposure to self-command is on the one hand 

the exposure to the command of the one who wills to be what is willed. On the other hand it is 

the exposure to what is willed, as that on which the self-command of the one who wills is 

focused on; willing wills the one who wills as what is willed. It is in this sense, that Heidegger 

speaks about the self-command of the one who wills in willing, namely the self-command to the 

one who wills, to be that which is willed.
286
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Heidegger distinguishes two aspects of this self-command of willing to be what is willed. 

The one who wills can only will to be the willed, when both are not identical. I can only will 

something when it is not already there. If the one who wills would be identical to that which is 

willed, then there would be no necessity for him to be the willed in willing. Ent-schlossen is 

willing, when the willed is beyond the one who is willing and, as such, awakens the willing 

directedness towards what is willed
287

; in willing, the one who wills determines what is willed 

(Sichbefehlen). At the same time, the one who wills is not an isolated being who decides to will 

what is willed. ―Only he can truly command … who is always ready and able to place himself 

under command. By means of such readiness he has placed himself within the scope of the 

command as first to obey, the paragon of obedience‖ (GA 43: 49). It is not our decision to will 

the willed, according to Heidegger. Will itself has a moment of seizure, that comes over us: 

―That we can be beyond or outside ourselves in this or that way, and that we are in fact 

constantly so, is possible only because will itself - seen in relation to the essence of man - is 

seizure pure and simple‖ (GA 43: 54). In the self-command of willing, that which is willed 

determines the one who wills (Sichbefehlen). And here we get an answer to our question on how 

the character of law-giving of Heidegger‘s concept of  the will, needs to be understood.  

Is Heidegger‘s destructed concept of the will in the thirties new when we compare it with 

other conceptions of the will in philosophical tradition? First of all, we recognise Heidegger‘s 

general critique of the metaphysical tradition in his conception of the interconnectedness of the 

will. According to Heidegger, the question of Being in the metaphysical tradition does not ask 

thematically about Being. What is asked for, is beings as such; the point for departure in the 

metaphysical tradition is beings, and what is asked for is the Being of these beings (vgl. GA 40: 

14). In the same way, beings are also the point for departure concerning the will in the 

metaphysical tradition; concerning the one who wills or that which is willed. Unlike the 

metaphysical tradition, Heidegger is asking for the will as such, i.e. willing. And because of this 

radically different orientation in his question of Being, Heidegger encounters the 

interconnectedness of willing, the one who wills and that which is willed. Also the second 

characteristic of willing – its law-giving character – is quite new when we compare it with the 
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metaphysical tradition. Of course, also Kant and Nietzsche pointed to the law-giving or 

commanding character of the will, but the interdependency of Sichbefehlen and Sichbefehlen in 

willing signifies that the human being is not the subject nor the object of the will. According to 

Heidegger, the factuality of the ought of willing can never be encountered as long as our point of 

departure concerning the will is a being, i.e. a subject who wills or an object that is willed. 

 

§2 Critical assessment of the self-interest of willing: towards a post-Heideggerian concept of 

willing. 

 

Now we are sufficiently prepared to return to the main question of this article, namely whether 

Heidegger‘s destructed concept of the will, as discussed in the first section, can help us to find a 

path between Scylla – the reductive will – and Charybdis – the quietism that withdraws from the 

world.  

In his later work, Heidegger is definitely negative about this possibility. In his lecture 

Nietzsches Wort ―Gott ist tot‖ from 1943, based on the Nietzsche lectures delivered between 

1936 and 1940, he writes the following about the essential character of the will: ―To will is to 

will-to-be-master. … Will strives for what it wills not just as for something that it does not yet 

have. What the will wills it has already. For will wills its willing. Will wills itself. It exceeds 

itself. In this way will as will wills above and beyond itself, and therefore at the same time it 

must bring itself beneath and behind itself‖.
288

 Heidegger points to a circularity in willing, where 

the will always wills out beyond  itself (ecstatic) and brings the other-than-itself back into the 

domain of this self (incorporation)
289

: ―Since will is the overpowering of itself, no richness of life 

will satisfy it. It has its power in overreaching [im Überreichen] – namely, in reaching over its 

own will. Thus it, as the same, is constantly coming back unto itself as the Same‖ (GA 5: 237). 

He now understands the concept of the will as anchored in a ‗menschlicher Vorgriff‘, i.e. in the 
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 ―The ekstasis of willing is thus always incorporated back into the domain of the subject; the will‘s 

movement of self-overcoming is always in the name of an expansion of the subject, an increase in his ter-

ritory, his power. … I shall call this double-sided or ―duplicitous‖ character of will: ecstatic-

incorporation‖ (Davis (2007) 9). 
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human being as a subject that is willing something
290

: ―With the subjectity of the subject, will 

comes to light as the essence of that subjectity‖ (GA 5: 243).
291

 With this the reductive character 

of the will – the will as a movement that reduces otherness to sameness, difference to identity – 

comes to light. 

The first question we have to ask, is whether Heidegger‘s destructed concept of the will, 

as reviewed in §1, falls victim to the same criticism. We can trace the circularity of the will and 

its connection to subjectity in Heidegger‘s lecture course of 1936/37. His destructed concept of 

willing could be characterized by a circular movement: ―Willing always brings the self to itself; 

it thereby finds itself out beyond itself. It maintains itself within the thrust away from one thing 

toward something else‖ (GA 43: 61 (my emphasis)). And although we stressed the 

interconnectedness and interdependency of willing, the one who wills and that which is willed in 

the previous section, we can nonetheless trace the subjectivity of willing in Heidegger‘s lecture 

course of 1936/37.  

To review this, we return to our earlier characterization of willing as ‗willing out beyond 

ourselves‘. There we saw that the destructed concept of the will is not just ecstatic or lifted 

beyond itself. Heidegger is quite specific here and understands ‗being lifted beyond ourselves‘ as 

a way of ‗losing ourselves‘. So in one way or another, willing is connected with the question 

about ourselves
292

; the ‗falling apart‘ of the one who wills and that which is willed in willing, is 
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 „Jener erstanfängliche Vorgriff des Denkens als Leitfaden der Auslegung des Seienden kann freilich 
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seins― (Heidegger, M. (1989), Beiträge zur Philosophie (vom Ereignis), Gesamtausgabe Band 65 

(Frankfurt a.M: Vittorio Klostermann), p. 179-186 (Hereafter: GA 65: 179-186). In this article, we do not 

elaborate the reason for Heideggers‘ changed appreciation of the will. For this, see Blok, V. (2008), 

―Nietzsche as End and Transition – Heidegger‘s Confrontation with Nietzsche in the Thirties‖, Tijdschrift 

voor Filosofie, nr. 4, p. 777ff. 
291

 When Heidegger saw this, he began to argue for the releasement of the will, because the will itself is 

the main barrier for our exposure to the Da, the openness and concealment of beings, in which we stand. 

vgl. ―Denn dieser Wille, der alles macht, hat sich im voraus der Machenschaft verschrieben, jener 

Auslegung des Seienden als des Vor-stellbaren und Vor-gestellten. Vor-stellbar heißt einmal: zugänglich 

im Meinen und Rechnen; und heißt dann: vorbringbar in der Her-stellung und Durchführung. Dies alles 

aber aus dem Grunde gedacht: das Seiende als solches ist das Vor-gestellte, und nur das Vorgestellte ist 

seiend‖ (GA 65: 108-109).  
292

 Vgl. ―Das Wesen der Person ist die Selbstverantwortlichkeit: sich an sich selbst, nicht egoistisch und 

in bezug auf das zufällige Ich, binden. Selbstverantwortlichsein, nur antworten und d.h. zuerst immer nur 
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the falling apart or cleavage between ‗self‘ and (authentic or original) ‗self‘. And this cleavage or 

difference is the impetus for the directedness of willing to bring the self to the (original) self: 

―But such reaching out in passion does not simply lift us up and away beyond ourselves. It 

gathers our essential being to its proper ground‖ (GA 43: 56). Heidegger‘s primary concern is 

self-assertion (Selbstbehauptung): ―Power is will as willing out beyond itself, precisely in that 

way to come to itself, to find and assert itself in the circumscribed simplicity of its essence, in 

Greek, entelecheia‖ (my emphasis) (GA 43: 74). 

Here we not only comprehend that the interest of willing is to bridge the gap between self 

and (original) self, and that it must be understood as the ‗gathering of our essential being to its 

proper ground‘ or as ―a going back into its essence, into the origin‖ (GA 43: 70 (my emphasis)). 

Moreover, it becomes clear that willing is primarily concerned with the unity of self and original 

self - ‗willing always brings the self to itself‘ – and is characterized by self-interest. This self-

interest of willing could be seen as the essence of subjectity.  

Do we agree with Heidegger‘s subsequent critical remarks on the concept of the will? If 

he is right, we eventually have to conclude, that his destructed concept of willing bears witness 

to the reductive character of the will, and that it therefore isn't suited to find a path between 

Scylla and Charybdis.  

Instead we ask something else: when we accept that willing concerns the self, then it 

follows that this self-interest of willing is the essence of subjectivity. And the crucial question we 

have to answer is whether or not this connection between will and self is self-evident. Where 

does it come from, and is it phenomenologically motivated? For Heidegger, this is no question at 

all. When he characterizes the will in his lecture course of 1936/37, he self-evidently 

presupposes that the one who wills (self) is primarily willing himself as that which is willed 

(self), and not, for instance, the other of the one who wills, the other or the world.
293

 Despite his 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
fragen nach dem Wesen des Selbst. Diesem zuerst und in allem das Wort geben, das Sollen des reinen 

Wollens wollen― (GA 31: 293).   
293

 As we saw before, Heidegger‘s concept of the self is not to be understood in an egotistically way, i.e. 

not in relation to the accidental ‗I‘ (GA 31: 293). Heidegger stresses that the question about the self does 

not prefer the ―I‖ over the ―we‖ or ―you‖: ―Das Selbst ist keine auszeichnende Bestimmung des Ich. Dies 

ist der Grundirrtum des neuzeitlichen Denkens. Das Selbst wird nicht vom Ich her bestimmt, sondern der 

Selbstcharakter ist auch ebensogut dem Du eigen, dem Wir und dem Ihr. Das Selbst ist in neuer Weise 

rätselhaft. Der Selbstcharakter ist nicht gesondert dem Du, dem Ich, dem Wir zugehörig, sondern all dem 
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meticulous phenomenology of willing in his lecture course from 1936/37, a justification of this 

self-interest of willing is omitted.  

According to Jacob Rogozinski, Heidegger's analysis depends on modern philosophical 

tradition: ―The Heideggerian analysis depends upon, without ever calling into question, the 

dominant interpretation since Hegel of Kantian autonomy as ‗will which wills will‘, as the power 

of the Subject to prescribe itself its own laws‖.
294

 In modern philosophical tradition – from Kant 

to Nietzsche - the freedom, self-determination and selfhood of the willing subject is at the centre 

of philosophical attention. According to Fichte, to give only one example, the will is ―the 

authentic basic root of human being‖. When we will something, we simultaneously will 

ourselves as a free being: ―I find myself, as myself, only in willing‖, i.e. only in willing we have 

an experience of ourselves according to Fichte.
295

 This example illustrates the connection 

between will and self as self-evident in modern philosophical tradition. And though we saw in 

the previous sections that Heidegger‘s destructed concept of willing is not the will of the subject, 

his presupposition of the self-interest of willing may nevertheless be rooted in this tradition.
296

  

With respect to the main question of this article, it is far more important that the self-

interest of willing is not phenomenologically motivated. The self-interest of willing rather 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
in gleich ursprüngliche Weise― (M. Heidegger, Logik als die Frage nach dem Wesen der Sprache, 

Gesamtausgabe Band 38 (Frankfurt a.M: Vittorio Klostermann 1998), p. 38). 
294

 Rogozinski, J. (2002), „Hier ist kein warum. Heidegger and Kant‘s Practical Philosophy―. In:  Raffoul, 

F., Pettigrew, D. (ed.), Heidegger and Practical Philosophy (New York: State University of New York 

Press), p. 50 (Hereafter: Rogozinski (2002) 50).  
295

 Quoted in Ritter, J. et al (1971-2005) Historische Wörterbuch der Philosophie, Band 12 (Basel: 

Schwabe Verlag), p. 784. 
296

 In this article, we focus on our main question and leave the question about the explanation of the self-

interest of willing in Heidegger‘s philosophy aside. For this, see the excellent article of Rogozinski, who 

admids the difference between the modern philosophical interest in the human subject and Heidegger‘s 

interest in Dasein, but nevertheless points to the ―existential solipsism‖ in his understanding of Dasein: 

―A voice from Outside, which is nevertheless not the voice of Another, of ―a foreign power which would 

penetrate Dasein‖, which is the call of No Other, that is, of Self: ―in Gewissen, Dasein calls itself‖. It calls 

itself away from its inauthentic and fallen Self to its possible authenticity-it calls on itself to come back to 

itself from its alienation, its foreignness. Everything happens as if, having detected the original phenome-

non of the call in its pure, indeterminate form, Heidegger rushed to submit it to a certain determination, to 

impose on it the structure of a recall to oneself, to either reappropriate it for or repatriate it to the Self. 

And this is because he understands the phenomenon of the call from within the horizon of being-toward-

death, the ―existential solipsism‖ where Dasein, isolating itself in its ―ownness‖, projects itself toward its 

own-most possibility‖ (Rogozinski (2002) 52-53).  
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happens to undermine the findings of the first section of this article on the interconnectedness 

and interdependency of the one who wills and that which is willed and the law-giving character 

of willing. To what extend is this the case?  

Inter-connectedness presupposes the remaining inter - inter as the in between, the 

principle and irreducible difference which pervades willing - between the one who wills and that 

which is willed, whereas the self-interest of willing reduces this inter to the same, this difference 

to identity. In the same way, the actuality of law-giving presupposes the remaining difference 

between the one who wills and that which is willed - the willing directedness is only factual 

when the one who wills and the willed are not identical –, whereas the self-interest of willing 

reduces this difference to identity. From a phenomenological point of view, we have to reject the 

self-interest of willing in favour of the interconnected and law-giving character of actual willing: 

The one who wills (self) is not primarily willing himself, but the other of the one who is willing 

(self), the other or the world.  

If we take the interconnectedness and law-giving character of willing into account, and 

we concurrently drop Heidegger's presupposition of the self-interest of willing, we are able to 

develop a proper post-Heideggerian concept of willing. The two essential moments in the affect, 

as discussed in section one, can help us herewith.  

In section one we saw that an affect, anger for instance, comes over us and seizes us. 

Willing is being lifted beyond oneself, insofar the one who wills and that which is willed ‗fall 

apart‘ in willing, and are as such characterized by an über-sich-hinaus-wollen/sein. The being 

lifted beyond oneself demonstrates that willing is not the ―encapsulation of the ego from its 

surroundings‖ (self-interest), but, on the contrary, the exposure (Entschlossenheit) to that which 

is beyond oneself, to the other of the one who wills, the other or the world (world-interest). This 

interest in the other or the world is confirmed by the second essential moment in the affect, the 

moment of seizure or assault. If something comes over us, or assaults us in willing, than this is 

the other or the world itself. In willing, the other or the world assaults us in our ecstatic 

existence out into the world.  

Our rejection of the self-interest of willing doesn‘t mean we reject any connection of 

willing to the self. On the contrary, in willing, the one who wills exposes himself to the other of 

himself, to the other or the world (first essential moment in the affect), and the other or the world 
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comes over him at the same instance (second essential moment in the affect). The self is not 

rejected, but involved in the interconnectedness of willing.  

This exposing involvement or participation of men‘s ethos is indeed willing the other or 

the world. But it is no longer ecstatic-incorporating. When we reject the self-interest of willing 

in favour of the interconnectedness of willing, we avoid the traditional dualism of men and 

world
297

, rejecting any commencement from where the one who wills can incorporate the willed. 

The one who wills and that which is willed have to be understood as knots in the willing relation. 

This willing relation constitutes the one who wills and that which is willed, and not the other way 

around. In this willing relation, the one who wills exposes himself to that which is willed, while 

that which is willed comes over the one who‘s willing at the same time. Our rejection of the self-

interest of willing, therefore, ensures the superseding of the ecstatic-incorporating character of 

willing by a mutual ecstatic-involvement of the one who wills (self) and that which is willed (the 

other or the world) in the willing relation. 

This is, however, merely the first step in the development of our post-Heideggerian 

concept of willing. To the critical reader the question may rise whether this concept of willing 

doesn't suffer from the same problem as encountered with the reduction of otherness to 

sameness, difference to identity. If the one who wills exposes himself to that which is willed and 

vice versa, our post-Heideggerian concept of willing is also dominated by a circularity, in which 

we cannot distinguish anymore between the one who wills and that which is willed; in the 

exposing involvement of the one who wills, he becomes ‗nothing‘ and at the same time 

‗everything‘. This circularity shows the lust for unity which is characteristic for all willing. So, 

although interconnectedness guarantees that willing is no longer ecstatic-incorporating
298

, the 
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 In a way, Heidegger himself is still indebted to this traditional dualism of men and world. Whereas he 

opposes the traditional dualism between men (subject) and world (object) and the traditional view that 

human beings are unique because of the immortality of the soul, he maintains the unique relation between 

men and Being. On the one hand, ―müssen wir die Hervorhebung von jeglichem besonderen, einzelnen 

Seienden unterlassen, auch den Hinweis auf den Menschen―. „Aber insofern das Seiende im Ganzen 

jemals in die genannte Frage gerückt wird, tritt zu ihm das Fragen und es zu diesem Fragen doch in eine 

ausgezeichnete, weil einzigartige Beziehung. Denn durch dieses Fragen wird das Seiende im Ganzen 

allererst als ein solches und in der Richtung auf seinen möglichen Grund eröffnet und im Fragen 

offengehalten― (GA 40: 6).   
298

 Indeed, what is willed doesn‘t have to be incorporated at all, because the integration and harmony of 

the one who wills and what is willed are already presupposed in the interconnectedness of willing. 
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inter or difference threatens to eclipse by the same interconnectedness when the one who wills 

and that which is willed coincide in the willing relation. Just like Heidegger´s concept of willing 

in the thirties, our post-Heideggerian concept of willing is likewise in danger to nullify the 

remaining inter or difference, because of the mutual involvement and integration of the one who 

wills and that which is willed. 

If we recognize that the interconnectedness of willing presupposes the lust for unity of 

willing on the one hand, and is being destroyed by the same lust for unity on the other, we see the 

necessity to develop a second characteristic of our post-Heideggerian concept of willing; the lust 

for difference. The law-giving character of willing, discussed in section one, can help us to 

develop this second characteristic of willing.  

As we discussed previously, for Heidegger, willing is the self-command of the one who 

wills, namely the self-command to the one who wills to be what is willed. If we take the law-

giving character of willing into account and at the same time drop Heideggers presupposition of 

the self-interest of willing, willing is not only characterized by the ecstatic involvement and 

integration of the one who wills (self) and that which is willed (the other or the world) (lust for 

unity), but also by the law to keep open the remaining inter or difference between the one who 

wills and that which is willed (lust for difference).
299

 Why? On the one hand, the inter-

connectedness of willing presupposes the remaining inter or difference between the one who 

wills and that which is willed, as we saw before. On the other hand, because this inter threatens 

to eclipse by the same interconnectedness, only a law of willing is capable to command the self 

and the other of the self, the other or the world, not to be absorbed in the circularity of willing 

and to keep open the difference between the one who wills and that which is willed in the 

interconnectedness of willing. Therefore only a law of willing is able to guarantee the 

interconnectedness of the one who wills and that which is willed in the willing relation. 
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 Because of this remaining inter or difference between the one who wills and what is willed, this ethos 

cannot be identified with a position in which the one who wills (self) and what is willed (world) are fun-

damentally identified – Merleau-Ponty‘s recognition of the non-distinction between our bodily existence 

and the ‗body‘ or ‗flesh‘ of the enveloping world for instance – nor with the position of the ‗deep ecol-

ogy‘ movement, in which the one who wills (self) and what is willed (world) are integrated and intrinsi-

cally worthy, independent of human interest, and humanity have to dwell on earth in harmony with other 

beings (see the epiloque).  
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Our rejection of the self-interest of willing doesn‘t include we reject any connection of 

the law-giving character of willing to the self. The ethos of men is not only characterized by the 

ecstatic involvement or participation in willing, but it is also responsible for keeping open the 

inter or difference in willing the other or the world. The factuality of the remaining difference 

does not stand over against us, but has to be willed; the one who wills and that which is willed 

are responsible to keep open this remaining difference in willing. Only in willing, the remaining 

difference is factual. 

Of course this doesn‘t mean to say that the human being is responsible for the other or the 

world itself. It is impossible to take a responsibility for that which is not mine. The responsibility 

of the one who wills and the willed, is to withstand the totality of the lust for unity and to 

establish the lust for difference in willing, to make and establish the difference between the one 

who wills and that which is willed, between self and world. Only by establishing this difference 

in willing, self and world will not eclipse in the interconnectedness of willing, but will be 

protected.  

Now we are prepared to focus on the main question of this section, namely whether our 

post-Heideggerian concept of willing is suitable for finding a path between Scylla – the reductive 

will – and Charybdis – the quietism that withdraws from the world. To put it negatively, the 

establishment of willing differs completely from Heidegger‘s new ethos of openness for the 

Being of beings and of letting things be (non-willing). We can also draw a positive conclusion. 

In the first place, our concept of willing doesn‘t withdraw from the world; what's more, it is 

characterized especially by an interest in the other or the world in a mutual involvement of the 

one who wills (self) and that which is willed (other or world) (world-interest). Secondly the 

lawgiving character of willing prevents the establishment of a conclusively reductive willing 

(lust for unity); the lawgiving character of willing establishes and keeps open the remaining inter 

or difference between the one who wills and that which is willed in the interconnectedness of 

willing (lust for difference). In this way our discussion of Heidegger‘s concept of the will and the 

development of a post-Heideggerian concept of willing can lead us to a rehabilitation of the will 

in contemporary philosophy.
300
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 in this article, we leave the further elaboration on the unity of the lust for unity and the lust for differ-

ence in the willing establishment aside.  
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Epilogue 

 

We started this article with a discussion on willing in relation to the current ecological crisis. On 

the one hand we stated that the human will to master the world, can be seen as the root of the 

ecological crisis. On the other we wondered if the releasement of willing is the solution to the 

environmental crisis, when we are in need of a proper concept of willing to take care for the 

future of our planet. At the end of this article, we have to come back on this issue and answer the 

question whether our post-Heideggerian concept of willing can help us to find a solution for the 

ecological crisis. 

First of all, we have to draw the negative conclusion, that our proper concept of willing 

has nothing to do with the human will to master and exploit the world. As we saw in section two, 

the self-interest of willing – which can be considered as the essence of human subjectivity – is 

not phenomenologically motivated and it has been resolved by the world-interest of willing. 

Men‘s ethos is indeed willing the other or the world, but no longer as ecstatic-incorporating, i.e. 

mastering or exploiting the world. Our proper concept of willing avoids the traditional dualism 

between men and world, and it has to be understood as the mutual ecstatic-involvement of the 

one who wills (self) and that which is willed (the other or the world) in the willing relation. 

Can the mutual involvement or participation of men‘s ethos with the world be understood 

as radical environmentalism, and is this ethos comparable with the vision of the deep ecology 

movement? The deep ecology movement argues that the modern anthropocentric, dualistic and 

utilitarian ethos of men is responsible for the abolition of the ecosphere. Furthermore the deep 

ecologists maintain that we are in need of an ontological shift, i.e. a new understanding of what 

humanity and nature are in itself (ecocentric, non-antropocentric and non-dualistic). They take 

the interconnectedness and interdependency of all phenomena into account. Warwick Fox for 

instance, one of the leading deep ecologists, argues that ―there is no firm ontological divide in 

the field of existence. In other words, the world is not simply divided up into independently 

existing subjects and objects, nor is there any bifurcation in reality between the human and 
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nonhuman realms. Rather all entities are constituted by their relationships. To the extent that we 

perceive boundaries, we fall short of a deep ecological consciousness‖.
301

  

In the end, to the deep ecological experience, self and world are identical. If we 

experience the identity of self and nature, then our responsibility for the protection of nature is 

the responsibility for the protection of ourselves; ―Care flows naturally if the ―self‖ is widened 

and deepened so that protection of free Nature is felt and conceived as protection of 

ourselves‖.
302

 In this respect, the deep ecology movement developed a human ethos in which 

men can dwell on earth in harmony with other entities on this planet by ‗letting things be‘.
303

 

According to the deep ecological movement, only this ontological shift towards a non-

anthropocentric and non-dualistic ethos can solve the current ecological crisis.  

If we compare the mutual involvement or participation of the one who wills and that 

which is willed in men‘s ethos as developed in section two, with the vision of the deep ecology 

movement, we signal a few similarities. We both agree that we are in need of an ontological 

shift, i.e. a shift from anthropocentrism, dualism and utilitarism towards a non-antropocentric 

and non-dualistic, yet interconnected and interdependent ethos of men. 

Nevertheless contrary to the deep ecology movement, we sense a fundamental problem in 

the identity of self and world. The inter-connectedness of self and world presupposes the identity 

of self and world and at the same time, the inter-connectedness presupposes the remaining inter 

or difference between them. This inter or difference of the inter-connectedness threatens to 

eclipse in the identity of self and world, when the responsibility for the protection of nature is the 

responsibility for the protection of ourselves. Therefore, we reject the deep ecology ethos of 

‗letting things be‘ and stick to a proper sense of willing, in which the lust for identity is 

combined with a lust for difference; only the lust for difference is able to command men and 

world not to be absorbed in each other, and therefore exclusively the lust for difference can 

guarantee the interconnectedness of men and nature.  

In this respect, our proper concept of willing gives another meaning to buzzwords of 

environmentalism like the responsibility for our caring and protection of nature. ‗We‘ are not 
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 Fox, W. (1984) ―Deep Ecology: A New Philosophy of our Time?‖, The ecologist 14.5/6, p. 196. 
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 Arne Naess, quated in Fox, W. (1990) Toward a Transpersonal Ecology (Boston: Shambhala), p. 217. 
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 In this respect, the deep ecological movement is comparable with Heidegger‘s position, as Michael 

Zimmerman pointed out (vgl. Zimmerman (1993) 203). 
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responsible for the protection of nature, but the one who wills (self) and the willed (nature) are 

responsible to withstand the lust for the identification of self and nature, and to establish the lust 

for difference between them. This caring for difference is not merely a certain reservation or 

humility of men‘s ethos with respect to nature, yet consists in making and establishing this 

difference between men and nature. Exclusively in willing, we establish the inter-connectedness 

of self and nature, so only in willing, we are able to protect and take care of the future of our 

planet.  
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The Aristotelian Origins of Heidegger‘s Thinking of Silence 

 

Adam Knowles (New School for Social Research) 

 

 

Do human beings speak because they want to declare and communicate some-

thing, or do human beings speak because they are entities who can keep silent? In 

the end, is the originary essence of language the ability to keep silent [das 

Schweigenkönnen]…Or is keeping silent something positive and something dee-

per than all speaking, whereas speaking is not keeping silent and no longer keep-

ing silent and not yet keeping silent?
304

 

       -- Heidegger, 1933 

 

I. Introduction 

 

The intention of this paper is to argue that a central struggle of Heidegger‘s thinking after Being 

and Time is the challenge of bringing to language a silence that lives up to the originary thinking 

which in part emerges out of Being and Time. From at least the time of his magnum opus Being 

and Time, Heidegger‘s thinking is marked by a central concern for silence, though this thinking 

of silence undergoes a fundamental shift after Being and Time. Silence or reticence [Schweigen, 

Verschwiegenheit] in Being and Time is employed by Dasein as a form of resistance to the eve-

ryday, a way of withdrawing from the everyday by gathering oneself into a solitude apart from 

the vicissitudes of ambiguity and idle talk. Through this withdrawal, Dasein ―‗is‘ in reticence the 

thrown being that it can authentically be.‖
305

 By being reticent, Dasein seeks to resist the scatter-

ing into which it was thrown. I will argue that this valorization of silence is merely an ontic view 

of silence and that it remains beholden to a metaphysics of presence. However, I will also argue 
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 Martin Heidegger. Being and Truth. Gregory Fried and Richard Polt, trans. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2010: 84; Heidegger. Sein und Wahrheit, Gesamtausgabe 36/37. Frankfurt am Main: 

Klostermann, 2001: 106. Here after ―GA‖ indicates the Gesamtausgabe of Heidegger‘s works published 

by Vittorio Klostermann. 
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 Heidegger. Being and Time. Joan Stambaugh and Dennis J. Schmidt, trans. Albany: SUNY Press, 

2010: 308; Heidegger. Sein und Zeit. Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1927: 322. 
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that a fundamental shift in Heidegger‘s thinking of silence can be traced to the refinement of his 

reading of the Aristotelian concept of sterēsis (privation, Entzug), primarily in his 1931 lecture 

course Aristotle‘s Metaphysics θ 1-3.
306

 By being opened to the essential twofoldness of being as 

a play of ―steretic‖ transformation, Heidegger is finally able to develop a thinking of speech and 

silence that defies the dichotomy of presence and absence.  

 By bringing out the Aristotelian origins of Heidegger‘s thinking of silence, I hope to 

show that Heidegger‘s later thinking can at least in part be read as an ontology of silence which 

is fundamentally rooted in an Aristotelian conception of being. Moreover, I argue that after Be-

ing and Time, if not perhaps within it, Heidegger himself comes to recognize the extent to which 

his early reading of silence remains under the sway of the metaphysics of presence. Through his 

continued engagement with Aristotle, Heidegger begins to overcome this early understanding of 

silence by recognizing the essential twofold nature of being as rooted in sameness [das Selbe] 

characterized by the relation of sterēsis between contraries, as he lays out explicitly in his 1931 

lecture course Aristotle‘s Metaphysics θ 1-3.  

By the time of his 1933-4 lecture course published under the name Being and Truth, a 

portion of which is quoted at the outset of this essay, this thinking of silence is highly devel-

oped,
307

 culminating in the essays of On the Way to Language, Heidegger‘s most extended at-

tempt to sketch out his thinking of silence. This paper hopes to shed some light on the Aristote-

lian origins of Heidegger‘s changing understanding of silence by focusing on Heidegger‘s read-
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 Heidegger. Aristotle‘s Metaphysics Θ 1-3: On the Essence and Actuality of Force. Walter Brogan and 

Peter Warnek, trans. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995; Heidegger. Aristoteles, Metaphysik Θ 

1-3: Von Wesen und Wirklichkeit der Kraft, GA 33. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1981; 

Walter Brogan also offers perhaps the most detailed analysis of Heidegger‘s reading of sterēsis: Walter 

Brogan. Heidegger and Aristotle: The Twofoldness of Being. Albany: SUNY Press, 2005: see esp. 57-

110. 
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 In a forthcoming essay which I had the opportunity to read before publication, Richard Polt documents 

the troubling political tenor of Heidegger‘s interlacing of silence and struggle in this lecture course. While 

I have bracketed this highly important and necessary discussion in favor of carrying out a particular Aris-

totelian investigation, it must be acknowledged that silence could perhaps be seen as the most violent of 

Heidegger‘s concepts. See: Richard Polt. ―The Secret Homeland of Speech: Heidegger on Language, 

1933-34,‖ forthcoming; of course, the aggressive nature of Heidegger‘s silence is well documented, most 

significantly by Berel Lang. Although I do not intend to contest Lang‘s work in any way and I recognize 

its value, I do hope that an ontological story can be told about Heidegger‘s silence. Indeed, this ontologi-

cal story may deepen the narrative of how inextricably intertwined Heidegger‘s thinking of silence is with 

Heidegger‘s Nazi thinking. See: Berel Lang. Heidegger‘s Silence. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996.  
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ing of sterēsis in the lecture course Aristotle‘s Metaphysics θ 1-3 and applying this reading to 

narrate a critical moment of ―steretic‖ silence in ―What is Metaphysics?‖ Beyond merely offer-

ing a reading of these two texts, I also hope to show that an understanding of steretic silence 

could inform a strategy for reading some of the fundamental moments in Heidegger‘s later think-

ing by tracing the continuity of Aristotelian themes from before Being and Time, through the 

Beiträge and beyond. The continuity I hope to trace is an ongoing attempt by Heidegger to write 

an ontology of silence, and not to merely account for silence ontically, as was achieved in Being 

and Time.  

While Heidegger perhaps never explicitly lays out the Aristotelian origins of his thinking 

of silence, any reading of Heidegger‘s reception of Aristotle must be keenly aware that, as Fran-

co Volpi has pointed out, ―the fruits of Heidegger‘s eager assimilation of Aristotle often turn up 

in places where there is no mention of Aristotle.‖
308

 Building upon this critical insight, Günter 

Figal has noted the influence of Aristotle on the thinking of language that Heidegger develops in 

the 1930‘s. Figal argues that ―even the revision of his thought leading Heidegger away from the 

approach of his opus magnum and bringing him to the realization regarding the irretrievable pre-

givenness of language goes back essentially to an engagement with Aristotle.‖
309

 While Figal 

notes the importance of sterēsis emerging in Heidegger‘s account of Aristotelian dunamis, Figal 

nonetheless does not explicitly draw the link between sterēsis and silence. The intention of this 

paper is therefore to continue this task and offer an account of the Aristotelian origins of Heideg-

ger‘s thinking of silence as part of his continuing attempt to overcome the metaphysics of pres-

ence by turning to the essence of language. As will be shown, the question of how to write an 

ontology of silence and what an ontology of silence is are essentially intertwined, for sterēsis as 

the absencing of presencing has long been both the unthinkable and the unspeakable of meta-

physics. 
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II. Sterēsis and the Twofoldness of Logos: Aristotle‘s Metaphysics θ  

 

Heidegger‘s interpretation of Aristotle‘s Metaphysics focuses on one central sentence in Book θ. 

As we approach the sentence, Aristotle is in the midst of laying out the manifold meanings of 

being as he turns to a description of potentiality and actuality. As Heidegger describes the con-

text, ―[t]he horizon of questioning for this inquiry into dunamis and energeia is being and its uni-

ty in pollachōs.‖
310

 The pollachōs is of course the pollachōs legetai, being said in many ways, 

which is perhaps the fundamental gesture of what Heidegger calls the Aristotelian circumscrib-

ing of the essence [Wesensumgrenzung], if not Aristotle‘s methodos as a whole. As a reader of 

Aristotle, Heidegger is at his best when he lets the Aristotelian pollachōs speak in its many ways, 

translating this speech to his readers.
311

 At stake upon the horizon of this question is a manifold 

speech that is, most importantly, a speaking of being, a speaking that opens up the horizon to an 

understanding of being.   

As Aristotle writes in the sentence from Metaphysics θ,1 that is of central concern for 

Heidegger: ―Also, incapability or the incapable is a privation which is the contrary of a potency 

of this sort [a potency that acts, i.e. heat or the art of building], and so to every potency there is a 

contrary potency in the same subject and with respect to the same thing.‖
312

 The potent, that 

which has a particular force, is essentially bound to its contrary through the relation of withdraw-

al. Accordingly, heat is not merely the absence of cold, but the absencing of cold, the being-

present of cold‘s absence. As Heidegger describes this relation: ―Dunamis is in a preeminent 

sense exposed and bound to sterēsis.‖
313

 And while this binding is ―more essential...in the field 

of force than in other phenomena,‖ it still must be admitted that ―this modification into with-

drawal occurs in many other realms as well.‖
314

 Although sterēsis is, according to Aristotle, said 

in many ways, what Heidegger is interested in at this point is a particular mode of sterēsis, the 

withdrawal of a contrary into potentiality while its contrary is in actuality—or, in more Heideg-
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gerian terms, the withdrawal into the absencing of a force while its non-force comes to presence 

(west an). The play of this steretic transformation is the essential characteristic of what Walter 

Brogan refers to as twofoldness of being, and it unfolds around the concept of sterēsis as the 

―there‖ of what is all-too hastily called ―absence.‖ As  Brogan summarizes this deconstruction of 

the presence/absence dichotomy:  

 

Aristotle‘s philosophy attempts to think the twofoldness of phusis without denying the 

oneness that characterizes being. Human beings can grasp the twofoldness to the extent 

that their logos (itself a double logos) stands in the between that is opened up in the space 

of this duplicity of being and beings.
315

  

 

This argument for the twofold nature of being hinges on first insisting that Aristotle was 

thinking within a comprehension of the ontological difference, even if—and perhaps precisely 

because—he did not directly thematize it as such. Upon this reading, the challenge posed to the 

reader of Aristotle is to think the essential sameness of unity and multiplicity, to grasp the one-

ness out of which multiplicity arises, places itself as a presencing, and returns to the there of ab-

sence. As Aristotle writes at the end of his discussion of sterēsis in the Metaphysics: ―If [certain 

early thinkers] had perceived this nature, this would have released them from all their ignor-

ance.‖
316

 Doubtless, Heidegger understands the contribution of his own later philosophy in this 

same vein, namely, as an attempt to write and think what, in Aristotle‘s words, ―is surprising and 

is thought to be impossible.‖
317

  

Such a presencing of absencing, however, is only one form of sterēsis, and since sterēsis 

is said in many ways, Heidegger must be careful to delineate precisely which form is most essen-

tial. For example, the silence or blindness of a stone is not essentially steretic, nor for that matter 

the silence of a mute person, both of which are forms of sterēsis, yet forms that do not exhibit the 

steretic relationship between contraries. Most importantly, both a stone and a mute person lack 
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the capacity to be ―properly‖ silent [das Schweigenkönnen].
318

 Such forms of privation do not 

bring out the most essential form of sterēsis. Thus, as Heidegger goes on to clarify, ―the mathe-

matical is unmoving inasmuch as it is outside the possibility of movement entirely, and only then 

is it outside the possibility of rest.‖
319

 In this case, it is meaningless to say that the mathematical 

is at rest even though it is not in motion, for there is no essential relation of sterēsis in such an 

example. The mathematical cannot be deprived of motion, for it cannot be deprived of something 

it cannot have. However, Heidegger does go on to list a number of meaningful examples of ste-

retic transformations, including the contraries silence and speech. After quoting Aristotle de-

scribing rest as the sterēsis of movement, Heidegger writes: ―Likewise, is skotos, darkness, 

sterēsis for phōs, light (De an. B 7, 418b18f.), and keeping silent is a sterēsis of speech, silence a 

sterēsis of noise [das Schweigen eine sterēsis des Redens, Stille eine sterēsis des Lärms].‖
320

 

Speech and silence are rooted in an essential sameness, a saying not-saying [sagendes Nichtsa-

gen], as Heidegger will later call it in ―The Onto-Theo-Logical Constitution of Metaphysics.‖
321

 

In Heidegger‘s words, this steretic saying not-saying does not lead to a dialectical resolu-

tion of being and nothingness in the Hegelian sense.
322

 Instead, as he writes in his earliest en-

gagement with sterēsis in the Fundamental Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy, it is a ―not-

being in the sense of a determinate there, the there of absence.‖
323

 While Heidegger lays out the 

fundamental understanding of sterēsis as the there of absence and will carry this interpretation 

through in the Metaphysics θ lectures and in the essay ―On the Essence and Concept of phusis,‖ 

in this 1924 text the scope of his understanding of the steretic relation is limited to the relation 
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dunamis and energeia. Beginning in his Metaphysics θ lectures, Heidegger begins to expand his 

understanding of sterēsis to characterize being as a whole, and he solidifies this reading in his 

1939 essay ―On the Essence and Concept of phusis,‖ with ―phusis‖ in this text understood in the 

―originary‖ sense of ―being.‖  

Heidegger carries out this reformulation of being in his Metaphysics θ lectures through 

the so-called Wesensumgrenzung (circumscribing of the essence) of the Aristotelian concept of 

dunamis. Wesensumgrenzung, in turn, is Heidegger‘s occasional translation of the Aristotelian 

horismos, a word commonly translated as ―definition,‖ although Heidegger resists this transla-

tion due to the long history of truth as certainty in which the definition has served a critical 

role.
324

 Two aspects about this process of circumscribing must be highlighted, for the Wesen-

sumgrenzung is fundamental to the way in which Heidegger understands Aristotle and how he 

attempts to mediate this understanding. Firstly, by circumscribing the essence of dunamis, Hei-

degger is performing what he takes to be a fundamentally Aristotelian mode of philosophizing 

within (and precisely not upon) Aristotelian philosophy. Secondly, it must be stressed that the 

Wesensumgrenzung is the occasional translation of Aristotle‘s horismos. Heidegger reads Aris-

totle as a philosopher beyond any concern for a fixed terminology,
325

 and Heidegger is resistant 

to any subsequent assignation of a fixed terminology to Aristotle. But saying that Aristotle does 

not work within any fixed terminology does not mean to say that he does not express any care for 

the use of words. On the contrary, as Heidegger begins to recognize, avoiding the solidification 

of his words into a terminology is the only proper care not only for the use of words, but even for 
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the words themselves.
326

 As will be shown in the following section, this care is rooted in a certain 

form of silence. What Heidegger is on the way to, and what Heidegger reads Aristotle as em-

ploying, is a form of writing that ―brushes against the essence of language without violating 

it.‖
327

 

Through this unfolding of the Wesensumgrenzung, Heidegger brings silence to language, 

as Aristotle before him. In the steretic relation between speech and silence, silence is not the out-

side of language, but is essentially bound to language as its very possibility. Speech speaks si-

lence, just as silence speaks speech; they are equiprimordial, and irreducibly so. Any attempt to 

prioritize the one over the other will do violence to the essential sameness out of which they 

arise. Only by coming to this conclusion as a result of thinking through sterēsis in its full radical-

ity can Heidegger overcome the metaphysics of presence which still laid claim to the reticence of 

Being and Time. To preserve silence as silence, one must not be silent. Instead, one must speak, 

but speak in a certain way. How silence is to be spoken will become clearer in the next section.  

 

III. Sterēsis and the Silencing of the ―Is‖ 

 

By the time of ―What is Metaphysics?‖ Heidegger is firmly attuned to the steretic relation of be-

ing and not-being, even though he does not explicitly discuss the Greek roots of his concept of 

sterēsis within ―What is Metaphysics?‖ itself. This is doubtless an intentional omission on Hei-

degger‘s part, for the goal of this lecture is much different, and is much more ―practical.‖ What 

Heidegger intends to do in this public lecture is, firstly, to provoke his fellow academics by 

choosing to discuss the one concept considered most absurd—indeed, impossible—in their scien-

tific worldviews,
328

 and, secondly, to account ontically for the possibility of being exposed to 
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nothingness in order to thereby lead us into an ontological account of nothingness. Heidegger 

intends to lead us to nothingness not by arguing for its essentiality in an essentially philosophical 

thinking, as he does in his Aristotle lectures, but by leading us directly to our nothingness, open-

ing it up to us and, in turn, opening us up to it. At this decisive moment, the moment of the pre-

sencing of nothingness, silence also emerges into presence through steretic transformation. The 

encounter with nothingness is thus also an encounter with silence, but it is not a silent encounter, 

if silence is to be understood as the absence of speech. 

    In a rewriting of a scene rehearsed both in Being and Time and The Fundamental Con-

cepts of Aristotelian Philosophy,
329

 Heidegger identifies the anxiety provoked by an indetermi-

nate and essentially indeterminable threat as the moment in which our nothingness is opened up 

to us (note that Heidegger tends towards speaking of ―we‖ or ―us‖ in this text, and not of ―Dase-

in‖). As opposed to fear, which is directed towards a particular site or an object that can be 

pointed to and identified with ―is,‖ such a possibility of indication breaks down completely in the 

moment of anxiety. In this moment, a ―peculiar calm [Ruhe] pervades,‖
330

 a calm that does not 

lead to silence as the cessation of all speech, but only the cessation of a certain kind of speech. 

As Heidegger narrates the culminating moment of the encounter with nothingness: 

 

Anxiety robs us of speech. Because beings as a whole slip away, so that precisely the 

nothing crowds around, all utterance of the ―is‖ falls silent in the face of the nothing 

[schweigt im Angesicht seiner jedes ‗Ist‘-Sagen]. That in the uncanniness of anxiety we 

often try to shatter the vacant stillness with compulsive talk [wahlloses Reden] only 

proves the presence of the nothing.
331

 

 

As the being of beings withdraws and slips away from us, nothingness presents itself. We stand 

not before, and not even within nothingness, but indistinguishable from it, dispersed into it in a 
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dispersal that defies all assigning of boundaries, all traditional part-whole relations. To say that 

we are part of nothingness would require a parsing out of discreet entities, a clear delineation of 

where one thing is and where another thing is not. But precisely this possibility is what has bro-

ken down: the assigning of the ―is‖ and the concomitant metaphysics of discrete entities that has 

long understood being through a privileging of the third-person singular in indicative present 

form ―is.‖
332

  

The silence of anxiety is not a lack of words or a privation of speech in the traditional 

sense, it is instead the breakdown of a language of the ―is,‖ which first results in an indistinct 

rambling in the face of the breakdown of a particular form of language, as what Aristotle aptly 

called an ―impossibility‖ comes to presence: not-being. ―Indeed,‖ Heidegger writes to conclude 

the narration of the scene, ―nothingness itself—as such—was there.‖
333

 The ―is‖ has broken 

down as the sterēsis of being comes to presence. In this moment, a steretic silence also comes to 

presence as the presence of speech‘s absence. After this moment, the moment of the recognition 

of the steretic relation between being and nothingness, the philosophical challenge is to trans-

form the initial ―wahlloses Reden‖ into a coherent philosophical language without slipping back 

into the metaphysics which has at least been partially overcome through the recognition of 

sterēsis, the present absence. Under this conception, logos is not the presence of speech, but the 

absencing of silence‘s presencing, or the being-present of silence‘s absence. Logos and silence 

are therefore rooted in an essential sameness out of which the one comes to be as the not-being 

of the other. As Walter Brogan writes, echoing Heidegger‘s own sentiments about the impor-

tance of sterēsis in Aristotle‘s thinking: ―With this concept of sterēsis, Aristotle achieves the 

summit of his thought. At the height of his thought, he reaches into the depth of philosophy and 

draws the meaning of phusis out into the open.‖
334

 In the history of the philosophical tradition, 

the summit of this thought was quickly clouded over, and only through Heidegger‘s reading of 

Aristotle is a portion of the way to that summit opened up again. This way passes through the 
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steretic transformation: being is twofold and it is spoken in a language that is essentially intert-

wined with silence. In Brogan‘s terms, this is the ―double logos.‖
335

 

 

IV. Concluding Remarks: Writing Silence in Late Heidegger 

 

In the eyes of readers less sympathetic to Heidegger‘s later works, ―wahlloses Reden‖ would 

perhaps seem to be an apt description for many of his later writings, especially his much puz-

zled-over Ereignis texts. I would fully agree with that assessment, though not as a critique of 

Heidegger‘s later work, but instead as a defense, for this apparent ―wahlloses Reden‖ ought to be 

read as emerging by necessity from the ―double logos.‖ Having retrieved a seemingly impossible 

thinking—the thinking of sterēsis—Heidegger‘s task from that point on is to formulate such a 

thinking in a language essentially defined by a history of rendering the very thought of sterēsis 

impossible. In short, Heidegger‘s task is to retrieve the possibility of thinking sterēsis in Aristotle 

without having the privilege of working within a language that can support the formulation of 

such a thinking—a tendency which Aristotle in his time already had to fight against. Heidegger 

does not mean to thereby merely glorify a Greek past, but instead to remind us of the founded 

nature of our own metaphysical thinking, and to point towards a possibility of thinking other-

wise.  

The difficulty of this task is all the more immense because such a possibility of thinking 

otherwise was already thought impossible in Aristotle‘s time and this process of covering over 

has only been strengthened in the long tradition of metaphysics. Retrieving sterēsis thus means 

recovering the possibility of thinking what is the un-thought of metaphysics, yet is simultaneous-

ly contained within metaphysics as its un-thought.
336

 The steretic relation is both un-thought and 

un-thought because our language is metaphysical in its very essence, as Heidegger forcefully ar-

gues in ―The Onto-Theo-Logical Constitution of Metaphysics‖: 
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The difficulty lies in language. Our Western languages are each in their own way lan-

guages of metaphysical thinking. Whether the essence of Western languages is in itself 

only metaphysical and thus marked by onto-theo-logy once and for all, or whether these 

languages preserve other possibilities of saying and thus simultaneously of saying non-

saying must remain an open question.
337

 

 

Here Heidegger points definitively to the work of retrieval as a work of a certain form of silence: 

what is to be preserved is not merely the possibility of saying, but also the possibility of saying 

non-saying. As has hopefully been shown, this saying non-saying is best understood as steretic 

silence, and, moreover, it has hopefully been shown why a language of steretic silence is not a 

silent language, but is instead a language of silence. The enactment of a saying non-saying, its 

writing in texts that might seem impossible, even after being written, is the carrying out of this 

retrieval, and the very retrieval itself. What is retrieved, therefore, is the possibility of saying 

what has been retrieved, and this saying goes beyond any metaphysical dichotomy of presence 

and absence. 

For Heidegger, grappling with the play of sterēsis can be said to account for many of the 

most challenging aspects of his later style of thinking and writing, many of which I believe can 

be read at least in part as forms of saying non-saying, including, to give an admittedly incom-

plete list, the shifting terminological landscapes of the Ereignis texts, the experimentation with 

indirect speech in ―The Essence of Language,‖
338

 the kreuzweise Durchstreichung of Being in 

―On the Question of Being,‖
339

 the turn to tautological saying in ―Language,‖ and even the We-

sensumgrenzung discussed in this paper.
340

 All of these ways of thinking and writing can be read 
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as experiments with writing silence, but not just silence in general. At the core of all of these ges-

tures is the concern for a particular kind of silence: the silence of the ―is,‖ which is precisely 

what eluded Heidegger in Being and Time. In full agreement with Figal‘s strong interpretation of 

Aristotle‘s influence on Heidegger, it has hopefully become evident that these later texts are also 

deeply Aristotelian in their roots, and that Heidegger‘s project of recovering the Greek beginning 

is often found most forcefully in the texts where it operates most silently. After all, where silence 

speaks the loudest, it also speaks the least.  
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The Genesis of Existentials in Animal Life:  

Heidegger's Appropriation of Aristotle's Ontology of Life 

 

Christiane Bailey (Université de Montréal) 

 

―Life‖ refers to a mode of being, indeed a mode of being-in-a-world. A living 

thing is not simply at hand (vorhanden), but is in a world in that it has its world. 

An animal is not simply moving down the road, pushed along by some mecha-

nism. It is in the world in the sense of having it.‖ (Heidegger, Die Grundbegriffe 

der aristotelischen Philosophie) 

 

Although Aristotle‘s influence on young Heidegger‘s thought has been studied at length, such 

studies have almost exclusively focused on his interpretation of Aristotle's ethics, physics and 

metaphysics. I will rather address Heidegger's appropriation of Aristotle's ontology of life pre-

sented in the De Anima and the De Motu Animalium. Focusing on recently published or recently 

translated courses of the mid 20‘s (mainly SS 1924, WS 1925-26 and SS 1926), I will show that 

Being and Time‘s existential structures – Befindlichkeit, Understanding and being-with-one-

another through language – arose from his close reading of Aristotle‘s ontology of life. As Hei-

degger insists, the De Anima has nothing to do with psychology or anthropology, but is a general 

ontology of life, it is ―the first phenomenological grasp of life which led to the interpretation of 

movement and made possible the radicalization of ontology‖.
341

 By showing what this statement 

means, I will uncover an important aspect of young Heidegger's thought left unconsidered: 

namely, that Dasein's existential structures originate in Aristotle's ontology of animal life. 
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§1. Reading Befindlichkeit as diathesis and Sorge as desire 

 

The first existential structure—Befindlichkeit—translates Aristotle‘s notion of diathesis, 

disposition or ―disposedness‖ and comes from Heidegger's reading of Aristotle's analysis of the 

passions: ―The affects (pathe) are not mental states, but refer to the disposition of the living in his 

world [Befindlichkeit des Lebenden in seiner Welt], how he stands to something, how he lets 

something affect or concern [angehen] him‖ (GA 18, 122).
 
Thus, although rarely highlighted, 

Befindlichkeit isn't a structure proper to human beings, but belongs to any being endowed with 

perception: it refers to the fact that a living being always finds itself [befindet sich] pleasantly or 

unpleasantly disposed toward what it perceives in the world. Heidegger obtained this crucial 

point from reading Aristotle: perception is not only openness to the world, but also to ourselves. 

In finding-oneself well or badly disposed, there is disclosedness of both the world and oneself:  

 

―By the very fact that a living being discloses a world, the Being of this being is also dis-

closed to it. It knows about itself even if only in the dullest way and the broadest sense. 

Along with the disclosure of the world, it is disclosed to itself.‖ (GA 22, 208)  

 

Following Aristotle, Heidegger will say that ―where there is perception of something, self-

orientation in a world, there is lupe te kai hedone (pain and pleasure), feeling oneself attuned in 

such and such a way, feeling well or ill, and thus also being open to, being on the lookout for: 

orexis [desire] (cf. DA, 413b23)‖ (GA 22, 185-6). Desire belongs even to the most primitive 

animal because perception and appetite are equiprimordial powers: ―Where there are feelings of 

pleasure and pain, there must be desire‖ (DA, 434a1).
342

 

 As we know, Heidegger renders orexis as Sorge, care.
343

 This puzzling translation makes 

sense only if we understand living beings in their intentional character. Intentionality must not be 

                                                           
342 Aristotle, De Anima, 434a1. Hereafter, DA.  

343 See McNeill, W., The Glance of the Eye, 2: ―Heidegger translates the Greek oregontai (from 

orexis, usually rendered as ―desire‖) by Sorge, ―care‖. Care‖ is of course the term used in Being and Time 

to designate the being of Dasein, the being of that entity that we ourselves are. Existing as care, Dasein 

[…] is always already stretched out ahead of himself: it is essentially futural.‖ As, in Aristotle, epithumia 

and thumos are species of irrational desire, Hang and Drang are species of care ―that has not yet become 
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understood as the structure of consciousness or reason, but as the basic structure of life itself, it is 

a ―volitional being-out-for-something and going toward it: orexis (desire)‖ (GA 63, 70). Life is 

always related to something, striving for something, oriented toward something. That ―toward-

which‖ life is oriented is never a mere object, but always something that has some sort of signifi-

cance, of importance for the living being – since, as Aristotle says, no animal moves by itself to-

ward or away from something unless he has the desire to (DA, 432b17-29). It is precisely this 

idea that made possible Heidegger‘s radicalization of ontology: life's mobility is always a con-

cerned mobility; Lebensbewegtheit is always a Besorgensbewegtheit (NB, 44). The movement of 

a living being is always the movement of desire, or in Heidegger's language, the movement of 

care. In order to explain this intentionality of living beings, Heidegger will, in his SS 1925 lec-

ture course, give the example of the snail:  

 

―We can say that the snail at times crawls out of its shell and at the same time keeps it on 

hand; it stretches itself out to something, to food, to some things which it finds on the 

ground. Does the snail thereby first enter into a relationship of being to the world? Not at 

all! Its act of crawling out is but a local modification of its already-being-in-the-world. 

Even when it is in its shell, its being is a being-outside, rightly understood. It is not in his 

shell like water in the glass, for it has the inside of its shell as a world which it pushes 

against and touches, in which it warms itself and the like. […] The snail is not at the out-

set only in its shell and not yet in the world, a world described as standing over against it, 

an opposition which it broaches by first crawling out. It crawls out only insofar as its be-

ing is already to be in a world. It does not first add a world to itself by touching. Rather, it 

touches because its being means nothing other than to be in a world.‖ (GA 20, 223) 

 

In his comment on this passage, Jean Greisch will describe the ascription of a world to the snail 

as a ―lame analogy‖ for the snail does not exist, but merely lives.
344

 Obviously, Greisch is read-

ing Heidegger in the light of his later work. However, in the context of SS 1925, there is abso-

lutely no reason to suppose that existence is, in one way or another, the condition of possibility 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
free‖: in propensity and urge, the ―being-ahead-of-oneself oriented towards something‖ has lost itself in a 

―just-always-already-alongside‖ (SZ, §41, 196).  

344  Greisch, J., Ontologie et temporalité, 127. 
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of having a world.
345

 Quite the contrary! Heidegger clearly states that, from the moment this 

world-relationship is manifest in a being, we must attribute to it the structure of Dasein: if water 

were in the glass in such a way that it could have a relationship to the glass – that it could, for 

example, find it too hot or feel too cramped in it – then we would ―have to say even of water that 

it has the mode of being of Dasein, it is such that it has a world‖ (GA 20, 223).  

 Since Existenz was not a condition of possibility of facticity, but only a possibility that 

arises from factical life itself, there is no reason to read the attribution of a being-in-the-world to 

animals as a mere metaphor. Moreover, in the same lecture course, Heidegger will say that all 

animals have a form of Befindlichkeit, however obscure:  

 

―A stone never finds itself [ein Stein befindet sich nie] but is simply on hand [vorhanden]. 

A very primitive unicellular form of life, on the contrary, will already find itself, where 

this disposition can be the greatest and darkest dullness [wobei diese Befindlichkeit die 

größtmögliche und dunkelste Dumpfheit sein kann], but all that it is in its structure of be-

ing essentially distinct from merely being on hand like a thing.‖ (GA 20, 352) 

 

Is this really surprising? Any being endowed with perception will not only be open to a world 

around itself, but to itself as well in the sense that in perceiving the world as pleasing and un-

pleasing, ―it finds itself (befindet sich) in this or that way‖ (GA 20, 352), pleasantly or unpleas-

antly disposed toward what it perceives. Life is given as ―mine‖ in the simple fact of experienc-

ing pleasure and pain: ―The affective as such already has the character of having-itself‖ (GA 18, 

247). To neglect this ―mineness‖ of life in animals under the assumption that it is so vague and 

general that it appears as a dumbness or bewilderment is to omit the fact that Heidegger chose 

precisely the expression ―sich befinden‖ to avoid any self-reflexivity (GA 20, 352) and the fact 

                                                           
345 ―We designate as Existenz the ultimate basic possibility in which Dasein genuinely is‖ (GA 18, 

43). As Kisiel explained, SS 1925 is a ―pre-existential‖ version of Being and Time since ―Existenz‖ was 

used in a restricted sense pointing only to Dasein‘s ownmost possibility (The Genesis of Heidegger‘s Be-

ing and Time, 496). This is clear in the Natorp-Bericht where existence is only a possibility which arises 

from factical life:―‗Facticity‘ and ‗Existence‘ do not mean the same thing, and the factical character of 

this being of life is not determined by existence. The latter is only one possibility that temporalizes itself 

and unfolds itself in the being of life we have described as ‗factical‘.‖ (NB, 25-27, tr. Supplements, p. 

120).  
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that, even in the case of human Dasein, openness to oneself is essentially characterized by non-

transparency, it is precisely this Diesigkeit which makes a hermeneutics of factical life necessary 

(GA 61, 88). 

 As will argue Heidegger, ―aesthanesthai should not be understood in the narrow sense of 

perception, but as awareness in the sense of having-there the world‖ (GA 18, 198). Animals are 

open to the world in the sense that they ―have‖ a world.
346

 Having a world means being involved 

in it, caring about it, being concerned by it. This world is nothing like an objective reality: ―The 

world, in the character of hedu and luperon, is non-objective; animals do not have the world 

there as objects. Rather, the world is encountered in the mode of the uplifting and the upsetting‖ 

(GA 18, 48). The way in which the world is there for animals depends on the degree in which an 

animal is awake or closed up in itself, but regardless of degree, ―the possibility that the world 

matters to a being depends on this peculiar openness‖ (GA 18, 52). Even if this Erschlossenheit 

of the lives of animals can be so dim and obscure that it appears, in lower animals, as a 

Dumpfheit, the fact remains that all animals participate in what will become the first existential 

structure of Dasein—Befindlichkeit.
347

 But what about the second key component of Being-in-

the-world? 

 

§2. Understanding: aisthesis as alétheuein and krinein 

 

―Understanding,‖ insists Heidegger, must be taken ―not in a specific theoretical sense, but in a 

practical one: to understand doesn't mean to know something, but to know your way around 

something, to know how to do something‖ (GA 22, 207). Only if we recognize that orientation 

within the world, dealing with something, coping with something is already a form of under-

standing can we grasp why Heidegger, in his early works, also granted a form of understanding 

to animals:  

 

―Understanding belongs to the mode of Being of animals. To say that something is un-

derstood means that it is manifest in its being such and such: it is no longer concealed. In 

                                                           
346 ―Having,‖ says Heidegger, is ―a pale expression for being-aware-of‖ (GA 18, 244). 

347 ―Dumpfheit is already a finding-oneself [Sich befinden]‖ (GA 63, 180n). 
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understanding, there is something like truth, aletheia: that which is unconcealed, not cov-

ered over, but on the contrary, uncovered.‖ (GA 22, 207-8) 

 

Understanding is not an all-or-nothing phenomenon. Aristotle identifies several degrees or mo-

dalities of understanding at the very beginning of Metaphysics: aisthesis, mneme, emperia, 

techne, episteme, sophia (GA 22, 25). If aisthesis is named as the first level of understanding, it 

is because perception is the basic form of disclosing upon which all the other forms of under-

standing are based: ―being perceived seems to be the most immediate way of uncovering some-

thing, the most obvious and manifest truth‖ (GA 34, 165). Aisthesis is the most primitive form of 

aletheuien, ―because it discloses the world, though indeed not in speech and assertion‖ (GA 22, 

186), it is a form of uncovering that lets something be ―known‖ in a certain sense.  

 This cognitive dimension of perception, this discrimination (krinein), explains why Aris-

totle will say that perception cannot easily be classified as either irrational or rational (DA, 

432a30): ―the aisthesis of the animal already has the character of krisis, even in aisthesis, in 

normal perception, something is highlighted in relation to something else‖ (GA 19, 39). In natu-

ral perception, we do not perceive a multiplicity of sensory qualities, but rather things: ―Origi-

nally, one does not hear noises, but the creaking wagon, the tram, the motorcycle, the north wind. 

To ‗hear‘ something like a ‗pure noise‘ already requires a very artificial and sophisticated atti-

tude‖ (GA 20, 368). Because of the synthetic nature of perception, we always perceive some-

thing as something. What we perceive is already significant: it makes sense (GA 21, 121).  

 

―We always see the world in an as. If I see something in the distance then I do not see 

something indeterminate there. Instead we take it initially and mostly as something. This 

determinate, basic character of the world becomes accessible only on the basis of a defi-

nite manner of perceiving, krinein‖ (GA 17, 294). This synthetic nature of perception is 

what the young Heidegger called ―the ‗as‘ of significance‖ (GA 58, 114) or ―critical-as,‖
 

(GA 17, 31) which will later be renamed ―hermeneutical-as‖ (SZ, 158).
 348

  

                                                           
348  Signification, as Kisiel rightly pointed out, is not peculiar to man: « Whether human or animal, 

the world is always (constantly) there to be encountered, not necessarily as "objective reality," but for the 

most part in being enhancing or repressing, advancing or obstructing, attracting or repelling, and so on. » 

(Genesis of Heidegger's Being and Time, 295). 
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§3. Memory, experience and phronesis  

  

Because perception is by itself a form of synthesis and krinein, Heidegger will attribute, follow-

ing Aristotle, a form of understanding to animals. But not all animals are confined to mere ais-

thesis, many are also endowed with memory. This decisive faculty allows animals to retain past 

images or representations (phantasia) and remember that what appears good may well be only 

apparently good. Memory-driven experience (emperia) makes animals more intelligent and more 

cautious (phronimoteron) and therefore more difficult to trap and deceive (MP, I, 1). Animals 

endowed with memory are more able to anticipate what's coming, ―more capable of circumspec-

tion (Umsicht)‖: 

 

―What is characteristic in aisthesis is that the beings which are disclosed are there in the 

present along with the living thing. If the living being were determined by aisthesis alone, 

then its world would extend only insofar as it sees, smells, etc. at any given moment. The 

living thing would be restricted to the sphere of what is immediately present-at-hand. 

Once it has mneme, however, the living thing becomes, in certain sense, free, no longer 

bound to the beings currently given in perception. In this way, the living being dominates 

a broader scope of the world. Its being-in-the-world no longer requires ever new percep-

tions; on the contrary, when it finds itself within the same position in a world-nexus, it al-

ready knows how matters are arranged. The living beings that have mneme are phroni-

motera, ―more prudent,‖ they are ―more able to see around [Umsichtiger]‖: they do not 

live in the moment anymore, but in a whole which they dominate. As phronimotera, they 

are also mathetikera, able to learn, they are ―more teachable.‖ They thereby increase the 

scope of what they understand and know‖ (GA 22, 209). 

 

This description of the gradual transition from a primitive life to a life endowed with memory 

and anticipation is the description of the transformation of a life entangled in the immediate mo-

ment into a life possessing a real temporal dimension: an animal with memory lives in a totality 

it ―owns‖ in a certain sense. 
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 The fact that forms of prudence and foresight belong to animals has not received suffi-

cient attention in Heidegger scholarship. We take for granted that phronesis is one of the highest 

possibilities of human life, one animals would be deprived of. Only if we understand phronesis 

in its broadest sense—as a certainty of orientation [Sicherheit der Orientierung]—can we under-

stand ―that animals also have a kind of phronesis‖ (GA 18, 235). This ability to orient oneself 

with skill and competence does not imply that these ―modes of self-orienting become explicit‖ 

(GA 19, 129). Phronesis is not a ―practical reasoning,‖ a deliberation weighing the consequences 

of action, but rather an Augenblick. For Heidegger, phronesis is closer to aisthesis than to logos, 

it is a ―glance of the eye,‖ a ―look around‖ [Um-sicht] that makes possible Umgang, dealing with 

the surrounding world
349

.  

 Umgang is the term used by Heidegger to translate Aristotle's notion of kinesis kata 

topon, the motion peculiar to animals.
350

 As ―being-able-to-move-by-themselves from place to 

place,‖ animals already have a sense of where they are going (GA 18, 238). Whether they fly, 

run, swim or crawl, animals move themselves toward something. This ―something‖ they are 

striving for must therefore be given to them in one way or another as desirable or undesirable 

because, as Aristotle said, ―no animal moves except by compulsion unless it has an impulse to-

ward or away from something‖ (DA, 432b18). Without desire, the movement of animals would 

never be a voluntary movement. 

 

―Aristotle shows that what triggers the movement is not mere consideration, the pure ob-

servation, of a desirable object. It is not the case that the living being first observes things 

disinterestedly, merely looks in a neutral attitude, and then moves toward something; on 

the contrary, orexis is its fundamental mode of being.‖ (GA 22, 309) 

 

                                                           
349 Even if it is not strictly wrong to associate phronesis with a form of deliberation and reasoning, 

Heidegger claims that the intellectualization of phronesis misses the fact that phronesis is an aletheuein 

without logos. Indeed, it is closer to perception than to reasoning: phronesis is a glance at what is so, but 

could always be otherwise, a vision which opens the concrete situation (GA 19, 163-4). ―Phronesis makes 

available the situation and is only possible because it is primarily an aisthesis; a pure and simple glance at 

the moment‖ (NB, 42). 

350 WS 22/23, 8[26]:  ―kinesis kata topon : Umgang, Bewegung in seiner Welt.‖  
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Animal perception is always action-oriented, always imperative or prescriptive. This is precisely 

the meaning of the practical syllogism used by Aristotle in the De Motu Animalium to explain 

animal behaviour. What is needed in order to explain animal motion is (1) a desire and (2) some-

thing perceived as desirable. From there, the motion of an animal will naturally follow like the 

conclusion of a logical syllogism from its premises. According to Aristotle‘s logic of desire, to 

perceive something pleasant is to perceive it as desirable, as something to pursue. As soon as an 

animal desires something and sees it, it will go after it. The fact that animals may be able to re-

member that what appears good is actually not (that it is just an apparent good, a phainomenon 

agathon) explains why some animals will be granted a form of phronesis: ―Hence, some animals 

are classified as prudent (phronimos), those which, in all matters relating to their own lives, have 

a clear ability to predict‖ (NE, 1141a25-28).  

 

§4. Phone and logos at the basis of being-with [Mitsein] 

 

We have seen that the first two existentials, Befindlichkeit and understanding, find their origins 

in animal life. However, Heidegger adds a third existential: discourse (Rede) or language 

(Sprache). This structure is not an independent one, but is equiprimordial with the first two (SZ, 

§34). One could wonder why this third structure comes into play since Heidegger made very 

clear in the preceding section that understanding doesn't need any articulation in speech by 

showing the derivative nature of statements (SZ, §33). So, why suddenly make discourse and 

language a basic existential structure? This has always been a puzzling move in Being and Time. 

If we assume that language is peculiar to man, we are facing an awkward alternative: either af-

fection and understanding are not originally co-extensive with language or animals aren't onto-

logically constituted by Befindlichkeit and understanding.  

 But a closer look at the function of this third existential shows that the translation of 

―Rede‖ by ―discourse,‖ can be misleading. To speak is not to make judgements and statements 

about the world: speaking is basically speaking with one another (Miteinanderreden) (SZ, 165). 

Only if we understand language as speaking to one another can we understand the justification of 

this third existential structure: Heidegger's purpose is to show that Dasein is always Mitdasein, 

that being-in-the-world is always being-in-the-world-with-another. We can see this more clearly 
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by looking at the first articulation of this structure that we find in the 1924 lecture course on the 

Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy: Heidegger is here reinstating the idea that living be-

ings are zoa politika, they live with one another.
351

 

 As Sheehan and others have shown, semainein and hermeneuein are not, for Aristotle, 

proper to humans. In Politics, Aristotle says that sounds produced by animals are signs (semeion) 

of their pleasure and pain and that they use their voice (phone) to communicate these affections 

to each other (1253a8-14). Aristotle does not only refer to involuntary cries of pain and pleas-

ure—although those are obviously significant in that they express the dispositions of animals—

but argues that they can intentionally communicate something to another. With their voices, 

animals not only communicate feelings of pain and pleasure, but also the coming of a predator or 

the location of food. As Aristotle will say in The Parts of Animals, birds use their voice to com-

municate among themselves (pro hermeneian alloesis) and to teach something to one another 

(660a17-b2). What they communicate is nothing like a ―propositional content‖, but it is still 

meaning (Sinn), something that can be understood (SZ, 324).  

 As Heidegger insists, however, the language of animals has nothing to do with apophan-

tic statements: by warning his fellows of a predator's approach, the crane does not make a state-

ment about the world, but seeks to bring other animals to a particular disposition (fear), in order 

to encourage a certain behaviour (flight). Heidegger will criticize very early the tendency to 

think language on the basis of statements, insisting that language is not primarily composed of 

true or false propositions, but essentially aims at doing something or at making others do some-

thing. Animal voice ―gives no report about the being-at-hand of what is pleasing: but rather this 

indication and crying out is in itself an enticing or warning. Enticing and warning have in them-

selves the character of addressing itself to...‖ (GA 18, 54)   

 

―Enticing and warning as repelling and attracting have in their ground being-with-one-

another. Enticing and warning already show that animals are with one another. Being-

with-one-another becomes manifest precisely in the specific being-character of animals 

                                                           
351 ―Aristotle endeavours to show that life is already constituted through phone; that, furthermore, 

what is living in this way has a being that is fundamentally determined as a being-with-one-another, and 

that animals are already, in a certain way, zoa politika (1253a10). Human beings are only mallon zoon 

politikon than are, by example, bees‖ (GA 18, 50).  
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as phone. It is neither exhibited nor manifested that something as such is there. Animals 

do not subsequently come along to ascertain that something is present: they only indicate 

it within the orbit of their animalistic having-to-do. Since animals indicate the threaten-

ing, alarming and so on, they signal in this indicating of the being-there of the world, 

their own being in the world‖ (GA 18, 54). 

 

This last point is of capital importance: the animal indicates not only that it finds itself in a 

world, but also how it finds itself in the world. Animals communicate with each other and with 

us, even if they do not have, strictly speaking, logos. 

 

§5. Proairesis as the distinctive feature of human life 

  

If existential structures (Befindlichkeit, understanding and being-with through language) charac-

terize animal life as such – if, in other words, ―the being-possibility of animals has of itself 

reached this mode of being, having perception of what constitutes well-being and being-upset, 

being-oriented toward this and indicating this to one another‖ (GA 18, 46) – what
 
is distinctive 

about human life?
 
―What, Heidegger asks in SS 1926, is the specifically human mode of Being?‖ 

(GA 22, 311). As we know, he does not agree with Aristotle for human excellence rests not in 

contemplative life but in practical life – or, to be exact, in a certain kind of practical life: zoē 

praktike meta logou (GA 18, 98-105). Man is the only animal capable of decision (proairesis), of 

resolute action (GA 18, 99; GA 22, 187): ―Humans have the possibility of understanding the 

orekton, the desirable, as the basis of their action and the motive of their decisions‖ (GA 22, 

311).  

 Why is man the only living being ―able-to-resolve-itself‖ (GA 18, 254-56)? The answer 

given by Aristotle will be crucial for Heidegger: man is the only living being capable of resolu-

tion because he alone has the understanding of time: ―Humans because they possess an aisthesis 

chronou [‗sense of time‘], can presentify to mellon [‗the future‘] (433b7f.) as the possible and as 

that for the sake of which they act‖ (GA 22, 311). Of course, animals also act, but they cannot 

not act, not pursue what is given as desirable whereas man, because he has the peculiar ability of 
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―anticipating something as the basis of his action‖, can decide not to pursue what is immediately 

pleasant and genuinely decide the course of his life. 

 

*** 

    

To be sure, there will be nothing left in Being and Time of this genesis of existential structures in 

animal life, as few traces remain of Aristotle's major influence on Sein und Zeit. If Heidegger 

will eventually claim that animals have no world, not even an Umwelt (GA 40, 54), the recent 

publication and translation of earlier lecture courses shows that this constitutes a reversal in his 

way of thinking. On his way toward Being and Time, Heidegger thought that ―the essential is 

missed if we do not see that the animal has a world‖ (GA 80, 179). If, then, Heidegger refused to 

adequate ―Dasein‖ with ―man‖ in Sein und Zeit, it is not only to dissociate himself from the tra-

dition, but because Dasein did not solely designate human beings: an animal too is ―a being for 

whom living, being-in-itself, matters to it in some way‖ (GA 18, 51), it is a ―being to which we 

must attribute, in a formal way, the kind of being which belongs to Dasein‖ (GA 20, 223). 
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The Happening of  Logos 

 

Richard Hearn (Independent Scholar) 

 

 

During a lecture course entitled Logic as the Question Concerning the Essence of Language, 

Martin Heidegger distinguishes three different kinds of movement associated with the common 

understanding of ―history‖: (1) flow (Ablauf, ablaufen) of the Earth, (2) process (Vorgang) of 

Life and (3) happening (Geschehen) of human beings.
352

 Even though history in a broad sense 

may be understood as temporal change or movement, every ―succession elapsing in time‖ is not 

understood to be history.  Instead, we speak of ―the mere flow of a mechanical happening; then 

regarding a movement within the sphere of life – of process; [but] we speak of happening (Ge-

schehen) in the realm of human history (Geschichte).‖
 
 (GA 38, 75)    

To better elucidate the human being‘s relatedness to its life, we will first turn to Heideg-

ger‘s most extended discussion of the animal.
353

  A few years before his 1934 logic course, Hei-

degger had distinguished the stone as ―worldless‖ (weltlos) from the animal as ―poor in world‖ 

(weltarm) from the human as ―world-forming‖ (weltbildend).  (GA 29/30, 236-253) This distinc-

tion between the modes of being of the animal and the human being in terms of their relation to 

―world‖ was restated in the logic course in terms of movement in distinguishing ―process‖ from 

―happening‖.   

In the Fundamental Concepts, Heidegger suggested that the mode of being of the animal 

-- as ―poor in world‖ – could be understood as ―captivation‖ (Benommenheit).  (GA 29/30, 236-

253) ―Captivation is the condition of possibility for the fact that, in accordance with its essence, 

the animal behaves (sich benehmen) within an environment but never within a world.‖ (GA 

                                                           
352
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  M. Heidegger, Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysic: Welt – Endlichkeit – Einsamkeit, 1929/30, (―GA 
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29/30, 239, (emphasis in the original)).  But, when moving as ―process‖, the human animal could 

also be understood as being held captive in an environment.  Would the human being be any less 

―captivated‖ by an environment if those processes holding it captive were logical?      

 Captivation in Heidegger‘s sense does not entail being closed to the environment.  Al-

though the animal is held captive within an encircling ring of instinctual drives, it is open to its 

environment.  

 

The drives and the ways in which the animal is driven (seeking out food, lying in wait for 

prey) do not radiate out, as it were, in so many different directions and diverge from one 

another. On the contrary, each instinctual drive is intrinsically determined by its being 

driven with respect to the other drives. Instinctual driveness as being driven from one 

drive to another hold and drives the animal within a ring which it cannot escape and with-

in which something is open for the animal. (GA 29/30, 249) 

 

As open to its environment, the animal‘s movement within the encircling ring of its in-

stinctual drives, i.e., its behavior, relates to that environment. Animal behavior understood as 

movement was described in the Fundamental Concepts as ―eliminative‖ (be-seitigen).  

 

[T]he inevitably misleading term for the fundamental character of [animal] behavior, 

namely as elimination [Be-seitigen] must be taken in a quite fundamental sense. Behavior 

is eliminative, i.e., it is certainly a relating to . . . but it is so in such a way that beings can 

never, and essentially never, manifest themselves as beings. (GA 29/30, 253) 

 

Heidegger claims that the animal relates to its environment -- but never to beings in that envi-

ronment as beings -- by eliminating or setting aside one instinctual drive in being moved to 

another.  

 

That which the animal‘s behavior relates to is such that the behavior is open to it. The 

other is taken up into this openness of the animal in a manner that we shall call disinhibi-

tion (Enthemmung). (GA 29/30, 254)   



215 

 

 

 

 

That which relates to the animal only by disinhibiting one of its instinctual drives is necessarily 

eliminated or set aside. As such, that which the animal relates to as set aside is nothing to which 

the animal could ever attend. (GA 29/30 256) 

 

Seeing, seizing, catching, and so on always takes place from out of the drivenness of an 

instinctual and subservient capacity for the same. As being capable of this or that form of 

behavior in each case, the capability for . . . drives through and is driven through the be-

havior itself. This means that behavior as such is a being driven forward – and that also 

means a being driven away. In general, seeing, hearing and seizing are a being related to . 

. . (GA 29/30, 240)   

  

In seeing, the animal is moved forward by ―an instinctual and subservient capacity‖ out toward 

―what is seen‖ in the environment. But, as Heidegger explained, the animal driven forward to 

what is seen in its environment is also a ―being driven away‖ from what it has necessarily elimi-

nated or set aside.   

How can the poor in world animal behave so as to be understood as simultaneously mov-

ing forward and away?     

 

The captivation of the animal therefore signifies, in the first place, essentially having 

every apprehending of something as something withheld from it.  Furthermore, in having 

this withheld from it, the animal is precisely taken by things [in its environment], . . . But 

this captivation should not be interpreted simply as a kind of rigid fixation on the part of 

the animal as if it were somehow spellbound. Rather, this captivation makes possible and 

prescribes an appropriate leeway for its behavior, i.e., a purely instinctual redirection of 

the animal‘s driven activity in accordance with certain instincts in each case. (GA 29/30, 

248)  

 

The ―leeway‖ allowing for the ―purely instinctual redirection of the animal‘s driven activ-

ity‖ is described by Heidegger in the logic course necessary as allowing for ―movement within 
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the sphere of life – of process.‖ (GA 38, 75) This process of redirecting instinctual drives hap-

pens in the setting aside or elimination (beseitigen) of all that the animal related to in the original 

instinctual drive.  Hence, the process of animal life allows movement only as a ―redirection‖ of 

instinctual drives.   

The animal without logos is ―poor in world‖ because it cannot form a world by relating 

that which it is being driven toward to that which it is being driven from.  The animal‘s inability 

to retain any relatedness to the beings set aside opens the possibility for the animal to be ―in an 

entirely immediate manner tied into the general happening of nature.‖ (GA 38, 115) Because its 

behavior is fully determined by elimination, the animal finds itself driven ―in an entirely imme-

diate manner‖ away to which ever instinctual drive it is to move to naturally.  Because animal 

behavior is unmediated by thought, it is best understood as ―process.‖  

 Logic can be understood as a ―process‖ because logic, as the rules governing thought, 

cannot be mediated by thought.   Heidegger‘s understanding of ―logos‖ developed during his en-

gagement with Aristotle‘s Metaphysics Θ 2 will help bring ―logic‖ and ―process‖ (Vorgang) to-

gether.
354

   Heidegger understands ―‘logic‘ to mean a philosophical knowledge of logos – some-

thing very different from what we usually understand by logic.‖ (GA 33, 110)   

First Heidegger sets out what he understands to be the ―original meaning of logos.‖ 

 

Legein: to glean, to harvest, to gather, to add one to the other, and so to place the one in 

relation to the other, and thus to posit this relationship itself. . . . Logos means therefore, 

rule, law, yet not as something which is suspended somewhere above what is ruled, but 

rather as that which is itself the relationship: the inner jointure and order of the being 

which stands in relation.  Logos is the ruling structure, the gathering of those beings re-

lated among themselves.  (GA 33, 103)  

 

Heidegger claims that ―[l]ogos is discourse, the gathering laying open, unifying making some-

thing known [Kundmachen]; . . .  [and noted that] questioning too is a making known in the sense 

of exploring [Er-kunden]. (GA 33, 103).   

                                                           
354
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Heidegger then explained that logos originally had two meanings and its meaning as ―re-

lation (unified, gathering, coherence, rule) [was] therefore ‗prior‘ to its meaning as discourse‖.  

(GA 33, 3).  Logos should not be understood as ―‘reason,‘ ‗judgment‘ and ‗sense‘ [because they 

all miss its] ―decisive meaning: gathering, joining and making known.‖ (GA 33, 103-104)  ―Lo-

gos is thus discourse in the utterly broad sense of the manifold making known and giving notice 

[Kundgeben]—―conversance‖ [Kundschaft]. (GA 33, 103)   

Because logos understood as ―ruling structure‖ is ontologically prior to logos understood 

as ―discourse,‖ all conversance is captivated by a particular logos which acts as an ―encircling 

ring‖ from which it, like the animal without logos, ―cannot escape and within which something is 

open.‖ (GA 29/30, 249) And, if all historical lore (Kunde) arises from a conversance (Kund-

schaft) held captive by a particular logos, the scientific study of such lore can yield no know-

ledge of anything beyond that particular logos.  Science can never uncover the ―ruling structure‖ 

that would have allowed beings to appear differently in another logos because that other ruling 

structure has been set aside.     

 Heidegger understands history to be ontologically prior to all historical lore.  Because 

history (1) ―still must have happened before it passes into a lore . . . [and] (2) history can happen, 

without our having any lore of it,‖ Heidegger claims that history cannot be grounded in its lore. 

(GA 38, 76) 

 

[T]he coupling of history and lore of history is as nonsensical perhaps as the statement: 

No nature without natural science.  What does history care about the science of history? 

The latter is indeed dependent upon the former, but not conversely the former on the lat-

ter.  (GA, 38, 76) 

 

  Although language as ―commanding‖ does limit us – Heidegger argues that language as 

―empowering‖ is what opens us up to the world wherein we first gain the capability (Vermögen) 

to make known (Kundmachen) things in that world through our enactment of ―conversant forces‖ 

(Kundige Kraft) (GA 33, 111)   
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The human being ―has the word‖; it is the way he makes known to himself his being, and 

the way in which he sees himself placed in the midst of beings as a whole.  To be empo-

wered with language . . . as the wherein the openness and conversance of world first of all 

bursts forth and is.  (GA 33, 109)   

   

 Everything that we know, even our ―possibilities and necessities‖, belongs to logos as 

conversance.   

 

[C]hoice and decision . . . belong to logos as conversance, on the basis of which human 

beings are aware of things and investigate them.  At the same time, they are aware of 

their own possibilities and necessities.  Whenever this conversance addresses itself to 

things and discusses them, it is a conversance which deliberates with both itself and oth-

ers . . . It is an ―I‖ saying. . . ―Language‖ is understood here in the broadest sense of lo-

gos, as a conversant gathering, as a gatherness of beings in ―one‖, in Dasein, which is at 

the same time a dissemination. (GA 33, 109) 

 

In being gathering into the world as Dasein, we are always and everywhere under the command 

of language.  But, if ―language commands us‖ and logos is the ―ruling structure‖ of our lives to 

such an extent that any ―choice or decision‖ we might consider belongs to logos, would not our 

movement be best understood as a process (Vorgang), albeit a process grounded in logos?   

 In his 1934 logic course, Heidegger concluded ―that only where the human being is—not 

as living being (Lebewesen), but as human being (Mensch)—does history happen (Geschichte 

geschieht).‖ (GA 38, 75)  In his 1931 course on Aristotle, Heidegger concluded that ―the human 

being is . . . the living being who lives in such a way that his life, as a way to be, is defined in an 

originary way by the command of language.‖  (GA 33, 109)  Heidegger appears to be claiming 

that only where the human being is—not as living being (Lebewesen) defined in an originary 

way by the command of language -- does history happen.  Language is our ―ruling structure‖ on-

ly when merely living. 

  The human being understood as a ―living being‖ (Lebewesen) would then be distin-

guished from all other animals as the only animal capable of moving ―logically‖ as process 
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(Vorgang) in the sphere of life.  But, because his movement in the sphere of life would be con-

strained by logos, as other animals are constrained by their instinctual drives, the human being 

would be no freer than those animals without logos.   That is, no freer unless the animal that has 

logos could be redirected in such a way as to retain some relation with that which the animal 

without logos necessarily set aside (beseitigen).      

  Animals without conversance relate to their environment in a meaningful way. Animals 

have ―the possibility of the separating out and bringing out of something, for example, to stalk 

pray, to lie in wait, to notice, to know their dwelling places, to protect itself against attackers, and 

so on.‖  (GA 33, 106) The hungry animal is capable of comporting itself toward its prey without 

the need of logos understood as reason or discourse. Logos can be understood in its original 

sense as the ―ruling structure‖ of not only what humans say, but, more originally as the ―ruling 

structure‖ of what there is to be said regardless of whether the animal has the ability to say it or 

not.  

 To better understand logos, we should note Heidegger‘s description of man as the be-

souled being that has logos.  

 

When we speak of the besoulded being who has logos, we do not mean that logos, con-

versance (discourse), is merely added on; rather, this echein, having, has the meaning of 

being.  It means that humans conduct themselves, carry themselves, and comport them-

selves in the way they do on the basis of this having.  This echein means having in the 

sense of governing over . . . to be empowered for conversance and above all through con-

versance (logos) means to be conversant in oneself and from out of oneself.  (GA 33, 

108-9) 

 

The difference between the animal without conversance and the human with conversance is not 

that conversance has been added on to the former to create the latter.  Rather, the essential differ-

ence is that the human being finds itself among the beings subject to the ―gathering joining‖ of 

logos while the animal finds itself comporting itself toward those beings governed by that same 

―gathering joining‖ from the outside.   
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  In a section entitled ―[c]apability necessarily has a realm (Bereich) and contraries that 

are in that realm,‖ Heidegger discusses Aristotle‘s text distinguishing the way a conversant force 

empowers doctors to produce health from the way a force without conversance empowers a 

warm body to produce heat.  Heidegger quotes Aristotle: 

 

And indeed forces which are in themselves conversant are always, as the same, directed 

at contraries. However, those without conversance are, as one, directed at a singular.  For 

example, the warm is directed only at making warm, but the art of doctoring is directed at 

sickness and health. (GA 33, 112) 

 

Heidegger‘s point is that Aristotle recognized the essential role logos has in opening realms con-

taining ―contraries‖.  In Aristotle‘s example, ―the art of doctoring as the healing of sickness is in 

itself and in fact necessarily oriented toward health.‖ (GA 33, 114)  Both ―sickness‖ and ―health‖ 

as contraries (Entgegenliegendes) are found in one and the same realm only because the art of 

doctoring is a conversant force.  ―[B]ecause the openness of the realm of force happens for this 

force in and through the logos which belongs to it, the open realm is not only completely wider 

[than the force without conversance], but within this realm the contrary is necessarily posited, in 

the relational realm of force.‖  (GA 33, 114).    

 The positing of the contraries by logos is what originally opens up the realm wherein the 

human soul happens as striving. Heidegger understands dunamis (Kraft) for Aristotle to mean 

―that on behalf of which a transposition ensues, and in such a way that the from-out-of-which is 

in another being than what is transposed.‖ (GA 33, 72).  Only in positing the contraries of the 

away and toward can the human being open up the logical process (Vorgang) of life to the hap-

pening (Geschehen) of history (Geschichte) by allowing the human being to retain its relatedness 

to the logical processes necessarily set aside in life.   

Now we can address the question of what role ―logic‖ can play in allowing movement 

understood as ―process‖ (Vorgang) to be distinguished from movement understood as ―happen-

ing‖ (Geschehen), so as to clarify the difference between ―world poor‖ (weltarm) and ―world 

forming‖ (weltbindend).   Our questioning  has lead us to consider the possibility that ―process‖ 

when used in reference to the human being includes all logical thought.  If so, the human being 
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would only ―happen‖ in the realm of human history, and thereby become ―world forming,‖ to the 

extent that the process of logical thinking was susceptible to being redirected.  The human being 

would ―happen‖ as world forming only when its logic was exposed (ausgesetz) to such a redi-

recting. 

 After claiming that ―we cannot here systematically think through the individual forms of 

movement –flow, process, happening,‖ Heidegger suggested that in ―the course of the question-

ing (Richtung des Fragens) [of] and of the contrast [between these individual forms of move-

ment something] becomes, nevertheless, clear; it becomes in any case clear that only where the 

human being is—not as living being (Lebewesen), but as human being (Mensch)—does history 

happen (Geschichte geschieht).‖ (GA 38, 75)   

But, how does the ―systematic thinking‖ that Heidegger claimed we cannot use to think ―through 

the individual forms of movement‖ differ from the thinking that follows ―the course of the ques-

tioning [of] these individual forms of movement‖?  At the beginning of his course on logic, Hei-

degger set out the difference between logic as it is usually taught and what he will be teaching in 

1934.     

   

Logic is, therefore, for us, not a drill for a better or worse method of thought (Denkverfa-

hren), but the questioning pacing off abysses of being (das Fragende Abschreiten der 

Abgründe des Seins), . . . (GA 38, 8)  

 

For Heidegger, ―logic‖ is no ―process of thought‖
355

 used to move around in a system whose lim-

its are presumed to have already been established, but is instead a ―questioning pacing off [of] 

abysses of being‖ whereby the ―pacing off‖ is performed to provisionally bring logic for the first 

time to the abysses. Such logic, because it deals with 

 

―logos,‖ [which] means talk, that is language. Because, precisely by the so-called logic, 

the essence of language was rashly leveled, and superficialized, and misinterpreted, there-
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222 

 

 

 

fore, logic is a still not comprehended mandate of the human-historical (Auftrag des men-

schlich-geschichtlichen) Dasein. (GA 38, 141)  

 

Logic understood by Heidegger to be a ―questioning pacing off of abysses of being‖ is a ―still 

not comprehended mandate of the human-historical Dasein.‖   

    Everything found in the realm of human history is, as historical, subject to the ruling 

structure of the force with conversance. But, exactly how does this force exercise power over its 

essential realm?  Heidegger answers that force with conversance reigns by controlling through 

that conversance all that manifests in the realm.  

 

That in the midst of which history happens is manifest as such through the happening [of 

history].  It oppresses and threatens, hampers and discloses as that which is [als Seinde].  

In other words, the happening is in itself lore [Kunde]—it announces [kȕndet] beings [das 

Seinde], in which it—dispersed in them—remained fitted. . . . Lore is not pasted on histo-

ry from the outside, but happening as exposed-transported [ausgesetz-entrȕckt] is in the 

manner of announcing, namely that wherein history is exposed [ausgesetz], whither it is 

transported [entrȕckt]. And with this, lore . . . announces the entire happening and the sit-

uation of its moment respectively. (GA 38, 132) 

 

History manifests itself as happening in the presencing of beings. But, because all presencing 

happens only as unconcealing, that which is forthcoming in history necessarily remains con-

cealed until the time of its presencing as the happening of history. History is this happening, but, 

in its essence, history is necessarily more than ever happens. 

 

[T]he genuine lore [Kunde] of history announces [kȕndet] precisely as it sets us before 

that which is concealed.  The mystery of the moment is the lore of that which is overpo-

wering and inevitable. (GA 38, 132)  

 

The fact that the ―overpowering and inevitable‖ is never fully unconcealed in history differen-

tiates Heidegger‘s understanding of time as happening (Geshehen) from his understanding of 
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time as process (Vogang).  Without the ―mystery of the moment,‖ human life would be nothing 

more than the logical unfolding of life. 

 ―Questioning pacing off‖ remains logical in Heidegger‘s sense only so long as it remains 

on the ―course of questioning‖ (Richtung des Fragens) stretching out into the abysses of being.  

Because this questioning pacing is a pacing off of abysses, movement along any particular 

course of questioning should be understood as a ―running forward into the possibility‖ (Vorlau-

fen die Mõglichkeit), not as a ―going forward into the actuality‖ (Vorgehen die Wirklichkeit), of a 

system which, like death, must remain only a possibility. For the same reasons that Dasein re-

lates only to the possibility of ―death‖ (Vorlaufen zum Tode), logos relates only to the possibility 

of a logical system.
356

 Heidegger claimed that his task in 1934 was to shake-up or shatter 

(ershüttern) ―logic‖. (GA 38, 9) Although each course of questioning runs forward logically, 

each, as provisional (vorläufig), remains subject to redirection. Once logic has been shattered, 

changes in the course of questioning in the now shattered logical systems are no longer ruled by 

logic. Such changes of course can now happen as history (geschieht als Geschichte). The world 

happens only in the shattering of logic as the ground of human life. 

The essential difference between ―systems‖ and ―abysses‖ is that logic rules movement 

not only along any single ―course of questioning,‖ but, also rules movement between all possible 

―courses of questioning‖ in any system grounded in logic.  Because movement in any such sys-

tem would be ruled by logic, movement in such systems can never be provisional (vorläufig). 

Each course of questioning in a closed system connects logically to other courses of questioning.  

Movement either along or between different ―courses of questioning‖ within a system occurs as a 

―process‖ (Vorgang). The German word Vorgang comes from vorgehen meaning to proceed 

(verfahren) toward some destination in a system. The human being would therefore be ―world 

forming‖ only when running toward the possibility (Vorlaufen die Mõglichkeit), rather than pro-

ceeding toward the reality (Vorgehen die Wirklichkeit), of some system.  

In the logic course, Heidegger called upon those who are not ―systematically think[ing]‖ 

to ―continue going on in this direction (Richtung)and carrying out the contrasting of this specifi-

cally human happening (history) opposite the other realms of being (earth and life) more deter-
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minately.‖  (GA 38, 75)  Going further in that direction lead Heidegger not to a logical conclu-

sion (Beschloβ), but to a clearing (Lichtung) beyond the limits of logical thinking where the 

ground of all logical thinking first became clear.   

In a lecture given some thirty years later entitled The End of Philosophy and the Task of 

Thinking, Heidegger contrasted philosophy practiced as a systematic thinking guided by the 

―light of reason‖ with another thinking that is ―in its movement and with its method [understood 

as process] already admitted to the free space of the clearing.‖       

    

But philosophy [understood as systematic thinking] knows nothing of the clearing.  The 

lumen naturale, the light of reason, throws light only on the open.  It does concern the 

clearing, but so little does it form it that it needs it in order to be able to illuminate what is 

present in the clearing.
357

    

 

Because philosophy practiced as systematic thinking can only throw light on that which happens, 

philosophy -- along with all other forms of systematic thinking -- must be understood as happen-

ing in a clearing (Lichtung) unconcealed only in the shattering of the logic that previously had 

grounded such thinking.  Even Heidegger‘s claim that logic should be understood as the ―ques-

tioning pacing off of the abysses of being‖ must ultimately be ―set aside‖ as but only another 

Vorlaufen die Mõglichkeit.        
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