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Introduction

Globalization has become one of the most pervasive catchwords of the
modern era, and refers not only to the interpenetration of markets, tech-
nology and information but also to the proliferation of ideas that increas-
ingly spill over boundaries. Although technological innovation has greatly
increased the rapidity and facility with which in theory at least, the cross-
fertilization of cultures becomes possible, the exchange of ideas has not
always been reciprocal to say the least. The West has a dubious history
of approaching other cultures from a self-proclaimed position of superior-
ity, and treated other civilizations with condescension and contempt.
Edward Said has pointed out that the “‘Orient’ is a Western con-
struct . . . whose purpose is to reinforce and justify Western power.”' Born
out of the uneasy relationship between the West and Islam, Said’s analysis
exposes the manner in which imperialistic tendencies have skewed atti-
tudes towards so-called other modes of thinking which are analyzed pri-
marily in relation to the West’s agenda for global domination. In Said’s
view, it is no coincidence that the interest in Oriental cultures blossomed
at the height of European colonization. This is indeed a powerful critique.
The triumphalism after the end of the Cold War, which makes the adap-
tation to the global capitalist system the main measure of progress is a
disturbing testament to Said’s accusations.

Nevertheless, Fred Dallmayr and ]. J. Clarke point out that the
unabashed imperialism with which the West has often approached non-
Western cultures is not a monolithic tendency, for Asian thought has not
only been incorporated by Western thinkers but has also helped to shape
the Western tradition itself. There is no doubt that the agenda of domina-
tion, while forcing the flow of ideas from West to Asia, could not com-
pletely contain a flow in the reverse direction which inevitably led to a
rethinking of Western ideas and the infiltration of Asian modes of think-
ing into the Western philosophical consciousness. Neither tradition is
monolithic and uniform and as Karl Jaspers asserts, there was a remark-
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able flowering of ideas during the time he refers to as the axial age, when
philosophy came onto its own in different parts of the world. This sug-
gests that cultural exchange may have been at the heart of the develop-
ment of the philosophical tradition itself.

The messianic zeal to spread Western culture and religion unwit-
tingly spawned reverse tendencies, namely to invoke non-Western culture
as a way of critiquing the West. J. J. Clarke points out that the desire to
convert the souls of unbelievers to the Christian faith initiated the explo-
ration in the West of Chinese ways of thinking. He cites the Jesuit mis-
sionaries as examples, who went to China with the intent of winning
new converts to Christianity. While not downplaying the imperialistic
nature of their mission, he points out that the Jesuits were neither single-
mindedly myopic nor bigoted and sent back many reports expressing their
esteem for Chinese culture. Even though dialogue with Chinese thought
was seen as a necessary step in the process of conversion, there was at least
an attempt to blend cultures rather than to stamp out Chinese philosophy
altogether.” Clarke cites the example of early missionaries such as Mateo
Ricci who attempted to adopt Catholic rituals to Confucian customs and
practices. Many Chinese classics were translated into European languages
by Catholic missionaries.

Not all interaction with the China grew out of missionary zeal. Many
thinkers from the Enlightenment era invoked Chinese philosophy to
provide an alternative standpoint from which to criticize Western institu-
tions and practices. While not contemptuous, these interpretations of
Chinese philosophy were often skewed as the example of Voltaire clearly
brings to light. Confucianism was hailed by him as a truly rational form
of social order in contrast to the superstitious tendency that marred
Christian religion. He therefore falsely superimposed onto Confucian
thought the dualism between reason and faith that was so pronounced
in the France of his time. Since Confucian doctrine did not show any
evidence of the religious fervour he was more familiar with, he assumed
it must be built on the edifice of logic and reason.” This completely
ignores the fact that Confucianism did not operate on the basis of abstract
principles of the kind that the Enlightenment held in high esteem, but
rather was predicated on social behaviour and rituals intended to ensure
that harmony was continuously created out of social interaction. While
patterns of behaviour were prescribed, this was a contextualized social
order, rather than one based on abstract reason. In fact, had Voltaire had
a deeper understanding of Confucian philosophy, he may very well have
been more dismissive of it.
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Leibniz is an example of a Western philosopher with a more sophis-
ticated understanding of Chinese philosophy. He conceived of the world
as a living being composed of monads, thereby explicitly challenging the
mechanistic view of the cosmos that was prevalent during this time. Each
monad interacted harmoniously with other monads and the interdepen-
dence of the cosmos’s parts rather than their atomistic self-sufficiency was
stressed. Thus, the whole was neither conceived of as a sum of its indi-
vidual parts, nor was it reduced to a logical pattern to which each monad
conformed. Joseph Needham points out that Leibniz saw the universe in
terms of an uninterrupted flow which has neither beginning nor end.*
This resonates powerfully with the ideas contained in the Chinese classic
the Yijing which underscores the wholeness that develops out of the inter-
connection between things. Rather than positing separate entities which
become the building blocks of the cosmos, it describes various states of
existence which are constantly being transformed into other states.
Because Leibniz provides an account of the whole that is based on inter-
connected processes, he is a maverick within the Western philosophical
tradition.

The tendency to invoke foreign thinking to revitalize one’s own tradi-
tion is not a phenomenon that is unique to the Western world. The influ-
ence of Western thinkers in the May Fourth movement in China is one
obvious example. Critics of the Confucian tradition frequently drew upon
the literature and philosophy of the West. While Western thinkers used
Asian philosophy in order to criticize an approach predicated largely on
atomization and abstraction, Chinese thinkers invoked Western philoso-
phers to criticize a tradition which they thought undermined individual
creativity and led to social stagnation. For example, Lu Xun eagerly drew
upon the writings of philosophers such as Friedrich Nietzsche, and writers
such as Henrik Ibsen, to criticize a Confucian social order which had
become morally bankrupt. Individuals, capable of defining ideals in his
view should contribute to the dawn of a new social order which would
transcend the passive obedience to tradition.” His famous Diary of a
Madman has strong Nietzschean overtones and is palpably influenced by
Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. The story condemns the oppressive
nature of Confucian culture and metaphorically refers to it as a man-
eating society where the strong devour the weak. The madman, like
Zarathustra, is a social outcast who sees the truth of the society that others
refuse to see.

Another critic of the Confucian order, Li Shicen adopted a
Nietzschean understanding of nihilism and argued that Confucian values
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had been devalued by rendering people phlegmatic, docile and uncritical.
His criticisms of Confucian culture echo Nietzsche’s complaints regard-
ing the herd mentality which discourages critical reflection and functions
through empty mimicry. Li Shicen argued that Confucian demands to
act in accordance with the mean expressed the “depravity of hypocrites
and slaves.” He criticized the Chinese propensity to associate individual-
ism with self interest.® However, Li did not crudely pit Western individu-
alism against Chinese collectivism. In fact, Li’s interpretations of Nietzsche
prove to be much more subtle than those of many Western interpreters.
He rejected the view that Nietzsche’s thought was responsible for German
militarism and World War I” and recognized that Nietzsche was not
extolling a life of solipsism and radical individualism. According to Li,
cultivating uniqueness and individuality was also a way of affirming the
cosmos as a whole. Thus, social responsibility and individual creativity
were not conceived of as polar opposites in Li’s thought. He criticized
what he deemed to be the Chinese tendency to equate individualism with
self-interest which failed to acknowledge that self-affirmation can also
provide a way of acknowledging one’s responsibility to one’s environs.®

The example of Li Shicen attests to the fruitful possibilities for cross-
cultural thought. It is interesting to note that sometimes thought that is
culturally alien can shed considerable light on one’s own tradition, par-
ticularly when one is dealing with thinkers who are not part of the
mainstream. Hannah Arendt once pointed out that the best book on
Heidegger had been written by the Indian philosopher J. L. Mehta. Roger
Ames illustrates that an examination of Chinese thought, which we more
readily accept as foreign, can help sensitize us to the truly exotic nature
of a thinker such as Nietzsche.”

Many thinkers look to the world outside when their own society is
deemed to be in need of renewal. Contemporary Western philosophy and
culture is also in dire need of such rejuvenation as the sinister side to
the West’s agenda for global dominance becomes increasingly apparent.
Eurocentric ways of thinking are being challenged as we are confronted
with the possibility of global environmental catastrophes and the frighten-
ing spectre of wars which leave no corner of the globe untouched. Not
surprisingly this has also generated the desire for a global peace which
celebrates diversity and permits ongoing dialogue between cultures. Tra-
ditions are not to be abandoned, but rather are to be reinterpreted in light
of the interaction between various cultures.

Hans-Georg Gadamer is one well-known proponent of intercultural
dialogue and is becoming a major source of inspiration for the study of
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cross-cultural philosophy in the West. In his book Das Erbe Europas (The
Legacy of Eurape), he insists that “we must learn to respect the other and
otherness. This entails an ability to admit that we could be wrong.”"
While critical of Europe’s historical tendencies to impose its vision on
the globe, he insists that European unity must be preserved, for two
world wars had demonstrated the danger of nationalist and ethnic frag-
mentation. Nevertheless, this should be a unity of diversity which cele-
brates the rich multicultural heritage of the continent. For this reason,
Gadamer is adamantly opposed to the establishment of any global or
indeed European language. While every culture is in need of horizons
that help to establish a unique identity that it can claim as its own, he
argues that these horizons should be evolving and malleable rather than
static and rigid. One’s own tradition needs to be continuously both
reinterpreted and strengthened in light of its exposure to what is foreign
to it. Indeed, in Gadamer’s view, unity depends on diversity, just as
diversity depends on unity: “you learn from those who learn from
you . .. My judgement is always enriched by the judgement of others.
This is the soul of hermeneutics.”"!

Thinkers of the Kyoto school in Japan, such as Keiji Nishitani and
Nishida hold views that closely parallel those of Gadamer. While their
thought emerges out of the tradition of Buddhist philosophy, they are
very receptive to Western thought and strive to bring about a kind of
cultural synthesis between the West and Asia. Nevertheless, they insist
that both Asia and the West should maintain their respective traditions
while at the same time recognizing that these are in dire need of the kind
of regeneration that cross-cultural dialogue can produce. Nishitani’s
analysis of Mahayana and Zen Buddhism contains powerful echoes of
Heidegger as well as German Idealism while his interpretations of
Nietzsche and existentialist philosophers such as Sartre and Kierkegaard
resonate powerfully with the insights of Buddhism. Nishitani accredits
this ability for fostering cultural dialogue with the unique position of
Japan which has inherited vastly different cultures. He claims that this
“puts a heavy responsibility on our shoulders: to lay the foundations of
thought for a world in the making, for a new world united beyond dif-
ferences of East and West.”'> The rejuvenation of one’s cultural heritage
is necessary as a way of stemming the nihilistic tide that Nishitani thinks
has gripped the not only the West but also the East in the aftermath of
two world wars. Cultural dialogue provides a possibility for reinfusing
our world with meaning and preventing the kind of stagnation of ideas
that leads us to assume that the cosmos itself is meaningless.
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COMPARATIVE METHODS

Gadamer and Nishitani both claim that meaning depends on a sense of
global unity but insist that this unity must be based on diversity and
difference rather than on cultural homogenization. Local traditions ought
not to be abandoned, but rather need to be reinterpreted in light of the
dialogue with the other. The development of what is sometimes referred
to as a global monoculture is intensely disturbing to them. Despite con-
temporary rhetoric extolling the virtues of multiculturalism, the fields of
philosophy and political theory have been notoriously slow in expanding
their horizons. This is not only due to philosophical chauvinism, but can
also be attributed to an emphasis on specialization that has dissuaded
thinkers from venturing into unfamiliar terrain, in which language dif-
ficulties alone pose significant cultural barriers. But as Gadamer warns,
we must learn to be wrong, and not remain myopically wedded to the
familiar for fear of making erroneous judgements.

Therefore, in order to widen the scope of philosophical knowledge,
it is necessary to eschew the comforts of the specialist and expert and
delve into unfamiliar territory for the perspective that the stranger can
offer of one’s home is not necessarily an invalid one. Heidegger once
lamented that Japanese intellectuals had a much better appreciation of his
concept of nihilism than many of his Western colleagues. In fact, if we
need to turn to Western philosophical heavyweights to provide a justifica-
tion for a kind of cross-cultural curiosity, then thinkers such as Heidegger,
Gadamer and Nietzsche provide all the intellectual fodder that one needs.
For both Nietzsche and Heidegger, the sense of Unbeimlichkeit, or not
being at home, while sometimes painful, is a necessary part of the creation
of meaning. Since meaning is conceived by both of these thinkers as a
process of renewing connections with the world one is in, an encounter
with “foreign civilizations” is very fruitful in this regard. While Heidegger
acknowledges the tremendous importance of being connected to a par-
ticular place, he also insists that such connection demands a constant
revisiting of one’s home which in turn necessitates a departure from it.
We can only return to a place that we are not afraid to leave.

Undoubtedly the task of pursuing comparative philosophy is a deli-
cate one, and one must be weary of the tendency to either exaggerate or
underestimate differences between philosophical traditions. Furthermore,
we must readily admit that we can never gain objective insights into either
other traditions or our own. By stepping outside familiar terrain, one is
better able to see one’s own home with the eyes of a stranger, and thereby
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is able to expose presuppositions that had been left previously unexamined
because they were simply taken for granted. Such a move can also help
to reveal those assumptions that have become part of what Heidegger
calls “fore-knowledge.” These are ideas that are relayed to us, not via
explicit pedagogical methods, but that we absorb almost unthinkingly by
virtue of the fact that we are born into a certain cultural context. Every
philosophical tradition is predicated on assumptions that are intuited as
well as learned. At the same time, being immersed in a tradition gives
one an outlook that is different than that of the stranger. Comparative
philosophy works under the assumption that neither insiders nor outsiders
can claim objective validity. Furthermore, inside and outside cannot be
so neatly disentangled, for cultural horizons always emerge out of an
encounter with what is foreign and thus the inside is part of the outside
and the outside part of the inside to a greater extent than one is often
prepared to acknowledge. Thinkers such as Gadamer celebrate the fuzzy
nature of our horizons which are not only ways by which we distinguish
ourselves from others, but also meeting places where dialogue produces a
constant shifting of boundaries.

In Truth and Method, Gadamer presents dialogue as the method of
fostering relations between “familiar” and “alien” cultures. Dallmayr
argues that his eagerness to promote a “fusion of horizons” (Horizontver-
schmelzung) impels him to attenuate difference by focussing on the com-
monalities between cultures.”® For Gadamer, the horizon represents the
particular vantage point from which a finite being sees the world. As
human beings, we are always dependent upon ideas which have been
transmitted to us (Uberlieferung) but at the same time also thrive on those
ideas that come to us from the “outside” and which are often incorporated
into existing frameworks. While Gadamer takes it for granted that we
always manifest certain predispositions when approaching the object of
our understanding, he maintains that an awareness of our own foreknow-
ledge makes it easier for the other to “present itself in all its otherness and
thus assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings.”"* This suggests
that a fusion of horizons may not always be possible and that the radical
difference of the other must also be acknowledged. Yet, at the same time,
inherited customs and traditions are not simply endpoints but are also
starting points for conversations. Such dialogue is necessary not only to
facilitate peaceful coexistence but also to allow us to revisit our own
familiar terrain with a newfound strangeness and wonder that keeps ex-
isting traditions alive. When our own traditions become too familiar and
remain without challenges for too long, they risk becoming moribund.
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Gadamer is not suggesting that cultural dialogue presents no diffi-
culties, or that differences can always be negotiated in such a way as to
produce social harmony. Furthermore, the effects of this process will often
be unsettling as we will inevitably face challenges to our own identity.
However, at the same time, we cannot dismiss Gadamer’s exhortations as
naive philosophic musings for his ideas are born out of the experience of
two world wars which reached a degree of devastation previously unknown
to humankind: “We who have experienced two world wars . . . are not
easily tempted to believe that we find ourselves in an ivory tower.””” While
the model of mutual dialogue may seem idealistic in some ways, Gadamer
suggests that a world which is capable of destroying humankind and of
completely devastating our natural environment, leaves us with no choice
but to try to bring about a kind of global peace.'® Realists can hardly
afford to ignore the musings of idealistic philosophers such as Gadamer.

HEIDEGGER, NIETZSCHE, .AOZI, AND ZHUANGZI

Gadamer’s philosophy suggests that a world which faces the possibility of
its own extinction is in urgent need of a sense of unity which allows each
to be concerned with the welfare of all and also with the natural world
that human beings are a part of. At the same time, he acknowledges that
fundamental differences not only between cultures, but also between
individuals make a unity which is predicated on the imposition of a single
vision both an unrealistic and undesirable goal. In order to work towards
the aim of fostering global harmony, Gadamer implies that it does not
suffice to work out a political framework for peaceful coexistence. Human
beings require a sense of belonging in order to prevent them from lapsing
into the kind of destructive frenzy that in his own time culminated in
two world wars. The task he sets for philosophy is a delicate and chal-
lenging one. On the one hand, the fates of all civilizations and cultures
are inextricably entangled, and so he insists that the notion of belonging
must have a strong global dimension that rests on some notion of common
humanity. At the same time, he recognizes that this by itself is too vague
to provide human beings with a sense of grounding and therefore Gadamer
also affirms the importance of being rooted in particular traditions that
we know to be distinct from those of others and can claim as our own.
The task of balancing these two aspects of meaning is not an easy one.
In undertaking this project, I begin with an assumption that there is
a need to find some way of thinking about wholeness that celebrates dif-
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ference rather than eradicating it. I have chosen the German philosophers
Heidegger and Nietzsche, and the Chinese thinkers Laozi and Zhuangzi
because each of them acknowledges the importance of thinking about a
cosmic whole to which we belong, while at the same time celebrating
plurality and difference. This is the underlying thread that I will use to
link philosophers whose thought grows out of not only very different
philosophical traditions, but also out of very different historical eras.
Nevertheless their thinking is very germane today, because it not only
explores the possibility for establishing interconnections between human
beings, but also demands that nature be included within the philosophical
horizon.

The recognition that we are part of a larger cosmos that cannot be
defined and which emerges out of the interactions between beings while
at the same time being prior to them is common to all of these writers. It
is a concept of wholeness, based on process rather than substance. Because
Nietzsche and Heidegger attempt to reinvest the unthinkable, intuitive
and non-rational realms with philosophical legitimacy, they are often
considered outcasts in a Western tradition which has prided itself on a
heritage that extols abstract reason. Laozi and Zhuangzi also insist that
there are realms of experience that can neither be understood nor spoken
about. However, they do not confront a philosophical legacy in which it
is assumed that the cosmos can be understood. Nevertheless, all of these
thinkers in different ways draw attention to the limits of thought. Philoso-
phy is not paralysed by these limits, for it receives its sustenance from that
which cannot be known. Rather than seeing philosophy as a means by
which the cosmos can be understood, it becomes a process by which our
connection to it is affirmed. Creating meaning rather than establishing
knowledge becomes the ultimate aim of philosophy for these thinkers.

The need to think about the whole in no way demands a repudiation
of critical thought in order to maintain some kind of monolithic unity.
Indeed, what Daoist thinking shows us, is that an intense questioning
and skepticism in relation to established truths need not result in either
moral recklessness or nihilism. Zhuangzi perhaps has the biggest reputa-
tion for skepticism in the Chinese philosophical tradition but his unre-
lenting critique is not the source of philosophical despair but rather is
intended to foster a harmony in which the creative potential of each
individual being is celebrated. Thus, an exploration of Daoist thought
can help to challenge the assumption that the refusal to proclaim univer-
sal truths eventuates in a dangerous relativism which results in either
never-ending conflict or a paralysing apathy.
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Despite these important similarities there are also some significant
differences in the understandings of the individual being’s relationship
to the whole. For Nietzsche and Heidegger, the establishment of a unique
and individual identity is of great importance and thus the human
subject will always be in need of marking out territory that it can claim
as its own. While not denying that all individuals are interconnected and
that their identity emerges out of such interconnection, they also point
out that an important aspect of selfhood arises from the self’s sense of
separation from its world and from others. Thus our sense of belonging
to the whole will at the same time always be accompanied by a feeling
of estrangement from it. In the works of Laozi and Zhuangzi, it is made
very clear that the interconnectedness of all beings is of primary impor-
tance. The self is to cultivate its uniqueness not by standing out, but
rather by finding ways of establishing harmonious accord with others
that allow the unique potential of each to flourish. While uniqueness is
celebrated rather than spurned, there is an understanding that it is
imperative that the Self free itself from excessive attachment to its own
boundaries, for such attachment is bound to eventuate in conflict, strug-
gle and pain.

Yet, while these differences between the philosophical traditions must
be acknowledged, they must also not be exaggerated to the point of over-
looking their similarities. In fact, a comparison between the works of
Nietzsche and a thinker such as Zhuangzi helps to show that Nietzsche
is not the radical individualist that he is often assumed to be. Further-
more, Zhuangzi can be invoked to elucidate the spiritual dimensions of
Nietzschean thought, which are often ignored in the interpretive literature
because his anti-Christian diatribes are often falsely equated with a blatant
contempt for all that is spiritual. The connection between Heidegger and
Daoist thinkers is more direct, since it is now known that Heidegger was
very much influenced by Daoist thought. His later writings reflect a shift
in perspective where he draws much more attention to the interconnected
aspects of our being and it is here that the echoes of Daoist thinking are
most pronounced. In fact, my encounter with Heidegger’s often impene-
trable and obscure later writings was made much easier by my previous
exposure to Daoist modes of thinking.

One must also guard against assuming that the dilemmas and impor-
tance of individuation are not addressed in Daoist philosophy at all. Here
again a comparison with Western thinkers can be useful in exposing these
sometimes more subtle dimensions of Daoist thought. While a thinker
such as Zhuangzi focuses on the way in which one thing can turn into
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another, he also insists upon the importance of recognizing that one thing
is not the other. Furthermore, he warns against the dangers inherent in
the tendency to impose one’s own perspective on others, and thereby
reveals a sensitivity to the problem of individuation that separates beings
from each other.

All of these thinkers in different ways draw attention to the fact that
human beings are caught in a position where they are aware of the infinite
whole but at the same time are finite beings. They thereby present diverse
ways of coping with this sometimes uncomfortable position in-between
which human beings occupy. For Nietzsche and Heidegger, the suffering
and tension created out of this in-between-ness cannot and should not be
totally eradicated, for it is what makes us human. Anxiety and despair
for Nietzsche and Heidegger will always be a part of the human experi-
ence. At the same time, they maintain that we must try to celebrate our
limits by seeing them as points of connection with other beings. This is
why Nietzsche insists that there is a link between suffering and joy. Laozi
and Zhuangzi, on the other hand, try to alleviate our suffering more
completely by encouraging us to see our finite boundaries as openings by
which we connect to the other. In this way, they suggest that we can
become comfortable even with our own mortality, for our ending is
always another beginning. Although we as individuals may die, we can
draw solace from the fact that the Dao never does.

The need to accept our “in-between-ness” is not merely a mental
exercise that prevents philosophical minds from going idle. For all of
these thinkers it has important ramifications for the ways in which we
interact with our world. Heidegger is insistent that the human being
must divest itself of the propensity to grasp the whole in order to avoid
the brutal violation of the natural world that is reflected for him in the
stranglehold that technological thinking has on us. Not only nature but
human beings have become objectified as a result, and we fail to treat
each other in a humane way. Zhuangzi also berates Confucian thought
for ignoring the natural realm and interpreting everything only in light
of human interests. He argues that we must learn to appreciate the
intrinsic value of nature, and not merely judge it in terms of the use
“natural objects” have for us as human beings. Nietzsche maintains that
we must acknowledge our interconnectedness so that we can affirm life
once more without slipping into a kind of nihilistic despair from which
we find it difficult to extricate ourselves. He inveighs against an atomiza-
tion that results in contempt for ourselves, for each other and for the
natural world.
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METHOD AND CONTEXT

I am fully cognizant of the limits to a study such as this one, since I am
schooled primarily in the Western philosophical tradition. For this reason,
my work tilts more heavily towards using Daoist thinking to illuminate
presuppositions of Western thought, rather than towards using Western
thought to provide insights into Chinese philosophy. Because I assume
that I am most likely to be addressing a Western audience, I will briefly
try to put Daoist thought into a larger philosophical context. I will also
provide a short account of the encounter that both Nietzsche and
Heidegger had with non-Western philosophy in order to provide a histori-
cal framework for this discussion.

By way of a caveat, I would like to point out that the authorship
of the Daoist texts I am examining, namely Laozi’s Daodejing and
Zhuangzi’s Zhuangzi is by no means certain. It is currently widely assumed
that they are the work of an assortment of writers, and have been reworked
over time. This often is more troubling to Western than to Chinese
interpreters, for Western thinkers tend to focus more closely on the way
in which individual thinkers mark out their difference from previous
philosophers in the tradition. As a result, attempts have been made to use
word counts to assess where different authors may have made their con-
tributions. Chinese philosophers tend to focus more on how works both
fit into and emerge out of a tradition, and thus the question of precise
authorship is not fore-grounded in quite the same way. The two approaches
are by no means mutually exclusive, and reflect a difference in emphasis
rather than a stark definition of opposites. Because my intention is largely
to spark an interplay of ideas, I will not concern myself with the precise
authorship of these texts. I will continue to refer to Laozi and Zhuangzi,
while acknowledging that they may not be the authors of the textual
passages I am citing.

Chinese philosophy has been largely although not exclusively domi-
nated by the Confucian tradition and Daoist thought must therefore be
seen in part as a response to the Confucian heritage. However, the dif-
ferences between the philosophical streams are not as dramatic as they
are sometimes made out to be and indeed a synthesis between the tradi-
tions was attempted by Neo-Confucian philosophers who incorporated
not only Daoist but also Buddhist writings in an effort to revitalize the
Confucian tradition. In so doing, they tried to provide Confucianism
with a cosmological foundation that was more common to Daoist

thinking.
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The main objective of Confucian texts is to foster harmonious
social relations. While in the West, it is often assumed that social peace
depends upon the compliance of individuals to a common set of exter-
nalized rules, Confucian thinkers demand a rigorous process of self-
cultivation in which certain rituals are fostered in order to ensure that
social cooperation emerges not only out of one’s practice but emanates
from one’s whole being. This accounts for the importance placed on
music and on the acquaintance with traditional texts that provide a
common cultural heritage around which the community orients itself.
While this is often interpreted by western thinkers as demanding a blind
obedience to authority, Confucian thinkers do insist on the importance
of reinterpreting classical texts in light of new conditions, and therefore
the approach to rituals is by no means as rigid as it is often made out
to be. There is no conception of abstract universal principles that provide
the foundation of social order. Instead, this is a contextualized order,
which is constantly emerging out of the rituals or /7 which are intended
to sustain it.

Daoism developed in part as a reaction to the rigidity of Confucian
social norms and behaviour. According to Daoist thinkers, Confucian
ritual made monkeys of human beings, who simply mimicked others and
often were insincere in doing so. The complicated rituals of mourning,
and the social hierarchies that were upheld by Confucian thinkers were
all the objects of Daoist critique. It is no coincidence that Zhuangzi’s texts
often demonstrate a high esteem for social outcasts who would have been
shunned by a Confucian tradition that establishes a more clear social
hierarchy. Furthermore, Daoist thinkers insisted that Confucian practices
prevented the development of the unique virtues of human beings. This
should not be mistaken as a call for the kind of individualism we are
familiar with in the West, for Daoist thinkers insist that these virtues
arise out of our interaction with other human beings. But for Laozi and
Zhuangzi, these virtues arise almost spontaneously and the process is
often likened to a dance, where the steps are not outlined in advance, but
nevertheless harmony is created through the movement of two individuals
who develop their uniqueness together.

Furthermore, Daoist thinkers argue that the Confucian focus on
social order is not attentive enough to the cosmos as a whole, and the
nonhuman world of nature. For Daoist thinkers a participation in the
ordered patterns of nature in itself holds the key to social peace. By
cutting itself off from the world of nature, Daoist thinkers believed that
Confucian harmony would always only be an external one.
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While there is no direct evidence that Nietzsche had any familiarity
with Daoist texts, he was at least receptive to non-European modes of
thinking, which may in part account for the tremendous challenge that
his philosophy poses to the Western philosophical tradition. This will
undoubtedly come as a surprise to many, given the unjust accusations
levelled against him of being a rabid German nationalist that posthu-
mously lent philosophical support to the Nazi regime. This image was
largely contrived by his sister and is hardly in keeping with the positions
of Nietzsche himself, who barely concealed his disdain for the German
state and German militarism. Far from being a fascist prototype, Nietzsche
implored Germans to examine their own culture from the perspective of
the foreign. He argued that Hellenistic thought had become alien to
Germans, despite their claim to be rightful inheritors of the Greek tradi-
tion. There is also evidence that he had at least a superficial knowledge
of non-Western philosophical texts, as is indicated by his sporadic refer-
ences to Buddhism and to Indian thought. The similarities that I argue
obtain between Daoist and Nietzsche modes of thinking, may in part
arise out of his encounter with Buddhism.

Nietzsche relished the art of self-criticism, and at a time when Europe
was engaged in colonial expansion, his criticism of Judeo-Christian
culture undoubtedly ruffled many feathers. Even the ancient Greek heri-
tage of the West was thrown into question. In one passage he writes that
“the wonderful Moorish cultural world of Spain is more closely related to
us, speaking more directly to our senses and taste, than Greece and
Rome” (AC 60). Because one of Nietzsche’s main objections to Western
thought was its excessive rationalism, he praises Indian culture because
it is less prone to analytical thinking. Many Western thinkers of the
time revered Asian thinkers for their alleged “naturalness” but Eberhard
Sheiffele points out that Nietzsche did not value non-European cultures
for their primordiality and proximity to nature but because of what he
perceived to be their intellectual superiority.”” It is no mere coincidence
that Zarathustra, a Persian prophet, is invoked in his works in order to
revitalize a philosophical tradition which had become moribund.

The link between Heidegger’s work and Asian thought is much more
easily traced. He had regular contact with scholars from both China and
Japan, some of whom, like Keiji Nishitani, and Paul-Shih-Yi Hsiao
attended his lectures. Students of the Kyoto school in Japan were explor-
ing the relationship between Zen Buddhism and Western philosophy.
Heidegger worked with Hsiao on a translation of the Daodejing at
Heidegger’s cabin in Todtnauberg. Heidegger was apparently so meticu-
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lous in his efforts that only eight chapters were completed. In O the Way
to Language, Heidegger had included a conversation with a Japanese guest
where he considers the possibility that something very different may be
thought in Japanese. In this same collection he also points out that there
may lie “concealed in the word “Way, 7zo0 the mystery of all mysteries of
thoughtful saying”(OWL 92). When Gadamer was asked why Heidegger,
who was apparently greatly influenced by Asian philosophy made very
few explicit references to it in his works, Gadamer replied that a scholar
of Heidegger’s stature would have been uncomfortable with his lack of
knowledge of the language in which these works were written.

However, my aim in this book is not to trace the links between
Heidegger, Nietzsche and Daoist thought in order to determine the degree
of influence of Asian modes of thinking. Rather it is a comparative study
of the ideas which highlights both the similarities and differences between
some major thinkers of different philosophical traditions. In chapter 1,
after a brief discussion about the legacy of Western metaphysics, I examine
Nietzsche and Heidegger’s critiques of metaphysical modes of thinking.
I will argue that there are profound parallels between the notion of the
Dao, Nietzsche’s eternal return, and Being, which suggests that the whole
is process rather than substance. In addition, I will maintain that
Heidegger makes a strong case for reincorporating the unspeakable into
philosophy, a position that is very close to that of his Daoist predecessors.
Instead of clamouring to know the whole, we must acknowledge that it
cannot be grasped. This does not mean that the whole should be banished
from philosophical discourse altogether, for it is imperative that human
beings constantly reestablish a relationship to it. The relationship between
beings and Being, should be seen as a kind of dialogue. Daoist thinkers
also argue that the whole is formless and is continually transforming. It
is both prior to things, while emerging out of them. By pointing to the
limits of language with respect to the Dao, Laozi and Zhuangzi open a
space in philosophy for non-linguistic forms of knowing which have often
been impugned by Western thinkers. I will argue that there are some
notable similarities between Zhuangzi and Nietzsche’s skepticism, which
is not intended to shatter meaning, but rather provide the means for its
creation.

In chapter 2, I compare the notion of authenticity as it surfaces in
the writings of Nietzsche and Heidegger, and the idea of the genuine
person or sage in Daoist philosophy. I will argue that in all cases, the
authentic person is a type of wanderer who grapples with the in-between-
ness of our existence, as a being both at home and not at home, and as a
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finite being with a vague awareness of the infinite. It is this in-between-
ness that demands a constant remaking of the self. In Heidegger and
Nietzsche, the need to individuate and define the self against others is
stressed. In Daoist thought the focus is on cultivating the non-self, which
is not to be construed as altruism, but rather as that aspect of selfhood
that grows out of the interaction with others. The later Heidegger, pro-
foundly influenced by Daoist thinking argues for a very similar overcom-
ing of the self in his critique of the humanism of the West. Even Nietzsche
oscillates between an egoistic and non-egoistic conception of self as is
reflected in his critique of notions of subjectivity.

In chapter 3, I focus on the importance of nothingness and argue
that a recognition of nothingness is essential to overcoming nihilistic
despair. In the early Heidegger and Nietzsche, nothingness, represented
by death, is the terminus to human activity that drives individuals to
self-create in order to ward off the encroaching abyss. Yet, in the later
Heidegger, and to some extent in Nietzsche as well, there is a concept of
nothingness which is much more radical, and becomes a kind of opening
that allows beings to make themselves, while also constituting the source
of interconnection between things. In the case of Heidegger, this new
conception of nothingness is in large part shaped by Daoist philosophy,
which sees nothingness as the nondifferentiation between all things that
is at the same time in all things. It represents the radical groundlessness
of existence that allows things to connect and also demonstrates that one
thing both is and is not its other. Thus, in the Daoist view, nothingness
allows us to appreciate the irreducible particularity of a thing, for it is the
space between things that separates them, as well as the emptiness within
things that allows them to connect. Since the uniqueness of a being rests
on both its difference from others, and its connection to them, it is
nothingness that is considered to be the fountainhead of multiplicity.

In chapter 4, I try to ascertain why similar metaphysical orientations
lead to such disparate political orientations. Nietzsche and Heidegger
favour a hierarchical social order and manifest a contempt for democracy
which they associate with a kind of mob rule. Because genuine self-
transformation involves coming to terms with some of the most anxiety-
producing aspects of our existence, both thinkers assume that this is an
activity that thrives in an environment of conflict which only the few are
willing to participate in. While the dark political side of both Nietzsche
and Heidegger is often attributed to the absence of clear moral precepts
in their works, an examination of Daoist texts shows that this is not an
inevitable connection. Daoist thinkers favour political regimes which are
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perhaps best described as anarchic and Zhuangzi’s sages have very little
interest in political power. In fact, the need for political force or political
hierarchy was in itself a sign of a kind of social decay where the natural
harmony of the Dao had been lost. The objective of the sage-ruler de-
scribed by Laozi is to try to foster an environment where politics is not
necessary and where power relationships would disappear. He is to rule
in such a way that the people end up ruling themselves.

In chapter 5, I examine the effect that metaphysical thinking has had
on women, and argue that in part, metaphysical modes of understanding
may emerge out of a sexual dynamic. I argue that there is a strong ten-
dency to equate the cosmos with the feminine mother in both the works
of Nietzsche and Laozi, and that this does not necessarily have emanci-
patory consequences for women, who are rendered powerless as a result.
If women resemble the formless Dao, then they have no voice. In fact, it
is because women are not recognized as human beings in-between that
they are excluded from philosophical dialogue in Daoism, or beaten with
Nietzsche’s proverbial whip. Heidegger makes few references to women
in his texts, but I will argue that his reconceptualization of metaphysics
and Being can be appropriated by feminists to rethink the relationship
that we have to our mothers.

Finally, in chapter 6, I argue that the comparison between these
thinkers provides a way of thinking beyond the mysticism/rationalism
dichotomy that has often been used to distinguish between Western and
Asian thought. I will argue that Heidegger exposes the mystical elements
that underlie all philosophizing and that Nietzsche’s spiritual dimensions
are also an integral component of his philosophy. Furthermore, when
Laozi reminds us that we cannot think or speak of the whole, this does
not just represent a mysticism that rejects all thought and speech, but
rather is a reasonable reminder that the finite has no means of talking
about the infinite. In fact, for all of these thinkers, it is important that
human beings maintain a kind of awe with respect to the greater whole
of which we are a part, since this not only provides us with an important
fountain of meaning, but also prevents us from trying to engage in
destructive conquest of the world which is our home.
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Chapter 1

Ways of Being, Ways of Thinking

If there is one tendency that almost all philosophical traditions have
shared, it is the assumption that there is a larger whole in which we par-
ticipate or to which we belong. In some traditions, the whole has been
conceived of as process, in others, it has been regarded as a kind of uni-
versal substance or being. The study of the cosmos in the West is often
identified with metaphysics, a word which in itself is already laden with
assumptions, for it suggests that this wholeness is predicated on some-
thing beyond the physical and sensual world. In the late modern and
postmodern era, the idea of metaphysics has come under assault at numer-
ous levels, prompting many philosophers to sound its death knell. It has
been maligned both for its escapism and reductionism. Plato, who is
considered the father of metaphysics, posited a doctrine which holds that
permanent and unchanging ideas constitute the essence and truth under-
lying a more ephemeral reality. The task of the philosopher is to try to
approach the timeless structures that both generate and make sense of the
COSmos.

The schism established between the realm of ideas and the concrete,
sensible world is the Platonic legacy that has been the target of frequent
criticism. It is argued that a reverence for timeless ideas easily evolves into
an attempt to render the world amenable to human manipulation. It is
however important to note that this form of domination is probably an
unintended consequence of Platonism since for Plato the perfect world of
the ideas is never completely accessible to the human mind. According
to Plato, very few of us, if any, can gaze directly into the light of the sun
without danger of being blinded. Plato continuously emphasized the awe
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with which the realm of ideas should be treated. Approaching its light
demands a careful journey through the realm of the shadows we inhabit.
Furthermore, Plato describes the philosophic quest as erotic, precisely
because the perfect forms elude us and thus philosophy is spurred on not
only by its successes but also by its own failures. The relentless Socratic
questioning which fails to arrive at infallible definitions indicates that the
philosopher is compelled to be a wanderer who never reaches his terminus.
Furthermore, precisely because the forms are considered to be transcen-
dent as well as immanent, many things can partake of a single form, and
thus the world is not as easily dividable into distinct and separate objects.
In short, Plato’s philosophy still provides the possibility for a notion of
interconnection, even if this is predicated on abstract notions of forms.
To suggest that Plato’s thought can be equated merely with an excessive
systematization and mechanization is an unfair exaggeration. First of all,
it overlooks the eroticism that Plato believes is inherent in the activity of
philosophy. Secondly, it also ignores the fact that because many things
can share in a single form, they are not automatically defined by their
separateness from one another. Nevertheless the two-world dimension of
Plato’s ideas cannot be denied, since the world we inhabit is always a pale
shadow in comparison with the more real world of the forms.

Stanley Rosen has suggested that Aristotle, rather than Plato is the
true father of the kind of metaphysics that is railed against by many
contemporary thinkers. In this he follows Heidegger, who maintains that
Aristotle coined many of the terms that became the foundation of Western
metaphysical thought. In his Metaphysics, Aristotle maintains that the
study of being qua being is the subject of the highest science, namely
philosophy, because it does not study being in its various aspects, but
rather being itself. An understanding of being necessitates an understand-
ing of substances. All beings possess what Aristotle calls qualities, such
as colour, weight, size, and shape, but these alone cannot help us to
determine what a thing is for and therefore substance provides the
unchanging foundation for all of these attributes. The idea of substance
implies that there is some essence which allows an entity to remain self-
identical through change. Substance is to be presented in terms of logical
structures that are recognizable by reason and therefore things are seen
primarily from the standpoint of the human mind. In addition, the
concept of substance also presupposes that a thing’s essence is to be found
in that which distinguishes it from other beings, rather than that which
connects it to other beings. The ultimate substance, an unmoving mover,
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would not be subject to change. There is an insistence that permanence
and unity are preferred over the particular, plural and transitory.'

Immanuel Kant was perhaps the first Western philosopher to pose a
serious challenge to the Aristotelian heritage of Western metaphysics. He
argued that our knowledge depends on the accordance of the object with
the a priori structures of thought. Rather than arguing that form was to
be found in the object itself, as Aristotle did, he argued that it was located
in the subject. Our objects are conceived of as representations to us. He
also revealed the unsettling possibility to Western thinkers that the object
or the thing-in-itself could not be grasped by human cognition. In doing
s0, he admitted what many Western philosophers were reluctant to admit,
namely that there was something that would be forever unknowable.

These perspectives provide a vivid contrast with Chinese cosmology
which views change rather than stasis as fundamental. Unlike many
Western thinkers, Chinese philosophers do not insist that the cosmos be
underwritten by a clearly defined logos. Rather than conforming to a
single pattern, in Chinese philosophical discourse, all things participate
in a continuously unfolding process. Unity is based on interconnection
between things rather than on a shared universal essence. The character-
istics of things emerge out of their relationship with one another and thus
there is no sharp distinction between Being and Becoming, nor is there
a sharp differentiation between substances. According to some accounts,
the universe recreates itself in a process of continuous transformation that
develops from the primordial breath known as gi (5%). Qi is a difficult
term to translate because it encompasses both material and spiritual
realms and refers to a kind of primeval vapor that embodies cosmic
energy. It permeates everything but does not exist outside its multifarious
manifestations. Q7 passes from one form into another, and when things
disappear they return to g7. However, there is no conception that g7 is
superior to the variegated shapes it is manifested in. It connects all things
as a kind of life energy but it cannot be identified as a single substratum
that underlies all substances. When beings disappear they become the
potential of g7 once more.

Chinese cosmology tends to view the world as a spontaneous emer-
gence. While the word cosmology in the West is derived from the Greek
cosmos which connotes “form” and suggests that form has triumphed over
chaos, in Chinese thinking there is no dichotomous relation between
form and formlessness. Furthermore, the idea of deliberate agency is
notably absent as is the idea of an “unmovable mover.” There is no creator
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who stands apart from the world that gives birth to the cosmos. The
universe is seen, both in Confucian and Daoist understandings as a
natural process without a definite beginning in time and without a per-
sonal creator. The Huai-nanzi, a Daoist work dating to approximately
122 BC refers to this: “There was a beginning. There was a time before
that beginning. There was a time before the time which was before the
beginning.”* Creativity is a constant and organic process of unfolding.
Joseph Needham has argued that the Chinese cosmos is comprised of
dynamic energy rather than substance. Although creation stories do exist
in Chinese mythology, they do not assume a position of preeminence.
When Chinese thinkers write about underlying principles of the universe
or the emergence of all things from gi, they are not thereby referring to
a single temporal origin. Unlike Western thinkers, most Chinese philoso-
phers do not hold to a definite or specific act of creation’ but rather view
creation as an ongoing process of return to origins.

According to Chinese accounts, the primordial breath of 47 undergoes
a transformation with its division into yang (M), which created Heaven
and the heavier breath yin (i), which formed the earth. Yang represents
movement and creativity while yin sets a limit on this movement. It is the
Yijing or Book of Changes which provides the most well-known account
of the relationship between yin and yang.* Here yang is represented by a
solid line, symbolizing the continuous, while yin is receptive and is
depicted by a broken line. Yang is seen as positive while yin is negative,
but it is important to recognize that such negativity does not entail lack,
but rather the power to receive. In the pictorial representation of yin and
yang, both play a complementary role. According to Cyrille Javary, yin
originally represented the dark side of the mountains while yang repre-
sented the southern sunny side implying that they are two sides of the
same reality rather than opposites which contradict each other. He points
out that the character for yang depicts the sun separated from the falling
rain, suggesting that the sun has driven the clouds away at the end of a
storm. Yin, on the other hand, includes the symbol for cloud as well as
the idea of latency suggesting that the light is gradually eclipsed as the
clouds emerge in the foreground. Neither moment is a static state since
each includes the potential of the other, accounting for the alteration
between them. The combination of yiz and yang in each thing undergoes
constant metamorphosis.’

The interaction between yang and yin is responsible for such move-
ments as the rotation of the seasons, states of mind and also historical
developments. The light of the sun increases until the summer solstice at
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which point yang has reached its acme and yin begins its advance until
yang returns. Once the limits of one are reached, the ascendancy of
the other begins. While yang is ascending, yin becomes potential that
will ascend. If Western philosophers often wonder how change can be
accounted for, Chinese philosophers tend to take change for granted. The
account of the interaction between yin and yang provides a marked con-
trast with a Platonic vision which privileges light and interprets darkness
as its absence. In the Book of Changes, light and darkness play an equal
role. Furthermore, the fact that yin and yang cannot be understood apart
from each other directly counters the Aristotelian notion that any thing
can be defined independently of other things.

The Yijing is often considered to be the most influential among
Chinese classics and has exerted a profound influence on Chinese phi-
losophy throughout the ages. The original meaning of yi (%) according
to Richard Wilhelm was lizard and chameleon which symbolized change-
ability and easy mobility. The book consists of 64 hexagrams comprised
of both divided and undivided lines symbolizing yiz and yang. Each
hexagram represents a situation rather than a fixed state and they continu-
ously transform into others by changes in their lines. In this way, con-
nections between hexagrams are underscored. Each hexagram refers to
patterns in nature as well as psychological states of being which suggests
that the changes that a person undergoes echo or reflect the rhythms of
nature. Zhang Longxi points out that the meaning of the first hexagram
gian (the creative), represented by six solid lines is symbolized by horse,
head, sky, and father while kun (the receptive), consisting of six broken
lines is represented by cow, belly, earth, and mother. While the meaning
of gian cannot be easily encapsulated in language, it is something that
horse, head, sky, and father have in common and the same thing applies
to cow, belly, earth, and mother. Since gian is transformed into kun, the
relationship between head and belly is analogous to the relationship
between sky and earth. Zhang points out that while none of these images
make sense in isolation, patterns can be discerned when they are juxta-
posed in pairs although no single word captures the hexagram.®

There is no single character or hexagram which is considered to
constitute the foundation or bulwark of all others. According to the Book
of Changes, reflection on the simple facts of our existence heightens our
awareness of constant change. In Chinese philosophy, it is the notion of
permanence, rather than change that is illusory and any attempt to render
the ever changing immutable is seen as a testament to human frailty
or ignorance. However, this does not mean that Chinese philosophers
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describe a world that is in constant tumult. Change, rather than being a
source of upheaval is a process of harmonization: “The nature of the
Creative is movement. Through movement it unites with ease what is
divided. In this way the Creative remains effortless, because it guides
infinitesimal movements when things are smallest.”” The cycles of the
seasons and the rising and setting sun are primary examples of the regu-
larity of change and also imbue human actions with cosmological meaning.
Even if there is a lack of equilibrium during certain periods, the assump-
tion remains that equilibrium prevails in the larger scheme of things.
Furthermore, there is no notion akin to the Western emphasis on begin-
nings or times prior to change: “Birth is the coming forth into the world
of the visible; death is the return into the regions of the invisible. Neither
of these signifies an absolute beginning nor an absolute ending, any more
than do the changes of the seasons within the year.”®

NIETZSCHE’S SLEDGEHAMMER

Friedrich Nietzsche launched what is perhaps one of the most ruthless
attacks against metaphysics in Western philosophy. He chastises a tradi-
tion that, in his view, had been dominated by Platonic presumptions
which pitted the true world of the form and the apparent world of change
against each other. According to Nietzsche, such a distinction is essen-
tially nihilistic, for it drives an artificial wedge between concepts and
“life,” denigrating the movement of the latter in favour of the immutabil-
ity of the former: “you ask me about the idiosyncrasies of philosophers?.
... There is their lack of historical sense, their hatred of even the idea of
becoming, their Egyptianism. They think they are doing a thing honour
when they dehistoricize it, when they make a mummy of it” (TI: 1).
By disparaging all that falls outside of the purview of the concept,
such a rigid conceptualism thoroughly undermines the kinesis which for
Nietzsche comprises the essence of life. Metaphysics signifies the attempt
to distill all phenomena into a single, unifying essence. This is highly
problematic, not simply because it signifies a flight into a conceptual
fantasyland, but because concepts are used to disembowel life.
Furthermore, for Nietzsche, the insistence on the truth of concepts
has meant that we have robbed ourselves of the very real power of illusion
to transform the world. Thought which refuses to recognize the agency
of illusion is dangerous: “We have rid ourselves of the true world: what
world are we left with? Perhaps that of appearances?. . . . But no! Along
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with the true world, we have also rid ourselves of the apparent world” (T1:
7). We are incapable of positing new ideas, because the old ones have
become entrenched as a result of their valorization as timeless and uni-
versal truths. When truths cease to be transformative they are bereft of
meaning in Nietzsche’s view. Ironically, the transforming potential of
truths may in part be due to their immutability, for if the world is indeed
characterized by constant change, as Nietzsche suggests, then truths,
while not being able to halt change, can have an effect on how human
beings participate in it, even if it takes the form of resistance. Nietzsche
would not deny that this is the case, but would suggest that we bear the
manipulative intention of truths in mind, so that if need be, new ones
can develop.

Since philosophy was irrevocably tied to metaphysics for long periods
of time, Nietzsche questions the privileged status that philosophy had
assumed for itself as the most sublime and worthy of human pursuits.
Yet, he does so in part to rescue philosophy from itself, thereby prevent-
ing it from being relegated to oblivion. Metaphysical presuppositions
had damaged philosophy in Nietzsche’s view. This does not imply that
Nietzsche suggests we dismiss theory and put praxis in its place. Instead,
he intimates that philosophy may in part have itself to blame for the
world we live in now, which is philosophically barren and in many ways
thoroughly routinized. Our world is far less pragmatic than it appears
to be. Praxis has not eclipsed philosophy, but rather has been infused
with a rigid theoretical impetus which has attempted to render every-
thing predictable. Ironically, our pragmatism is a thinly disguised theo-
retical rigidity: “Where man cannot find anything to see or to grasp, he
has no further business—that is certainly an imperative different from
the Platonic one, but it may be the right imperative for a tough, industri-
ous race of machinists and bridge builders of the future, who have
nothing but rough work to do” (BGE I: 15). Thus, the danger is not that
philosophy has no impact on the world, but rather that its impact might
have been too powerful, reshaping the world along “theoretical lines” to
the extent that the schism between philosophy and praxis has become
dangerously narrow. Abstractions have become our reality, as we con-
tinue to be mesmerized by the truth of numbers and logic. Nietzsche
makes the bold suggestion that philosophy’s excessive theoretical bent
may have undermined the activity of philosophising. Once our concepts
have achieved a stranglehold on our existence, there is no longer any
need to philosophise. We deliberately limit our experience to ways in
which it can be categorized, and then we argue that praxis is important
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and philosophy is irrelevant. The hubris of philosophy has therefore led
to its extirpation from our consciousness.

Paradoxically, Nietzsche suggests that only a philosophy aware of its
limitations could continue to thrive, thereby participating in rather than
shunning the process of life. We must be aware that there is always a
residue left behind by philosophy, which threatens the order it envisions
but at the same time acts as a catalyst for the creation of new philosophi-
cal worlds. The threats to philosophy are also what keep it alive since
philosophy must feed on something outside itself. Thus, both the detach-
ment of philosophy and its indebtedness to the life forces which spawn it
need to be acknowledged. In this way, life and philosophy can be mutu-
ally invigorating. Such entanglement is depicted by the dance of Life and
Wisdom in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Zarathustra recognizes that his fond-
ness for wisdom stems from a fondness for Life: “But that I am fond of
Wisdom, and often too fond. . . . because she very much reminds me of
Life!” (Z I: 32). Wisdom is portrayed as “changeable and defiant” often
combing “her hair against the grain” (Z II: 10). Nietzsche does not imply,
as is commonly supposed, that philosophy degenerate into a kind of crude
biologism, but merely insists that the impulse to philosophize is part of
the larger impulse to life and therefore philosophy should acknowledge
its debts to the life forces that are its wellspring. Above all, the paradox
of philosophy must be affirmed: namely that it both steps beyond the
realm of the actual in order to change it while at the same time emerging
from it. Furthermore, it must return to life in order to be able to step
beyond it at all.

The tradition which revered Plato as its ancestral father is accused by
Nietzsche of an overvaluation of theoretical truths that allegedly consti-
tute the essence of reality, insisting that the “more Idea, the more being”
(WP 527). Philosophy stood at the pinnacle of human knowledge because
it was concerned with the cosmos as a whole rather than merely focussing
on its constituent parts. Yet this vision came with a price. Nietzsche shuns
such philosophical arrogance, insisting that philosophy reflects the needs
of a limited being that has difficulty coming to terms with its finitude,
and therefore invents a vision of a cosmos that tries to impose limits on
the limitless in order to make the world predictable and amenable to
mastery: “I do not believe that a ‘drive to knowledge’ is the father of
philosophy; but rather that another drive has, here as elsewhere employed
understanding (and misunderstanding) as a mere instrument. . . . for

every drive wants to be master, and it attempts to philosophize in that
spirit” (BGE I: 6).
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Yet, behind Nietzsche’s invective lurks a profound respect for the
daring of philosophy which attempts to recast the world in its image
and refuses to be constrained by existing conditions: “the charm of the
Platonic way of thinking, which was a noble way of thinking, consisted
precisely in resistance to obvious sense-evidence—perhaps among men
who enjoyed even stronger and more demanding senses than our contem-
poraries” (BGE I: 14). While Nietzsche does not fully agree with the
assault that he assumes Plato wages against the body, he also recognizes
that Plato’s thought at least tacitly pays tribute to the self-transforming
nature of human beings. Platonic dialogues are marked by a relentless
quest for permanent definitions, the pursuit of which is pleasurable
because it is without terminus. It is the open-ended nature of the Platonic
quest that is to be celebrated. So, while human beings long for perma-
nence, the allure of philosophy inheres precisely in the inability to find
it. Behind the thirst for stability lurks an insatiable desire for more,
which would be thwarted by the very stability it allegedly seeks. In short,
Nietzsche suggests that we long for permanence perhaps because we know
it is unattainable and it can therefore keep fuelling our desire.

Nietzsche condemns Plato for preferring the “unreal to the actual”
and being “so convinced of the value of appearance that he gave it the
attributes ‘being, ‘causality’ and ‘goodness’ and ‘truth’ in short every-
thing men value” (WP 572). Yet, there is also a tinge of praise in this
critique, for the recognition of “untruth as a condition of life” also implies
that one resists “accustomed value feelings in a dangerous way” (BGE I:
4). Nietzsche is therefore imploring human beings to recognize the revo-
lutionary nature of the philosophic quest which overturns conventional
presuppositions and subjects all facts to a ruthless critique.

Ironically it is the success of Plato that heralds philosophy’s decline.
While the “permanent ideas” originally are a powerful means of question-
ing established convention, the lust for permanence eventually ushers in a
stifling conformity. Overconfidence in the truths of a desensualized and
frigid reason mask a fear of change: “They all pose as if they had discovered
and reached their real opinions through the self-development of a cold,
pure divinely unconcerned dialectic (as opposed to the mystics of every
rank, who are more honest and doltish and talk of inspiration) while at
bottom it is an assumption, a hunch, indeed a kind of inspiration—most
often a desire of the heart that has been filtered and made abstract” (BGE
I: 5). Those realms of life which cannot so easily be forced into a theoreti-
cal mould are summarily impugned, thus narrowing the scope of philo-
sophical investigation. Nietzsche is attuned to the paradoxical connection
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between the zeal for incessant questioning and the desire to repose in a
bed of comforting truths which can no longer be subjected to scrutiny.

Logic is the primary example of philosophical extremism, and thus
much of Nietzsche’s assault focuses on it. The propensity to privilege logic
eventuates in a rigid scientism which closes its doors to everything that
cannot be classified. For the sake of knowledge, the quest for knowledge
is obstructed. Nietzsche repudiates Socratic arrogance for its “unshakeable
faith that thought, using the thread of logic can penetrate the deepest
abysses of being, and that thought is capable not only of knowing being
but even of correcting” (BTr 15). Yet, at the same time Nietzsche reminds
us of the aesthetic roots of logic thereby employing logic’s own prejudices
against the aesthetic realm to demystify logic itself. He offered the notion
that “To be beautiful everything must be intelligible,” as the counterpart
to the Socratic dictum, “‘Knowledge is virtue’” (BTr 12). The alleged
inevitability of science masks its aesthetic and mythical dimensions.
Its myths inspire an even deeper faith because it disguises its mythical
origins: “ ..above the entrance gate of science, reminds all of its
missions—namely, to make existence appear comprehensible and thus
justified; and if reasons do not suffice my#h has to come to their aid in
the end—myth which I have just called the necessary consequence, indeed
the purpose, of science” (BTr 15).

Ironically, the tendency to take philosophy too seriously had sounded
its death knell in Nietzsche’s view. If philosophy is to avoid being con-
signed to irrelevance, it must learn to take itself less seriously. It must give
up its pretensions of capturing the world by uncovering its logos, recog-
nizing instead that its explanations are maps that navigate human beings
through the whirlwind of life. Thus, it must be prepared to continuously
reexamine its own presuppositions. Philosophy needs the incongruities
that life can provide in order to revitalize itself. The beauty of philosophi-
cal theorems, according to Nietzsche, consists not only in the illusion of
permanence that they provide, but in their vulnerability to onslaught
from the forces of life that escape philosophical definition. That which
threatens philosophy also rejuvenates it and thus the lacunas and incon-
gruities in philosophical knowledge must be celebrated for they enable it
to remain alive.

However, Nietzsche’s scorn for traditional philosophy should not
simply be equated with a dismissal of the idea of wholeness. If metaphysics
is defined as an attempt to think the whole, then Nietzsche has not rele-
gated it to the dustbin entirely. Instead of conceptual truth, Nietzsche
prefers the medium of the metaphor as a means of expressing a cosmic
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reality since it is much more fluid than the concept and demands continu-
ous reinterpretation. The problem with traditional metaphysics is that by
thinking about the whole in static terms, it stopped thinking about it
altogether. It is important for Nietzsche that the whole be thought in its
dynamism. Nietzsche did not discount the seemingly irrepressible desire
of human beings to feel part of a larger whole. Indeed he acknowledges
that human beings must have a sense of a larger unity, but denies that it
can be conceptually grasped. A journey towards logos demands a suppres-
sion of the body and passions, continuously pitting the temptations of
permanence against the pleasures of finitude.

Nietzsche attempts, in part, to collapse the dichotomous opposition
between the eternal and the finite. He does not follow Hegel in making
the finite the manifestation of the eternal, but rather paints a picture of
a cosmos based on the interconnection of finite beings: “The world exists.
It is not something that becomes, not something that passes away. Or
rather: it becomes, it passes away, but it has never begun to become and
never ceased from passing away—it maintains itself in both—It lives on
itself: its excrements are its food. . . . it follows that in the great dice game
of existence, it must play through a calculable number of combinations”
(WP 1066). There is no single order that underwrites this cosmos and so
the particular is spared the humiliation of being consigned to the role of
pawn in a universalist game. Since the interconnection between finite
beings constitutes the pulse of the cosmos, the finite cannot be subsumed
by the universal, nor can it be subsidiary to it. An eternal cosmos can
never be known, for we must straightjacket that which we wish to make
knowable.

This remodelled Nietzschean metaphysics is captured most eloquently
in his metaphor of the eternal return of the same. Rather than referring
to a transcendent realm which is used to judge our worldly existence,
Nietzsche suggests that the activity of life itself is eternal. We participate
in eternity because the world that we are part of undergoes constant
transformation, and this change is wrought both on and by limited
beings. It is the link between all things that gives us a sense of wholeness.
Without the actions of finite beings there could be no change and so the
finite is an essential player in the game of eternity. The activity of becom-
ing goes on in perpetuity. There is no final state which reconciles all
opposites, nor is eternity attributed to an unchanging realm of ideas. My
action is always an interaction and thus is part of the process of eternity.

Through the metaphor of the eternal return, Nietzsche tries to
reconcile the notion of individual human agency with the demand for
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harmony and belonging. There is no such thing as pure agency since all
our actions stem at least in part from the world to which we belong.
Nietzsche reminds us of the repetition that occurs in the cycles of the
seasons, day and night, and actions of creation and destruction, emphasiz-
ing that we are merely part of a larger natural process which has a regu-
larity that we cannot transcend. All past experiences will recur through
their repetition. This cycle is without a goal and has neither beginning
nor end. The same message is echoed to Zarathustra by his animals:
“Everything goes, everything returns the wheel of existence rolls on
forever’” (Z 111 13).

Yet, at the same time Nietzsche is poignantly aware that the larger
regularity that his animals point to is not experienced in the same way
by human beings, who are agonizingly aware of their finitude. Even if the
sun will always rise and set, there will come a time when my star will set
forever. I will return again, not in my current form but rather through
the effects that my life has had on others. The metaphor neither collapses
sameness into difference nor collapses difference into sameness. What
differentiates human beings from animals is that we are historical beings,
who repeat the past by appropriating it and claiming it as our own
through its transformation into something new. The German word wied-
erholen captures this ambiguity beautifully because it means to take the
past again. This leaves open the possibility that it can be taken differently.
Yet, the past remains embedded in the future, and thus from this perspec-
tive, the future is also identical to the past. There is identity in difference
and difference in identity.

Furthermore, there is a tension built into the metaphor of the eternal
return between the regularity of nature and the purposive actions of
human beings who want to overcome the constraints they confront.
Nowhere is this more evident than in Zarathustra’s exhortation to bite
off the head of the serpent, which represents death and asphyxiation but
whose spirals also represent the cycle of life. The serpent is a symbol for
the interconnection of life and death but it must be greeted with
defiance:

The shepherd however, bit as my cry had advised him, he bit with a
good bite! He spat far away the snake’s head—and sprang up. No longer
a shepherd, no longer a man—a transformed being, surrounded with
light, laughing! Never yet on earth had any man laughed as he laughed!
(2111 2)
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In order to participate in the cycle of the eternal return, human beings must
also struggle against its inexorable nature. Unlike animals, they do not just
acceptitas is. Creation also necessitates an attitude of rebellion in Nietzsche’s
view. This is why the prospect of the eternal return fills Zarathustra with
both longing and dread. We are unwilling to surrender ourselves to a world
that eventually consumes us in the endless cycle of repetition.

All truths are eventually destroyed by the flux of nature. Truths can
achieve stability only by leaving something out, but that which is left out
eventually forces us to engage in a renewed process of evaluation. Meaning
for human beings emerges neither from a passive submission to the cycles
of nature, nor from the active agency of the subject, but rather from the
juxtaposition of the two. We create something new in order to become
part of a world that we are already in. Each new step is both a departure
from the world of nature and a homecoming. We use the familiar to
venture into the unfamiliar and in this way we make ourselves belong.
Our revolt against nature is at the same time an adaptation to it. Nietzsche’s
philosophy is therefore not simply about smashing boundaries but also
about learning how to live within them. In order to inhabit them, we
must sometimes rattle them to their foundations. The meaning of the
cosmos stems at least in part from our agency.

Thus, Nietzsche’s eternal return suggests that meaning demands both
sameness and change. Overcoming the past is also a way of reliving it.
This sense of connection endows us with the experience of wholeness and
it does not necessitate that a single pattern be imposed upon our experi-
ences. Nietzsche does not deny the existence of a whole, but insists that
it is experienced through our interconnection with other beings.”

FroM METAPHYSICS TO BEING

Since Nietzsche made his explosive debut on the philosophical stage,
Western thinkers have become increasingly suspicious of the promised
land of a total and comprehensive knowledge. Hegel, who attempted to
soothe the modern mind by making absolute understanding the result of
a process, aired the final gasp of the absolute. In Hegel, the comfort of
metaphysics is combined with the force of movement. It is through the
unfolding of history that we are to come closer to a total understanding
of the world. Nevertheless, this feat could not be accomplished without
turning historical process into the handmaiden of philosophy, which
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alone would offer a palliative for modern malaise. In the battle between
mind and life, mind still emerges triumphant because living life is a
mere stepping stone on the way towards comprehending it."” Absolute
understanding is not dismissed outright, but rather is postponed to some
indefinite point in the future. In the meantime, we may rest assured that
we are heading towards it.

As I have pointed out, Nietzsche’s eternal return conceives of whole-
ness very differently and refutes the idea of perpetual progress that Hegel
clung to. The whole is to be affirmed and participated in, but not grasped
conceptually. And yet, at the same time, Nietzsche is uncomfortable with
human finitude, and this discomfort is manifested in the constant strife
and uncertainty that he believes characterizes our existence if we refuse
to hide behind a bed of comforting illusions. Hegel tries to soothe human
beings by dangling the prospect of total understanding before us whereas
Nietzsche makes every effort to shake us up. While Hegel proposes that
we move forwards as the limits of each partial understanding are exposed,
Nietzsche believes that we would never emerge fully from the agony and
constraints of our partiality. The eternal return suggests that our mistakes
and failures, along with our successes, will be repeated ad infinitum.
Instead of progress, there is perpetual repetition. His philosophy under-
mines Hegelian confidence and presents our finitude as inescapable.
Nietzsche leaves Hegel’s panacea behind.

Martin Heidegger follows in Nietzsche’s footsteps as a pivotal figure
in the West’s attempt to grapple with its growing unease regarding meta-
physics. Like his predecessor, he is critical of metaphysical attempts to
predicate truth on the unchanging essence of things. Nietzsche sees phi-
losophy as the means through which the subject attempts to assert control
over the world and impose limitations on the limitless. Heidegger, on the
other hand, uses the notion of Being to expose the premetaphysical roots
of philosophy. The term “Being,” itself suggests that Heidegger does not
want to abandon the idea of the whole completely, but at the same time,
wants to stress that the cosmos not be identified with something beyond
the world. He thereby redirects his attention to this world that we are in.
At the same time, this in no way simplifies the task of prospective meta-
physicians, because Heidegger vociferously denies that this Being can be
grasped. Mystery is to be found in the world rather than beyond it. He
underlines the importance of thinking about the whole as Being, while
encouraging us to relinquish our desire to master or grasp it: “The ques-
tion of the meaning of Being must be formulated. 1f it is a fundamental
question, or indeed #he fundamental question, it must be made transpar-
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ent in an appropriate way” (BT 24, 5). Not Being is to be rendered
transparent but rather the guestion of Being. The interrogation of Being
is more important for Heidegger than any vain attempt to reveal the
ultimate truth about it: “We do not even know the horizon in terms of
which that meaning is to be grasped and fixed. Bur this vague average
understanding of Being is still a Fact” (BT 25, 5). As Otto Poggeler elo-
quently points out, philosophy does not constitute “the leap onto the
rescuing shore, but rather the leap into the moving boat.”"'

For Heidegger, the question of Being constitutes “zbe fundamental
question” (BT 24, 5), remaining the focus of his philosophical musings
throughout his life, even though it undergoes considerable transforma-
tion. Upon cursory examination, the concept of Being appears to imply
that there is a single reality which all beings partake of. The meaning of
individual beings must rest on their participation in this universal Being,
and if only we could uncover its secrets, then we could both grasp exis-
tence and decipher its meaning. However, this is precisely the kind of
thinking Heidegger wants to steer us away from. While the concept of
Being does imply that there is a whole or connection between all things
that are, Heidegger does not assume that it can ever be known. He shows
that meaning depends not on the comprehension of Being but rather on
the process of thinking about it. Yet, he insists that thinking is only pos-
sible because we enjoy an intuitive awareness of the presence of Being.
Without intuition, philosophic activity would have no starting point to
launch it forward.

Meaning inheres in the activity of philosophy rather than in the
results it produces. It demands a ceaseless interrogation through which
we continually reestablish a relationship between ourselves and Being. We
reflect upon the whole, but as beings who are in the midst of it, rather
than as passive spectators (WM 99). Heidegger deems it “progressive to
give our approval to ‘metaphysics’ again” (BT 21, 2) in light of this reori-
entation. An exploration of Being is always part of the process of being
and is not the outcome of detached and objective examination. In this,
Heidegger is very similar to Nietzsche whose metaphor of the eternal
return suggests that we cannot extricate ourselves from the position of
being in the midst of things.

The term Sein is both verb and noun, and therefore refers to processes
as well as entities. Heidegger capitalizes on this ambiguity, for even beings
constitute a complex of processes. Being is unknowable not only because
our finitude robs us of access to it, but because it is not static. This also
casts doubt on a subject/object dichotomy. Metaphysicians had taken our



34 NieTzscHE, HEIDEGGER, AND Daoist THOUGHT

substantive existence itself for granted, and turned their debates towards
questions such as the existence of God, the reality of the outside world,
and the immortality of the soul. Heidegger considers this shift away from
Being to be a form of philosophical negligence: “a dogma has been devel-
oped which not only declares the question about the meaning of Being
to be superfluous, but sanctions its complete neglect” (BT 21, 2).

Furthermore, metaphysical thought had traditionally rested on the
assumption that there is a marked dualism between the thinking being
and the material world that is its home. Modern philosophers had become
increasingly doubtful about the possibility of capturing material essence
with the tentacles of thought. Nevertheless philosophers such as Kant
were unable to quell their thirst for certainty and so argued that the
structures of thought were the only terrain where consistency could be
found. While Kant’s philosophy seems to denote a shift away from meta-
physics towards epistemology, for Heidegger the two are integrally con-
nected. In this sense, Kant revealed what metaphysics had implicitly
always been about, namely the human subject’s propensity to structure
the world in its own image. For this reason, Heidegger insists that Kant’s
philosophy is still decidedly metaphysical.

Heidegger’s mentor Husserl was uneasy with the philosophical solip-
sism that Kant’s ideas potentially gave rise to and suggested that all
phenomena are objects of consciousness, and thus every object should be
understood in light of the way in which consciousness intends, or grasps
it. Heidegger appropriates Husserl’s understanding of phenomena as a
relation between subject and object, but reduces the subject’s intentionality
considerably. His call to go “to the things themselves” (BT 50, 28) means
that we have to acknowledge that the phenomena’s act of showing itself is
related to the subject’s act of receiving it: “Thus we must keep in mind that
the expression ‘phenomena’ signifies that which shows itself in itself, the
manifest” (BT 51, 28). The human subject is therefore no longer consid-
ered the sole agent of perception since it is but one participant in a two-way
process. Both the pure subjectivity of the subject and the unadulterated
objectivity of the object are thrown into question. While Kant declares
that it is pointless to use knowledge to venture into the terrain of the
thing-in-itself, Heidegger insists that it is imperative that we keep the limits
of philosophy in mind in order to protect philosophy from its own excesses.
Failing to do so would impel us to forget that we are nudged into thinking
by Being: “Every seeking gets guided beforehand by what is sought” (BT
24, 5). Philosophy should no longer be seen as a way of mastering Being,
but rather as a way of engaging in a dialogue with it.
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If philosophy is seen as a kind of dialogue, its inability to capture
Being should no longer elicit despair. Being’s resistance to the strictures
of thought imbues our world with a sense of wonder that impels us to
continue philosophizing. It is Heidegger’s willingness to push the frontiers
of philosophy into non-philosophical realms that makes his thought
so revolutionary. Metaphysical philosophy, in Heidegger’s view, demon-
strates a profound fear of the unknown, and assumes that all that is murky
must be expelled from philosophical dialogue. Yet he insists that philoso-
phy cannot help but begin with an intuition, which will always be nebu-
lous. Every thought will eventually stumble upon some presupposition
that is accepted prima facie and cannot be proven. This means that there
is something that is more primordial than philosophy upon which phi-
losophy is predicated, namely Being. This is evidenced by the fact that
all of us exhibit an instinctive certainty as to what Being is and yet at the
same time experience a discomfiting inability to say anything about it.
We know that we exist, but we cannot provide a definition of existence,
or even articulate what it means. Consequently, our philosophizing
renders us less, rather than more, certain. The paradox of the unfamiliar
familiar is precisely what precipitates the philosophical quest: “The very
fact that we already live in an understanding of Being and that the
meaning of Being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is necessary in
principle to raise the question again” (BT 23, 4).

A dismissal of intuitive, or mystical knowledge, would entail cutting
philosophy off from its wellspring. John Caputo argues that Heidegger’s
thought is radical because it refuses to settle on an ultimate rationale and
indeed continuously invokes that which has none. In his view, Heidegger
“calls for a leap beyond the realm of giving reasons in order to take up a
non-conceptual, non-discursive, non-representational kind of ‘thinking’
which is profoundly divided from any of the traditional varieties of
‘philosophy.” ”**

Heidegger repeatedly turns the limitations of philosophy into a cause
for celebration. Meaning consists in the continuous re-establishment of
our relationship to Being. Heidegger, unlike Hegel, does not try to goad
us on by tempting us with the suggestion that one day we may strike at
the heart of Being itself. While Being makes philosophy possible, it can
never be grasped by philosophy. This is why Heidegger insists “Being is
the darkest of all terms” (BT 23, 4). According to Heidegger, Western
philosophy has always been preoccupied with the question of Being but
has lost sight of its origins by wrapping it in too many concepts. Our
addiction to these concepts impels us to forget Being, which provided the
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inspiration for their development in the first place. Being and Time opens
by paying homage to Plato: “For manifestly you have long been aware of
what you mean when you use the expressions ‘being.” We, however, who
used to think we understood it, have now become perplexed” (BT 19, 1).
There is no indication that Heidegger has any intention of working
out the answer to this question. Instead he wishes to keep us in a perpetual
state of perplexity. Heidegger is not just atctempting to reclaim the origins
of Western philosophy, but rather is trying to begin the beginning
again “more originally, with all the strangeness, darkness, insecurity
that attend a true beginning” (IM 29). Rather than erasing the unknow-
able, Heidegger proposes that we ceaselessly rethink it. Questions
that yield no answer are not to be shunned by philosophy; rather they
are to be embraced by it. For Heidegger, wonder is as important, if not
more important than certainty and also enables us to maintain respect
for the world of which we are a part. Heidegger recognizes something
that seems anathema to many Western philosophers, namely that in order
to feel at home in the world we must learn how to feel small in the midst
of its vastness. He wants to avoid what he refers to as the “vicious subjec-
tivizing of the totality of entities” (BT 34, 14). This is why Heidegger
chooses to make our everydayness remarkable. Rather than looking for
meaning in another world that legitimates and gives meaning to this one,
we should shift our gaze back towards this world which is replete with
mystery.

Since meaning is assumed to be the most important aspect of
metaphysical inquiry, Heidegger repudiates claims that our understand-
ing should be objective and detached."” Every thing that exists is already
part of a whole, and we are aware of wholeness prior to being aware of
things in themselves: “No matter how fragmented our everyday existence
may appear to be, however, it always deals with beings in a unity of the
‘whole’ if only in a shadowy way” (WM 99). Therefore the world cannot
be interpreted as something external to us: “Ontologically, ‘world” is not
a way of characterizing those entities which Dasein essentially is noz; it is
rather a characteristic of Dasein itself” (BT 92, 64). Heidegger’s philoso-
phy suggests that it is the process of establishing and reaffirming connec-
tions that endows the world with meaning; nothing can be meaningful
standing on its own. The alleged detachment of value-free sciences such
as logic, economics and science is illusory in Heidegger’s view for it merely
represents a way of being-in-the world that relishes predictability and
control above all: “No particular way of treating objects of inquiry
dominates the others. Mathematical knowledge is no more rigorous than
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philological-historical knowledge. It merely has the character of ‘exact-
ness’ which does not coincide with rigour” (WM 94).

However, we can never possibly uncover all the structures and con-
nections that go into the making of a single being and therefore there is
no end to the philosophic quest. Heidegger’s Being, like Nietzsche’s eter-
nity, is deep and provides an endless well from which we can draw philo-
sophical sustenance. The juxtaposition of the familiar and the obscure
makes philosophy possible. We enjoy the intuitive certainty that Being
is, and yet when we try to articulate a definition of it, we confront an
insoluble conundrum. This suggests that there is always something about
our own being that escapes us, and it is that which impels us to participate
in the quest for meaning, forming and revealing interconnections with
the beings around us. Our homelessness incites us to build a home.
According to Heidegger, philosophy must not expose everything to the
blinding light of knowledge, but rather must recognize the importance
of darkness. Light as well as darkness can blind. Philosophers must learn
not to spurn the shadows.

Heidegger insists that all our musings about Being derive from an
engagement with things that are. Polt points out that a Chinese garment
worker, “in whose language subject and predicate can be connected
without a copula, still understands being in every sentence she uses,
because her sentences are about entities, beings, things that are.”' At one
level there is an implicit elemental understanding about Being which
exists independently of language and indeed confounds it. We cannot
understand Being without also be-ing in a world of beings. The fact that
we are always at a loss for words is not a warning call to give up the quest
for Being, but rather suggests that it will be an open-ended one. The
mystery of Being must not be suppressed, and the paradox of both famil-
iarity and ignorance must be upheld. Nothing could be more strange and
yet also more familiar to us than Being. Traditional metaphysics had
attempted to banish the unfamiliar; Heidegger wants to reintroduce us
to it.

Being is unspeakable for several reasons. Lived experience can never
simply be reduced to the concepts of the mind which always leave some-
thing out. Mind and Being, while always in a relation to each other,
cannot be equated. Furthermore, although we have an awareness that
there is something which links all beings, and which we all participate
in, we shall never be able pin it down. In order to speak of something,
we must limit it, and the reduction of Being to a concept or idea would
be imposing boundaries on the boundaryless. Being is not a class or genus
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in the Aristotelian sense, which unites objects due to common properties,
nor is it a grand puppeteer that masterminds all movements of existence:
“The ‘universality’ of Being ‘#ranscends’ any universality of genus” (BT
22, 3).

Thus, Heidegger’s objective is not to yield scientific certainty but
rather to encourage a process whereby we continuously locate ourselves
in the larger context of Being. It is a philosophy which affirms and cele-
brates the limitations of the human subject. The concept of Being reminds
us that we are part of a whole that predates us, but at the same time, we
are impelled to create this wholeness by interrogating the whole in such
a way that interconnections are continuously forged. The whole is not
static, it is movement, and this is why it will resist all attempts to be
known.

BEyoND METAPHYSICS: THE HEIDEGGERIAN TURN

In Being and Time, Heidegger focuses primarily on the human subject’s
inquisition of Being. His famous turn (Kehre) is often assumed to repre-
sent a descent into mysticism ensuing from a profound disenchantment
with both politics and philosophy."” However the leap between his later
and earlier writings is by no means as great as it is presumed. While the
subject seems to fade further into the background in his later writings,
even in Being and Time, Heidegger reminds us that it was Being that
impels us to philosophize. Therefore, philosophy emerged out of a
relationship between Being and human beings and was not a singularly
human achievement. In his later writings, Heidegger more strongly under-
scores the point that human beings cannot and do not think on their
own, but rather are incited to think by Being. If his works are marked by
an increasing preference for poetry as a form of expression, it is because
he believes that such an art is more attentive to its muse, namely Being.
While in Being and Time he insists on the importance of thinking about
the whole, in his later writings he reminds us that thinking about the
whole is also a way of listening to it. The most dangerous legacy of meta-
physics is the unquestioned centrality it accords the human subject.
Heidegger’s writings become more mystical in tone to remind us that we
should not forget what makes knowing possible in the first place. Mysti-
cism is not the antithesis of philosophy, for without it there could be no
philosophy.
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Giinter Figal suggests that the foundations for Heidegger’s turn were
laid in 1934 with the resignation of his position as Rector at Freiburg
University, whereupon his emphasis shifted increasingly from philosophy
to poetry.® Human beings are warned against arrogating all credit
for their philosophical explorations to themselves. The anthropomorphic
nature of thought had to be both exposed and curbed and Heidegger
believes poetry is a better vehicle for this than philosophy. Philosophy
tends to accredit human beings’ reason with its achievements while poets
are more receptive to the idea that a spark of inspiration gives rise to
their creations. This is one of the main lessons Heidegger draws from
them. Thus, the turn to poetry does not mark a solipsistic retreat on
Heidegger’s part but rather signals an attempt to reconceive our way of
being-in-the-world.

Heidegger is indebted to Immanuel Kant for drawing attention to
the limits of philosophy. Kant had demonstrated that metaphysical claims
could not be made with any certainty by human beings. Any attempt by
a finite being to demarcate a whole would necessarily reduce its scope.
Questions about the immortality of the soul, the cosmos, or the existence
of God, by far transcended the reach of reason. Thus Kant insists they
be removed from the purview of knowledge and relegated to the realm
of belief. While Heidegger concurs with Kant about the need to recognize
philosophical limitations, he did not think the solution lay in retreating
behind the narrow walls where philosophical theorems could be
more easily applied. This eventuates in a dangerous tendency to flatten
out existence to the extent that it can be rendered amenable to compre-
hension, and once this occurs, there is no longer an impetus to think.

Philosophy begins to hamper thought rather than facilitating it if we
refuse to recognize that we do not just simply think of our own accord

but are impelled to think by Being:

Still it may be that man wants to think, but can’t. Ultimately he wants
too much when he wants to think, and so can do too little. Man can
think in the sense that he possesses the possibility to do so. This pos-
sibility alone, however, is no guarantee to us that we are capable of
thinking. For we are capable of doing only what we are inclined to do.
And again, we truly incline toward something only when it in turn

inclines toward us. (WCT 369)

Thinking is not just something we do; it is a gift we receive from Being.
As long as we refuse to recognize that thinking is a response we lose the
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capacity to think for we become mired in a stifling solipsism: “Most
thought-provoking in our thought-provoking time is that we are still nor
thinking” (WCT 371). Heidegger points out that the cabinetmaker learns
how to build cabinets by discovering how to respond to different kinds
of wood and that it is this “relatedness to the wood” which “maintains
the whole craft” (WCT 379). In this respect, philosophers must show
themselves willing to learn from the cabinetmaker.

According to Heidegger, it is imperative we recognize thought as
something that happens to us. We will often find ourselves speechless
when confronted with the mystery of Being. Therefore, in order to keep
speaking, philosophers must also learn the art of speechlessness, for we
must acknowledge that there are things which can never be adequately
spoken about: “But if man is to find his way once again into the nearness
of Being he must first learn to exist in the nameless. . . . Before he speaks
man must first let himself be claimed again by Being, taking the risk
that under this claim he will seldom have much to say” (LH 223). The
inexplicable should not be expunged from our consciousness through an
“incessant philosophizing” (WCT 370).

Heidegger insists that thinking is a kind of attunement, and the
denies that the world lies prostrate before the philosopher who simply
discloses its secrets. All things that are part of Being can only expose
themselves in relation to others things, so the concept of a self-identical
substance is thrown into question. Different aspects of an object’s being
are revealed in different circumstances. A flower’s whiteness can only be
exposed against a dark background. The lightness of its leaves becomes
evident when they flutter about in the wind. Because of an infinite array
of combinations, the possibilities for thought are endless. The inability
to arrive at a definite essence does not signal weakness but rather
strength:

The finitude of philosophy consists not in the fact that it comes up
against limits and cannot proceed further. It rather consists in this: in
the singleness and simplicity of its central problematic, philosophy
conceals a richness that again and again demands a renewed awaken-

ing. (MFL 156)

By insisting that an object shows itself differently in different circum-
stances, Heidegger dispenses with the notion that there is an inner core
waiting to be unearthed. All beings depend upon other beings to be
themselves. Thought is not a way for us to bring all things into our orbit,
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but rather it is a medium through which things are encouraged to reveal
themselves.

Heidegger invokes Holderlin’s phrase “Poetically Human Beings
Dwell” in order to illuminate this different way of relating to “things,”
which should not just be reflected in our thought but also in our actions.
We must build in such a way that things can show themselves to us in
their multiplicity, but also in their togetherness. According to Heidegger,
building is a response to the voice of the earth and the world, rather than
a means of subjugating and taming it: “Mortals dwell in that they save
the earth. . . . Saving does not only snatch something from a danger. To
save properly means to set something free into its own essence. . . . Saving
the earth does not master the earth and does not subjugate it, which
is merely one step from boundless spoliation” (BDT 352). Heidegger
describes the way in which a bridge crossing a river brings “stream and
bank and land into each other’s neighbourhood” (BDT 354). Not only
is a passage provided for human beings to cross, but aspects of the river
are allowed to show themselves through the bridge. Rather than seeing
the bridge as a way in which we have mastered the stream, it is seen as a
way of bringing ourselves into accordance with it. Through the bridge,
the unity of stream and bank are revealed, and therefore the act of build-
ing becomes a way of gathering things together. For Heidegger these ideas
are not just semantic exercises but are intended to help cure humanity of
its metaphysical propensity to try to master the world: “Metaphysics is
in all its forms and historical stages only one, but perhaps the essential
stumbling block of the West and the precondition for its global domi-
nance” (OM 71).

This emphasis on the variegated nature of being reveals another
important shift in Heidegger’s later writings. While he does not abandon
the necessity of thinking wholeness, he begins to insist increasingly that
an attunement to it demands an attendance to the multiplicity of the
world. His famous image of the four-fold referring to the interaction of
gods, mortals, earth, and sky serves as a tacit reminder that Being is both
one and multiple: “This simple oneness of the four we call the fourfold”
(BDT 352). Otto Poggeler points out that the parts of the fourfold are
always engaged in an interplay with each other and therefore unity does
not emerge from identity but rather from a kind of dance between them."”
And yet, multiplicity demands that we see things in their togetherness
even though they are also singular. When Heidegger introduces each of
the elements of the fourfold, he notes: “we are already thinking of the
other three along with it, but we give no thought to the simple oneness
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of the four” (BDT 351-52). This means that neither the unity of the four,
nor the specific particularity of each one of the four should be
forgotten.

There is a constant movement between the openness of the sky and
the comforting enclosure of the earth. The divinities are parz of a fourfold
and therefore are not merely transcendent but also immanent since they
interact with mortals, earth, and sky. The spiritual and material are to be
brought together rather than driven apart: “By a primal oneness the
four—earth and sky, divinities and mortals—belong together in the one”
(BDT 352). By seeing the divine in the earthly, we are more inclined to
treat the earthly with respect. Instead of regarding what is close to us
with the distance of objectivity, we see it with the distance of wonder.

His invocation of gods has led to accusations that Heidegger aban-
doned philosophy and appealed to religion and mysticism in his later
writings. However, I would argue that he merely draws out the mystical
element that was always embedded in his concept of Being. Mysticism
and philosophy are not antithetical to one another and his invocation of
the gods underlines the need for enchantment. This is the meaning of his
famous line in the Spiege/ interview: “only a god can save us.” The term
Being is too easily reduced to a mere concept that is amenable to our
control; a mistake that is less easily made with respect to gods. However,
this is not to argue that the gods merely function as rhetorical devices,
or metaphors for wonder, in Heidegger’s writings. Whether or not the
gods exist is left deliberately unclear in many of his works. Heidegger
insists there is something divine that is both beyond us and in us. It is
far and near at the same time, and it cannot be forced into the straight-
jacket of language. When I reach a mountain pass and am in awe of the
landscape; it feels both intensely strange and familiar at the same time.
That is an experience of the divine.

In his work, Contributions to Philosophy, Heidegger argues that phi-
losophy is a process of en-owning (Er-eignis)."® This term can help illu-
minate the understanding of the relationship of Being to human beings.
Ereignis refers both to an event that happens to the subject as well as to
the subject’s act of making something its own. An individual can own
only because she or he is also owned: “It is no longer a case of talking
‘about’ something and representing something objective, but rather of
being owned over into enowning” (CP 3). A two-fold leap is involved here
whereby the subject both moves towards Being and Being moves towards
the subject. Each going-beyond also signifies a returning-to. Transcen-
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dence and immanence are inextricably interlaced. Friedrich-Wilhelm von
Hermann suggests that this signifies a shift in Heidegger’s thought which
de-emphasizes the activity of self-overcoming and denies that it is primar-
ily through an examination of Dasein’s acts of self-transcendence that the
truth of Being is to be unveiled."” Moreover, Ereignis as event draws atten-
tion to the importance of the singular moment in which Being and being
come together. Such a coming-together also necessitates a drifting apart.
This tension is encapsulated in the term “Seinsfuge,” which is a deliberate
play on the musical term “fugue,” where various voices intermingle, but
at the same time both accentuate and compete with each other for the
melody. In order for one voice to make its appearance, the other must
disappear; yet both voices are necessary to create the melody.

Each Ereignis reveals a different face of Being as well as a different
aspect of the self. Thus, it is an act of gathering. History is not only made
by human beings as they become what they are through their own self-
overcoming, but also is determined by Being which reveals itself to and
through human beings in different ways. Self-overcoming is thus revealed
as an act of an overcoming of the self by Being. Being and being are
involved in a constant process of interplay (Zuspiel). An individual’s par-
ticularity can only be developed in relation to Being as well as in relation
to other beings. I become myself not only by going outside myself but by
providing an opening for other things to be. Inside and outside cannot
be rigidly dichotomized.

By associating philosophy more closely with the moment, Heidegger
suggests that it cannot produce a definitive outline of what Being is, nor
should this be its intent. This is why he refers repeatedly to the “other
beginning,” which is not a kind of primordial beginning that antecedes
all subsequent beginnings, but it is a constant beginning. If Being does
not have a single essence, then there are infinite ways of returning to it,
and also countless ways of beginning the beginning again. The return to
origins therefore signals a constant rebirth. Rather than distilling things
into timeless concepts, philosophy must encourage a flowering of
multiplicity:

“The time of ‘systems’ is over. The time of re-building the essential

shaping of beings according to the truth of be-ing has not yet arrived.

In the meantime, in crossing to other beginnings, philosophy has to

have achieved one crucial thing: projecting-open, i.c., the grounding

enopening of the free-play of the time-space of the truth of be-ing” (CP
1, 4).
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Nothing is itself by itself; is always becomes itself through something else.
Everything that exists is both singular and multiple:

Thus appearance, as the appearance “of something”, does 7or mean
showing-itself; it means rather the announcing-itself by something
which does not show itself, but which announces itself through some-

thing which does show itself. (BT 52, 29)

In Contributions to Philosophy, Heidegger replaces the term “Sein”
with “Seyn” (translated as Be-ing). This constitutes a renewed emphasis
on the process of Being as well as on the relationship between Being and
beings. No attempt should be made to reduce either Being to beings, or
beings to Being. The inexorable vagueness of the term “Being” is not just
due to the inability on the part of limited beings to conceptualize it, but
rather arises because it is both one and multiple. The term “Seyn” under-
scores the multiplicity in oneness and oneness in multiplicity: “Be-ing is
not and can never ‘be’ more-being than a being, but also not less-being
than gods, because gods ‘are’ not at all” (CP 172 sec. 126). It is at the
same time both much more than the particular but and not more than
the particular. Both aspects of this paradox need to be upheld without
reducing one to the other.

Thus, Heidegger’s later philosophy serves as a more powerful reminder
of the constant movement that comprises Being than his earlier writings.
There is a marked similarity between Heidegger’s notion of Being and
Nietzsche’s metaphor of the eternal return. Both emphasize that unity
inheres in process rather than substance, and insists that particulars must
not be forsaken in an effort to think wholeness. Indeed the whole must
be thought in the particular without reducing one to the other. However,
Heidegger also differs from Nietzsche in his insistence that we do not
only philosophize for ourselves, but also so that Being can show itself
through thought. We develop our ideas in response to Being which sur-
faces through them. As custodians of Being, we must provide an environ-
ment in which its multiplicity can flourish. Philosophy is not just a navi-
gational device; it is a way of letting the world be. When metaphysical
philosophers attempt to make Being amenable to comprehension, Being
subsides from view because it is prevented from revealing itself in its
resplendent variety. Heidegger’s later philosophy is characterized by a
powerful appeal to abandon the philosophical egoism that, in his view,
is the most pernicious legacy of metaphysics. We must preserve the meta-
physical propensity to reflect upon the whole while dispensing with the
metaphysical impulse to capture it.
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Tae WAy ofF THE Dao

Daoist philosophy can be invoked to suggest alternatives to Western
metaphysics. There is a remarkable affinity between the cosmological
ideas of Daoist thinkers and the thought of Heidegger and Nietzsche. For
the purpose of this comparison, I concentrate primarily on the texts,
which in China, have been subsumed under the category dao jia (EZ)
or the philosophical texts, without delving into the religious aspects of
Daoism known as dao jiao (IE#7).*° The term dao jia has been applied
to a diverse stream of ideas, but I analyze two pivotal figures of Daoist
thought, namely Zhuangzi GHET) and Laozi (7). Both these philoso-
phers have single texts which bear their name, but the authorship of these
books themselves has been cast into question. It is commonly acknowl-
edged that the book, which is imputed to Zhuangzi, is a compilation of
chapters of which only the first six are penned by Zhuangzi himself.”'
Laozi is an even more nebulous figure, who has been canonized in myth,
but whose historical existence has by no means been verified. While some
historians have argued that the Daodejing commonly attributed to Laozi
is actually a compilation of popular sayings, it would seem to have at least
been synthesized into a coherent form.

Daoist thinkers use the term “Dao” (JB) to refer to a cosmic first
principle which links all things that exist together. Connectedness through
the Dao is primary in virtually all texts, even if the nature of this inter-
connection is interpreted in a myriad of ways. While Chinese thinkers
tend to seek or follow the Dao or the way, Western thinkers often tend
to pursue a union with the ultimate being or immutable truth. The idea
of finding the way implies a process of constant harmonization and adap-
tation that eventuates in attunement to one’s surrounding environment.
On the other hand, the idea that there is an underlying truth not subject
to the vicissitudes of change can give rise to notions that the ultimate
truth is apart from the changing world that we inhabit. It is no coinci-
dence that alienation is so much a part of the Western psyche, since the
truth is said to reside in a transcendent realm that is distinct from our
everyday experience.

The whole that Daoist thinkers envision is not based on a single logos
but rather on the unity of process which interconnects what Laozi refers
to as the “ten-thousand things.” There is no notion that the Dao is master
of them or that the ten-thousand things are pale manifestations of it. The
Dao and the ten thousand things are inextricably linked: the Dao gives
rise to them while also emerging out of their interactions.
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While the Dao makes possible the interconnection of different things,
it also exhibits a kind of formlessness that deemphasizes the differences
between them. Because the ten thousand things all travel along the path
of the Dao, all things are the same while at the same time being differ-
entiated from each other. The formlessness of the Dao reminds us that
the boundaries between things are arbitrary. One thing transforms into
another both because it is the other and because it is not the other. This
paradox is kept alive rather than papered over. When a willow tree spurts
out of the arm of the man in the Zhuangzi, his companions are shocked
but the man is not surprised because the willow tree and the man are all
part of the Dao and thus at some fundamental level are the same. His
companions are surprised because the willow tree and the man are obvi-
ously distinct beings. Neither of the reactions to this event is false; they
merely represent different perspectives that are both aspects of the
truth.

The Dao gives rise to all form because it is beyond all form. Because
each being assumes its particular characteristics through interaction with
other beings, being and becoming cannot be separated. Differentiation
between things is not only due to a kind of Apollonian individuation and
separation; it is due to the interconnection between different things that
are intertwined in their journey along the way and allow each other’s
uniqueness to emerge. At the same time, the Dao represents a nondiffer-
entiation between things that is always present within them and under-
lines their cooperative potential.

The emphasis on formlessness suggests that there is no predetermined
pattern that regulates the interaction of beings, and therefore Roger Ames
and David Hall point out that the Daoist universe is based “upon the
spontaneity of the unordered.”” In On the Way to Language, Heidegger
suggests that the Dao may be the all-moving way that gives birth to
reason, spirit, meaning, and logos, implying, in a very non-Hegelian vein,
that these are subsidiary to it (OWL 92). From the Heideggerian perspec-
tive, the Dao, which connects all things, invites us to use reason and
meaning in an effort to gather things together. When our intellect tries
to link events and beings in this manner, we are both participating in
and responding to the Dao. In making this suggestion, Heidegger ques-
tions the exalted status of reason as the locus of truth, for it becomes only
one form of gathering we have at our disposal. Another more spontaneous
form of gathering is suggested by Norman Girardot, who emphasizes that
the notion of chaos (or hundun JRi), as primeval is a central aspect of
not only Daoist philosophy but of Chinese culture generally. Chaos does
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not refer to a breakdown of order but rather to a kind of primal,
undifferentiated unity to which everything returns on a recurring basis.
The Dao resembles a hodgepodge of many things, which Girardot argues,
form a kind of “concordant discord.”* This does not mean that the world
is constantly rocked with tumultuous changes and strife. In fact, Girardot
compares the notion of chaos to a soup composed of many unique things
that cannot be clearly separated from each other. Unity here is created
out of difference rather than by annihilating it. By suggesting that chaos
is primordial, Girardot implies that it is the harmonization and connec-
tion between things that takes precedence over their separation from each
other.

The kind of whole that Daoist thinkers envision is akin to that pro-
duced by musicians when they improvise. Such musical harmony is
created in the moment and depends on interactions between different
individuals. However, music also includes dissonance. Dissonant chords
do not simply undermine the prevailing harmony, they illuminate it.
Still, there are regular patterns at work. Just as musicians are familiar
with certain harmonic structures they use to create harmonious sounds,
Daoist thinkers continually draw attention to the regular patterns
of nature, such as the ebb and tide of the sea, and the rising and setting
sun. Larger cyclical patterns of returning motion are frequently alluded
to in order to attest to the fundamental regularity and harmoniousness
of nature. There are numerous ways of interpreting the relationship
between unity and strife in light of these ideas. One perspective is that
discordant moments are temporary aberrations that will eventually return
to balance. Another possibility is that discord and harmony are constant
companions: as complementary opposites that illuminate each other.
A further possibility is that the perception of discord is the mark of
finitude, whereas from the nontemporal perspective of the infinite, all
opposites are included in such a way that a balance is eventually struck
between them.

The notion of beginnings in Daoist philosophy is very ambiguous.
On the one hand, the Dao precedes the creation of duality in the world
and therefore is prior to both heaven and earth:

There is one thing that is invariably complete.
Before Heaven and Earth were, it is already there:
so still, so lonely.

Alone it stands and does not change.

It turns in a circle and does not endanger itself.
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One may call it ‘the Mother of the world.’
I do not know its name.

I call it Dao.

Painfully giving it a name

I call it ‘great.

Great: that means ‘always in motion.
‘Always in motion’ means ‘far away.

‘Far away’ means ‘returning. (DD] 25)

This represents a primeval stage before the existence of separate phenom-
ena and is described as complete and perfect because there is no differ-
entiation between things. On a first reading, it may seem as though the
Dao is an immutable origin from which all change emanates. This is the
interpretation favoured by commentators such as Heshang Gong who
argue that it is the locus of energy which is responsible for all subsequent
emergence.”* The Dao, from this perspective marks the genesis of the
cosmos. However, this interpretation imputes to the Dao the temporal
perspective of the human being, and does not seem to be substantiated
by the paradoxical depictions of the Dao. In the beginning, the Dao was
said to be very still and alone in spite of; or perhaps because of; its perfec-
tion. Yet, such an understanding is immediately followed by the passage
that the Dao is always in motion. How can the Dao be both still and in
motion at the same time? This paradox reveals the problem of perspective
that results when finite beings try to describe the infinite. On the one
hand, one could argue that there is a kind of motionlessness effected
through circular patterns of change, similar to the regularity that Nietzsche
describes in the eternal return or the relatively consistent patterns of
transformation that are elucidated in the Yjjing. If things constantly
revolve in a circular fashion, then they always come back to the place they
have left, and at some level have hardly moved at all. Perhaps another way
of envisioning this is to liken the Dao to the center of a rotating circle,
which itself does not move but that makes movement possible by drawing
all things towards it. The Dao cannot “endanger itself” by moving in a
circle. It is always complete in and of itself and each movement along the
way points to other movements that are all part of the unfolding Dao.
Only finite beings who experience distinct moments experience motion.

While there is no fundamental essence that is at the heart of all
things, or a single source which all things can claim as their wellspring,
a kind of unity emerges out of a process whereby one thing changes into

another: “the flowing power gives them harmony” (DDJ 42). The Dao is
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like a circle that continuously turns upon itself, even though its revolu-
tions are not necessarily identical. Again, this is an understanding that is
very similar to that of Nietzsche’s eternal return which illuminates the
difference in identity and identity in difference. Daoism does not posit a
single moment of creation as do many religious traditions, including
Christianity. Instead, creation is a perpetual event, and at the very moment
in which the Dao gives birth to new things, these things also give birth
to other things: “Dao is forever flowing. And yet it never overflows in its
effectiveness. It is an abyss like the ancestor of all things” (DDJ 4).

The Dao is the connective tissue between all things, the formlessness
that includes all things, the particularity of each thing and the unity that
gives birth to things as well as emerging out of things. Reducing the Dao
to any one of these, manifests a misguided effort to impose limits on the
limitless. Because the ten thousand things experience their separation
from each other, it impels them to return to the Dao. Yet, they can return
to the Dao only because they have never strayed from it completely and
are at some level aware of the fundamental interconnection of all things.
We return home, only because our home is always with us. Change and
changelessness are complementary opposites as are motionlessness and
motion. Perhaps this also can cast light on the meaning of Zhuangzi’s
seemingly nonsensical assertion that a man can leave home today and
return yesterday. Because he comes back it is as though he has never left.
From the perspective of circularity and infinity, time and history collapse
into a moment that, in itself, is infinite because it is connected to every-
thing that is. There is no frenetic attempt to overcome the present in
Daoist thinking, because infinity is located in the present rather than
beyond it.

Rather than viewing the Dao as a definite point of origin, which
precedes all other beginnings, it can be seen as a constant beginning that
at the same time marks a continuous point of return. It has always been
there and at the same time is always being created. Beginnings and
endings are not separated because the Dao is beyond time. There is no
ultimate beginning which precedes all other beginnings, but rather a
perpetual beginning that is always also a return. Heidegger’s appeal
through the concept of Ereignis to constantly return to the “other begin-
ning” may in part have developed out of his encounter with Daoist phi-
losophy.”® The Dao represents a kind of beginning that has always been
and yet at the same time is always new. Nietzsche’s idea of the eternal
return with its focus on repetition and also newness through the re-
appropriation of the past yields a similar insight. The wholeness of the
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cosmos must be experienced over and over again as we become aware of
the interconnection between things. Each time we experience the oneness
of the cosmos, we return anew to its beginning. There is not one begin-
ning that precedes all others; rather there are constant beginnings.
Because the whole is neither predetermined nor uniform, it cannot be
conceptually grasped, but this does not mean that Daoist philosophers
refuse to think about it altogether. Indeed, the word “Dao” loosely refers
to the whole, but no attempt is made to pin it down, or to detract from
the obscurity of the term. The text of the Daodejing is based on a striking
paradox, namely that the Dao cannot be articulated, thought or spoken:

The Dao that can be expressed
is not the eternal Dao.

The name that can be named

is not the eternal name. (DD]J 1)

At the same time, the inability to comprehend it or reduce it to a concept
is not to prevent us from speaking about it. A name is “painfully” ascribed
to it (DDJ 25) because the infinite cannot be reduced to finite terminol-
ogy. Yet, at the same time, a name must be given to it, because human
beings rely on words to give meaning to the world around them and to
invoke the Dao. By labeling things, we attempt to bring them closer from
the distance that separates us from them. And yet, the term Dao is
intended to reveal both closeness and distance from the interconnected
processes that embrace us. We speak of the Dao because we are removed
from it and yet intimately immersed in it. This is the paradox of language
that the Daodejing illustrates so beautifully. The Dao should be spoken
about metaphorically, so that we realize that words cannot possibly capture
it but merely point towards it. Daoist thinkers use metaphorical language
in order to manifest a kind of reverence rather than to engage in an
arrogant display of knowledge. The Dao is akin to Heidegger’s concept
of Being which constantly slips away, and yet is always an integral part
of the conversation. We can be aware of its presence (and absence) but we
can never know what it is nor will we ever be capable of pinning it down.
It is the presence and the absence of the Dao that fills us with wonder.
In speaking of the Dao, we do not claim to disclose its inner secrets, but
rather pay homage to it.

Many parallels are drawn between the Dao and various natural phe-
nomena. The Dao is frequently likened to water in its fluidity and form-
lessness. We can never grasp water, and yet it sustains and nourishes us.
Water represents continuity as well as renewal:
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The highest benevolence is like water.
The benevolence of water is
to benefit things without strife. (DD] 8)

Heraclitus reveals an important insight, akin to the Daoist understand-
ing, when he insists that we can never dip into the same river twice, and
yet it nevertheless remains the same river. The juxtaposition of newness
and repetition is revealed here.

The use of natural metaphors is not merely a metaphorical ploy with
which we can learn to deepen our understanding of the Dao. It indicates
that the Dao is to foster an attunement to the world of nature which we
inhabit and which is also a locus of meaning. Daoism explicitly rejects
the human-centred view of the universe that characterizes Confucianism.
This does not mean that Daoist philosophy is antispiritualist but rather
that the fountains of spirituality are located in the world rather than
beyond it. Benjamin Schwartz points out that the use of the term “Dao”
represents a departure from previous traditions of Chinese thought such
as Confucianism, which frequently used the word #ian (X) or heaven to
suggest a more intentional association, even if they do not hold to the
concept of a transcendent and personal God in the Christian sense.”®
Admittedly, Schwartz may be reading Christian connotations into the
language of zan but he is correct in insisting that Daoist thinking is
radically antifoundationalist in that it has no interest in reducing the
universe to fundamental building blocks or to the ultimate reality which
defines it.

The process by which one thing changes into another is repeatedly
emphasized in Daoism. The opening chapter of the Zhuangzi relays the
story of a primordial fish, Kun, who inhabits the oceanic depths:

In the darkness there is a fish, whose name is Vast. The fish is enor-
mous. It also changes into a bird, whose name is roc, and the roc’s back
is I don’t know how many thousand miles across. When it rises in the
air, its wings are like the clouds of Heaven. When the seas move, this
bird too travels to the south darkness, the darkness known as the Pool
of Heaven. (Zh 11)

The name kun itself also means fish roe and therefore the juxtaposes the
minute and the huge. Ocean and sky represent yin and yang. Vast emerges
out of the ocean yin, but changes into a bird associated with the sky.
Eventually the bird changes back into the fish and returns to its primor-
dial waters.”’
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The spiritualism of the Dao appears to be immanent and transcen-
dent at the same time. There is no division between the fleeting
or ephemeral world and a transcendental realm of permanence and
perfection. It is not separate from the world, but at the same time
is beyond all finite experiences. Awareness of the Dao does not involve
cognizance of a higher reality that illuminates a less perfect world,
but demands an attunement to the rhythms of nature and the cosmos
as well as a cognizance of the interconnectedness of all things. This
differs from mystical experiences in Christianity, where a transcendent
divine being is far beyond this world and the achievement of union
with this god demands a miraculous spark of divine grace or a leap
of faith. Joseph Needham makes note of the difference between
transcendental mysticism, which suggests that truth lies beyond the
realm of daily experience, and an organic mysticism that focuses on
the daily world or our experience. Rather than teaching us how to
escape the confines of this world, organic mysticism attempts to
cultivate harmonious relationships with it. The nature of the whole
cannot be ascertained by dividing it into constituent parts: “parts in
their organizational relations whether of a living body or the universe
were sufficient to account by a kind of harmony of wills, for the observed
phenomena.””® In Daoist thought, spiritual oneness is achieved by
relishing in the frolicking movement of the fish, as Zhuangzi does, or
by perfecting a skill to the extent that it becomes effortless as does
the butcher Cook Ding. Each being is recognized through its connected-
ness with other beings, and it is the infinity represented by these
connections that results in immanence in transcendence and the tran-
scendence in immanence. There is a similar spiritualism in Nietzsche’s
eternal return that is often ignored because his anti-Christian tirades
are simply assumed to constitute a repudiation of spirituality. Yet,
Zarathustra repeatedly expresses his love and awe for eternity, which does
not allow him to achieve transcendence through union with a higher
being, but allows him to affirm a life that is spiritualized in its concrete-
ness rather than against it.

I argue that Heidegger’s notion of the fourfold also draws attention
to an immanent spirituality, which does not belittle human beings as
creatures of either sin or imperfection. The Daodejing uses very similar
language in this respect, referring to the “four Great Ones” and may be
one source of inspiration behind the development of Heidegger’s fourfold.
The main difference is that the Dao rather than the gods appear in the
Daoist fourfold:
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Thus Dao is great, Heaven is great, Earth is great, and Man too
is great.

There are in space four Great Ones,

and Man is one of them.

Man conforms to Earth.

Earth conforms to Heaven

Heaven conforms to Dao

Dao conforms to itself. (DD] 25)

While the Dao is not transcendent in the way that the Christian god is,
to say that Daoist thought shuns transcendence altogether may also be a
slight misreading and reflect a contemporary penchant for dismissing the
term. Indeed, the fact that the Dao cannot be named could be interpreted
as a signal of its transcendence. If transcendence, rather than referring to
a separation from the world, refers to something that is larger and beyond
the scope of human comprehension, then the Dao is indeed transcendent,
for it can never be rendered amenable to human classifications. The
description of the four Great Ones provided above depicts the Dao as the
only Great One that conforms to itself, suggesting that it merits the great-
est awe. Each of the other four elements models itself on something of
bigger scope, which means that the process of extending horizons is a
perpetual one. Fluidity is underscored. Only the Dao does not do so, for
it makes the interconnections possible in the first place. I would argue
that the Dao is both transcendent and immanent, in that it is both beyond
all things and in all things, because it represents their togetherness.
Whenever we feel a sense of oneness with the cosmos, this is an experience
of the Dao. And yet, because we, as human beings, are but one of the ten
thousand things, we can never fully comprehend the unity of the Dao.
It is described as the “miraculous essence” and the “gateway through
which all miracles emerge” (DD] 1), which “seems to be earlier than
heaven” (DDJ 4).

The term “Dao” implies movement, and therefore suggests that the
unity does not inhere in a kind of overarching schema, but rather in a
process and thus by necessity incorporates multiplicity: “without its indi-
vidual parts there is no carriage” (DD]J 39). The Dao manifests itself in
particular things as their de () which is often translated as their potential.
In fact, the translation of this term has presented considerable difficulties.
Richard Wilhelm translates it as “life,” which does not exclude the meaning
of potential because it implies growth. Neither potential nor growth can
be grasped. Often, de is translated as “virtue,” which in the West has strong
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moral overtones. This probably resonates strongly with the Confucian
meaning of the term where it has more pronounced ethical connotations
and refers to the process whereby the self extends the self in order to har-
monize with the community. Roger Ames translates the term as “virtual-
ity,” pointing out that in the Shuowen lexicon it is defined as climbing,
ascending, or presencing.” Therefore the term implies that each particular
changes in relation to its contextual environment and thus must become
what it is. De does not refer to a kind of consistent singularity suggested
by the term substance, for it is part of the dynamic flux of the Dao. Instead
of insisting upon one translation at the expense of others, I argue that all
of them should be kept in mind. If one translates it as “life,” then we might
lose sight of the emphasis that de intends to give to the particularity of
things. If one translates it simply as particularity, then one may ignore the
word’s reference to the overlapping processes of growth, which constitute
the unity implied by the term “life.” De refers to a kind of specificity that
emerges out of process, and therefore it cannot be thought of without the
corresponding notion of the Dao. De is something that can be brought
out only through interaction, and should not be clung to, because in doing
so, we try to disrupt the constant flowing process:

Whosoever cherishes Life (De)
does not know about Life
therefore he has Life.

Whosoever does not cherish Life
seeks not to lose Life:

therefore he has no Life
Whosoever cherishes Life

Does not act and has no designs.
Whosoever does not cherish Life

Acts and has designs. (DDJ 38)

The attempt to grasp de either through action or knowledge in order to
render it permanent, results in its asphyxiation. Instead, we must recognize
that each particular life is both received from the Dao and at the same time,
can only flower in conjunction with other beings. Because de is multiple in
its oneness with the Dao, it shrivels away if we try to protect particularity
by encasing it in philosophical categories. Life or virtue is not something
that can be grasped, for it flows from the Dao. The uniqueness of each
thing must be celebrated as an expression of the oneness of the Dao:
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Heaven attained the One and became pure.

Earth attained the One and became firm.

The gods attained the One and became powerful.

The valley attained the One and fulfilled itself. (DDJ 39)

This passage clearly illustrates that each thing “attains the One” not by
shunning particularity but by manifesting its specific nature. Heaven,
earth, the gods and the valley all attain the one differently. Difference
emerges out of interaction rather than from separation or individuation.
There is no single prescription for attaining oneness with the Dao.

I argue that there is a strong affinity between Heidegger’s notion of
Being and the idea of the Dao. Indeed, the shift in emphasis that marks
his later understanding of the term may in part be influenced by Daoist
philosophy. While it is commonly acknowledged that the Heideggerian
turn is inspired by poets such as Holderlin and Trakl, as well as by the
pre-Socratic philosophers, his indebtedness to Daoist philosophy is often
overlooked. Reinhard May is one exception, for he points to the lasting
impact that Daoism had on Heidegger’s philosophy. There is a remarkable
similarity between the connotations of the word “Dao” and Heidegger’s
term “Being” (Sein), which is more easily obscured by the English transla-
tion. Heidegger does not set Being in opposition to becoming, for the
German term is both verb and noun. In his later writings, such as Con-
tributions to Philosophy, he underscores this point by using the word
“Seyn”. Like the Dao, Being is something that resists all atctempts at defini-
tion and remains perpetually obscure. Heidegger’s philosophy represents
a radical shift in the Western tradition, because it refuses to make obscu-
rity the enemy of philosophy, just as the Daodejing begins by presenting
the nebulous nature of the Dao as something that is to be celebrated
rather than bemoaned. Furthermore, the relationship that Heidegger
describes between Being and beings, particularly in his later writings, is
akin to the relationship between Dao and de. Every particular thing has
a unique virtue through which it manifests the Dao, just as beings receive
their particularity from Being, without thereby being reduced to Being.
De cannot be collapsed into the Dao anymore than the particularity of
beings can be spurned. Particularity and multiplicity are not seen as the
antitheses of wholeness, but rather as its correlates.

Nietzsche conveys a similar understanding by employing the meta-
phor of the eternal return, although there is no evidence that he had any
exposure to Daoist philosophy.®® The powerful sense of oneness that



56 NierzscHE, HEIDEGGER, AND Daoist THOUGHT

Zarathustra experiences in relation to eternity, comes about not through
his conceptualization of the whole, but through his awareness of the
interaction between many things. Each particular moment must be rel-
ished and affirmed, not only in itself, but as an expression of eternity.
Both the radical particularity of each moment and the wholeness that
each moment represents must be celebrated. The moment is not celebrated
as representative of the whole. Instead, it is one instance that is infinite
due to the endless connections with all other moments.

Furthermore, Daoist philosophy helps to highlight an aspect of
Nietzsche’s thought that is overlooked, namely that Zarathustra also
derives a sense of calm (as well as despair) from the notion that everything
perpetually returns. Even in Nietzsche, there is comfort to be gleaned
from the regularity of change. However, I do not want to gloss over the
differences between Nietzsche and Daoist thought, since in Nietzsche,
the human desire for self-creation will always be partly at loggerheads
with the movement of the cosmos. Nietzsche has no desire to eliminate
this tension and esteems both conflict and harmony. The eternal return
of the same fills Zarathustra not only with longing but also with despair
and disgust. Daoist thinking more definitely privileges harmony over
discord. Nevertheless, the possibility of tension is not completely ignored
in Daoist thought. For example, there is a recognition that while “return
is the movement of the Dao,” weakness “is the effect of the Dao” (DD]
40). This may be a reference to finitude of things, which in contrast to
the Dao, will eventually wither away. Furthermore, Laozi points out that
human beings are treated as “straw dogs,” a reference to figures made
during festivities that were trampled upon once the rituals had ended. In
all likelihood, this statement is meant to deflate the sense of importance
that human beings ascribe to themselves.

The repetition that is embodied in the notion of the Dao should not
impel us to neglect its manifold nature. Commentators such as Julia
Ching have noted that the term Dao could “designate anything and
everything.””' A precise translation of the title is impossible because there
is no corresponding English term as broad in scope. At the same time,
the refusal to fix the Dao’s meaning does serve to remind us that we can
never speak definitively about it. No attempt should be made to demystify
the Dao: “In its unity it is called the secret. The secret’s still deeper secret
is the gateway through which all miracles emerge” (DD] 1). Therefore, it
is fruitless to try to ascertain how the Dao works; this can never be
known. The unknowable mystery of the Dao might be what induces us
to follow its way. We are drawn to it, because we cannot know it.
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Oneness in Daoism is found between things and therefore incorpo-
rates plurality rather than ruling it out. There is no Aristotelian law of
noncontradiction here, and things can be both one and two or three at
the same time. “Dao generates the One. The One generates the Two. The
two generates the Three. The Three generates all things” (DD] 46). The
emphasis on the three should not be underestimated, for it makes clear
that each thing is a confluence of other things. The Chinese character for
three (=) consists of three horizontal lines indicating the presence of both
the one and two in the three. Every being that exists is at the same time
a unity and a multiplicity, just as is the Dao. This is why it is the Three
and not the One that generates all things.

The cooperation of diverse elements is not contrived but rather “
absolutely spontaneous and even involuntary.”* This is a difficult notion
for the Western mind to wrap itself around, for a spontaneous voluntarism
does not seem compatible with a harmonious unity. Nevertheless, it is
a paradox that is at the heart of Daoist philosophy, wherein freedom
and necessity are not at loggerheads. The term “ziran” (H4X), which
is translated as both freedom and spontaneity, is indicative of this
connection. It does not have the connotation of an individual asserting
himself or herself against the world in defiance, but rather suggests
that by attuning himself to other beings, he or she is acting in
accordance with innate disposition. However, this inner potential
cannot be known a priori and emerges out of interaction with others.
The Heideggerian emphasis on the Ereignis (en-owning) is very similar
to the Daoist notion of ziran, for it suggests that in order to make
something my own, I must also allow myself to be shaped by something
else. The frontier between inner and outer is thus collapsed. Ereignis
also has a connotation of spontaneity. For example, a happenstance
encounter with a certain individual may be decisive in allowing me to
become who I am. My uniqueness can never develop in isolation. Laozi
stresses that the Dao cannot be seen as a master of the universe, intimat-
ing that the freedom of all things is both a necessary condition of the
Dao’s unfolding and made possible through the openness of the Dao:
“All things owe their existence to it, and it does not refuse itself
to them. It clothes and nourishes all things and does not play at
being their master” (DD] 34). The Dao has no single organizing
principle:

Universal harmony comes about not through the celestial fiat of some
King of Kings, but by the spontaneous co-operation of all beings in
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the universe brought about by their following the internal necessities

of their own natures.*

Human beings become free by attuning themselves to this unordered
harmony.

DAo1sT SKEPTICISM

Daoist philosophy, like that of Nietzsche and Heidegger, draws attention
to the limits of thought. This is not intended to paralyse us into some kind
of reverent submission but rather opens the door to an awareness of oneness
with the world as well as allowing for a proliferation of particularity. The
ambiguity of the kind that we encounter upon perusing the Daodejing may
be unsettling to some Western minds. As Isabelle Robinet points out,
obscure expressions “become metaphors for things unknown that can be
solved in innumerable creative ways.”* She notes that the Chinese lan-
guage celebrates the polysemy of words by placing them into a context
where they cannot be defined unequivocally.”® Part of the reason that the
Chinese language has proven so frustrating to its Western students is that
it is so heavily context-dependent. This also affects Chinese scholarship,
as is evidenced by the hundreds of commentaries available on the Daode-
Jjing itself, which is constantly reinterpreted in light of the historical period.
It resists a single interpretation, in part because the malleability of Chinese
words allows for a kind of interpretive flexibility.

Zhuangzi plays with this interpretive flexibility much more than
Laozi, and as a result he has often been upheld as the paragon of Chinese
skepticism. However, one must be careful not to read too much of a
Western connotation into the term. Skepticism in Zhuangzi is not
intended to be destructive or cynical. Rather it is a celebration of ambigu-
ity, which is intended to elicit a more engaged response from the reader.
Like Nietzsche’s cryptic and seemingly disjointed aphorisms, Zhuangzi’s
parables preclude a simple acceptance of the text. The open-ended nature
of Zhuangzi’s philosophy, like that of Nietzsche, is intended to provoke
readers out of their complacency and prevent people from simply repeat-
ing familiar narratives: “One should therefore read him as one would a
humorist writer knowing that he is frivolous when he is profound and
profound when he is frivolous.””® These words of Zhuangzi encourage the
reader to look at things from his or her own perspective, and therefore
help to create an authentic, lived relationship with the world. He cele-
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brates the multiplicity of the world to a much greater extent than Laozi.
Zhuangzi’s skepticism is intended to facilitate participation in the process
of the Dao. Wu Kuangming has referred to Zhuangzi’s posture as a kind
of musical hermeneutics because the “effect of communication is seen not
in an increase of new knowledge, but in a realization of new situation.”
Even the stance towards the text does not demand a kind of objective
detachment but a participation in the experience.

Zhuangzi was considered iconoclastic for his acerbic criticisms of
Confucian philosophy. However, unlike Nietzsche or Heidegger, he does
not bear the weight of a metaphysical system on his shoulders. His skepti-
cism was not directed against the preponderance of an all-encompassing
truth or the claims of objectivity but rather against the rigid code of
behaviour demanded by Confucian ethics. Although China, like Europe,
experienced periods of profound political turmoil, particularly during
the Warring States Period, there is no assumption that this period was
due to the absence of a single order that could be imposed on the
universe.

The Zhuangzi and the Daodejing strike many Western readers as
puzzling because they shun the traditional Western philosophical endea-
vour to seek definitive answers. Indeed, it is hard not to be left with the
impression that the main purpose of a work such as the Daodejing is to
spurn solutions in order to allow for a proliferation of questions. The
effort to erode faith in the fixed categories of knowledge is not intended
to create turmoil, but rather to allow for a kind of openness towards other
beings as well as foster receptivity to nonconceptual forms of knowing.
It is to foster harmony rather than discord. Daoist thinkers assume that
the uncertainty of knowledge makes room for mystery, which is not
conceived of as an absence of knowledge but rather as an attunement to
the ineffable wellspring of all meaning.

Nietzsche’s critiques of philosophical or logical knowledge echo
Zhuangzi and Laozi’s criticisms of linguistic forms of knowing. Western
philosophy has often dismissed from its philosophical consciousness that
which cannot be adequately represented by linguistic signs or philosophi-
cal categories, consigning the unutterable to a black hole of meaningless-
ness and silence. Whatever eludes the confines of the human mind cannot
become the foundation of a serious pursuit such as philosophy. Ironically,
such dismissal often masquerades as objectivity, even in areas where the
imposition of form and order necessitates a considerable degree of distor-
tion. This kind of thinking is alien to Daoist thinkers for whom that
which is of greatest significance cannot be spoken.
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Paradoxically, in order to remind us of the importance of that which
cannot be spoken, many Daoist texts speak at great length about the
inability to speak about things. Daoist thinkers recognize the irony in
using words to point to that which escapes them. According to Daoist
thinkers, the excesses of philosophy are a result of the limits of human
beings who try to impose a single perspective on a world that is
multiperspectival.

To view the language of negation that characterizes the Daodejing as
negativity also signals a resistance to nonlinguistic forms of knowing. The
Dao can only be referred to by pointing to what it is not because language
imposes a boundary on all things. Thus, the only way to express bound-
arylessness in language, which cannot operate without boundaries, is
through negation of the boundaries that do exist. This is why the Daode-
Jjing begins by stating that the Dao is unutterable and unknowable: “The
Dao that can be expressed is not the eternal Dao. The name that can be
named is not the eternal name” (DDJ 1). However, this is not to say that
the Dao can only be experienced negatively. The Dao refers to the harmony
that exists between things at any time. Daoist thought also pays tribute
to nonlinguistic and intuitive forms of knowing which are all too readily
consigned to irrelevance in Western thought. Allan Watts points out that
the Western philosopher is like the “wallflower who cannot learn a dance
unless someone draws him a diagram of the steps, who cannot ‘get it by
the feel.””® Watts points out the difference in the way which Western
musicians and “Oriental musicians” learn music. Oriental musicians only
have a rough outline of the melody that serves as a reminder of the melody.
The musicians learn music not by reading notes but by listening to the
performance of a teacher similar to the technique used by Western jazz
artists. In short, the Daoist recognition of the limits of language does not
render the unspoken silent, but rather opens up a space for other forms
of knowledge, which in the West, are often considered peripheral. Reason
and intuition are thus blended in Daoist philosophy. By recognizing the
limits of language, the intuitive sense of the Dao can be strengthened,
but we can never go beyond a vague awareness because the ineffable Dao
can never be captured. Every word constitutes a reduction of an object or
concept to either some of its parts, or its general outlines and therefore
must by necessity leave something out.

Zhuangzi makes it clear that the presence of the Dao is something
that can be felt, even if it cannot be expressed in words. This is akin to
the kind of awareness of Being that Heidegger describes. Therefore, it is
not simply encountered through the negation of words. The character,
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Cook Ding, of the Zhuangzi is able carve an ox with grace because he
ignores “sense” and follows his “spirit.” When asked what enables him to
cut the ox in this way, he exclaims that what he loves best is the Dao,
“which is better than any art” (Zh 3, 23). One of the major Daoist cri-
tiques of Confucianism was that connections between people were based
exclusively on ritual and thus had become shallow. Thus, the negation of
language in Daoism is not simply destructive or deconstructive, but opens
up another realm of experiences.

Angus Graham notes that the “denial that the Way is communicable
in words is a familiar paradox of Taoism” prompting many to ask why
the author went on to write the book.*” The notion of that, which cannot
be spoken is not worth speaking about, is a typical Western assumption.
According to Daoist thinkers, that which cannot be spoken is precisely
what is most worth speaking about. This is reminiscent of Heidegger’s
plea not to give up philosophizing because it cannot yield definitive
answers. Although we need to guard against the illusion that The Dao
can be grasped in language, this should not prevent us from celebrating
it through language. Similarly, Heidegger’s form of philosophizing can
be seen as a celebration of Being rather than a grasping of it. In both the
Daodejing, and Being and Time, philosophizing is a spiritual experience.

Speaking does play the important role of reminding us of the Dao.
Arguing that language is inadequate is not tantamount to proclaiming it
useless altogether. Indeed, the inadequacies of language are an important
reminder of the interconnection between things that are based on some-
thing beyond rituals and norms. Imprecision, in Zhuangzi’s view, is not
merely disruptive because it marks receptivity to other influences. In his
thought, order and disorder are not polar opposites. In part this position is
reflected in the differences between the Chinese language and many western
languages. Chinese words are more fluid, and very much context depen-
dent. The fixation on grammar, which Nietzsche rails against, is notoriously
absent in the Chinese language. The Chinese language is metaphorical and
malleable; the connotations of words change throughout the course of
history. Thus, it does not suffer from the metaphysical assumptions that
Derrida suggests are entrenched in Western languages. Derrida claims
Western language represses writing due to its phonetic foundation:

The system of “hearing oneself-speak” through the phonic substance—
which presents itself as the nonexterior, nonmundane, therefore non-
empirical or noncontingent signifier—has necessarily dominated the
history of the world during an entire epoch.”’
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Speech is assumed to carry the authority of the speaker, whereas writing
is fluid and ambiguous, and its sources are multiple. Angus Graham
points out that the Chinese language is not logocentric in the Derridean
sense. There is no opposition between name and object. Names are used
to point to objects rather than freeze them conceptually.”

One of the most familiar anecdotes contained within the Zhuangzi
relays the conversation between the sophist Huizi*? and Zhuangzi stand-
ing on top of a bridge. The limitations of knowledge are tested and its
relativity is underscored. Zhuangzi refers to the pleasure of the fish who
swim “around as they please” (Zh 17, 147). Huizi retorts that Zhuangzi,
not being a fish cannot understand or even properly articulate their enjoy-
ment. Zhuangzi replies: “You are not me, so how can you know I don’t
know what fish enjoy?” Huizi quips that he knows Zhuangzi is not a fish.
Zhuangzi parries with the rejoinder: “You asked me how I could know
what it is that fish really enjoy. Therefore, you already knew I knew it
when you asked the question. And I know it by being here on the edge
of the River Hao” (Zh 17, 147). As Graham points out, the expression
anzhi (%&) (translated here as how) has the dual meaning of both “how”
and “from where do you know.” Yet, Zhuangzi is not making claims to
capture the essence of “fishhood,” but by observing the fish can relate
their experience to his own experience of enjoyment. Introspective aware-
ness comes about through attunement to one’s outside world. Watching
the fish intensifies Zhuangzi’s own experience of life.

Neither Huizi nor Zhuangzi are in complete error here. Huizi is correct
in asserting that Zhuangzi can never completely fathom the experience of
the fish, but as Zhuangzi points out, he is using his position to relate to the
fish and therefore affirms his own enjoyment of standing on the bridge
rather than making knowledge claims. While Huizi points out the limita-
tions of Zhuangzi’s “knowledge,” Zhuangzi emphasizes that these limita-
tions are what make the knowledge an exercise of relation between himself
and other beings possible. We cannot relate to something that we can
capture in its entirety. Only limited beings can reach out to each other and
create the eternal flux of life in the process. Constantly changing horizons
and possibilities are not impediments to knowledge but rather enhance its
vitality. In short, absolute certainty would make living life impossible. If
philosophy is to be an exercise in living life, it must necessarily be fallible.
Knowledge is virtue only because of its limited nature.

This is not to say that the world is chaotic and disordered, for Daoist
texts constantly refer to the unity of all things. But this unity itself is
something that is intuited and cannot be grasped through any concept.
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The symbols that invoke it, such as the Chinese word for “one” (which
is aline), are seen as metaphors, and Daoist thinkers do not make essences
out of symbols. One could argue that the symbols are deconstructed as
they are employed, not for the sake of destabilization itself, but rather to
point to their limitations and thereby catapult us beyond them. Daoist
thinkers take it for granted that language can only represent a partial
truth and there is no such thing as grasping the whole truth or essence.
Like Nietzsche, they remind us of the illusory nature of all thought. Thus,
skepticism is not a means by which philosophy is denigrated, but a means
by which it remains vital and effective. The symbol does not become
irrelevant because it is considered inadequate to that which it represents.
Indeed, it remains alive because of its fluidity and the recognition that it
points to something beyond it.

Like Nietzsche, Zhuangzi is poignantly aware that the limitations of
philosophy are also the limitations of language:

Our words are not just hot air. Words work because they say something,
but the problem is that, if we cannot define a word’s meaning, it doesn’t
really say anything. Is it possible that there really is something here?
Or does it really mean nothing? Is it possible to make a proper case for
it being any different from the chirruping of chicks? (Zh 2, 12)

What is referred to here as “defining the meaning of words” is perhaps
better translated as “not having a certain or fixed meaning.™* The truth
of words inheres in their imprecise nature, which enables their meaning
to change in accordance with circumstances: “When the Tao is obscured
by pettiness and the words are obscured by elaboration, then we end up
having the ‘this is’ and ‘this is not’ of the Confucians and Mohists” (Zh
2, 12). Words must remain flexible if they are to remain true to the Dao,
for they not only represent, but also signify. Signification conveys our
partial understanding and thus the very use of words is an acknowledge-
ment of our limitation. Yet, these partial understandings also enable us
to create something new, which would be impossible if we could represent
things directly through words. Words say “no-thing” about the world
because they are creations.

Even the seemingly meaningless chirruping of chicks is significant
for it represents a kind of spontaneous expression of life that cannot
simply be reduced to the role of explication. Words, in other words,
are never purely functional. Their musical dimension ought to be

acknowledged:
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“Flowing words are spoken every day and they harmonize through the
influence of Heaven, continuing for ever and so extending my years. If
nothing is said about them, they remain in agreement, and agreement
is not affected by words: words are in agreement but agreement is not
words. So it is said ‘say nothing.’” (Zh 27, 244)

Heidegger might suggest that this attention to the poetry of words signals
an awareness that Being is to come forth through them, rather than
merely being represented by them.

Zhuangzi recognizes the duality of words, which on the one hand,
are forms of convention that function through repetition and make a
common understanding possible. Yet, if we do not resist the compunction
to define everything, then we undermine the dynamic of creative harmo-
nizing. Furthermore, there is an understanding here that the harmony of
the words derives from the mysterious workings of the cosmos. There is
thus an aspect of language that the understanding cannot grasp and
which transports us beyond convention. Thus, a word is that which
“makes things certain” in addition to “that which makes things uncer-
tain” (Zh 27, 245). Zhuangzi acknowledges and embraces both the desta-
bilizing and stabilizing aspect of words.

For Zhuangzi there is much activity that cannot be learned through
words. A wheelright reveals this difficulty:

When I work on a wheel, if T hit too softly, pleasant as this is, it doesn’t
make for a good wheel. If T hit furiously, I get tired and the thing
doesn’t work! So, not too soft, not too vigorous, I grasp it in my hand
and hold it in my heart. I cannot express this by word of mouth, I just
know it. I cannot teach this to my son, nor can my son learn it from

me. (Zh 13, 115)

Heidegger’s point, that the carpenter is led by the wood, conveys a similar
understanding. The uncertainty of language must be underscored so that
we can become attentive to the conditions at hand.

PaIiLosorHICAL REVIVAL

Nietzsche, Zhuangzi, Laozi, and Heidegger invite us to acknowledge and
revel in the limitations of philosophy. Rather than banishing that which
cannot be encapsulated in philosophical categories from philosophical
discourse, it must be repeatedly alluded to. Meaning does not derive from
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an illusory ability to grasp the cosmos, but rather stems from the recogni-
tion that we are part of something that cannot be grasped because it is
much larger than we are. Furthermore, our particularity should not be
seen as a limitation or lack, but rather should be celebrated as part of the
variegated splendour of the cosmos.

Instead of conceptually grasping the cosmos, one task of philosophy
is to achieve a sense of unity by affirming and establishing our connection
to it. Heidegger insists that the activity of bringing something from the
shadows into the light is pleasurable and therefore the shadows should
not be branded as the enemies of philosophy. Without obscurity or dark-
ness, our life would be devoid of wonder and pathos. If we attempt to pin
everything down armed with concepts and logic, then we will not be open
to the multiple voices that speak to us. For Heidegger, the relationship
with Being can be likened to a conversation, where the joy is not gleaned
in arriving at some kind of conclusion but in the act of talking itself. This
is very similar to the approach taken by Zhuangzi, whose engagement
with the Dao is always playful.

For Laozi and Zhuangzi, the absence of a conceptual foundation does
not mean the cosmos is disordered. Daoist thinkers repeatedly point to
the regular cycles of the Dao. Nietzsche provides a striking contrast, for
he draws attention to both the regularity of change and its tumultuous
nature. While for Laozi and Zhuangzi, imbalances and strife are periodic
aberrations, Nietzsche insists that they constitute an ineradicable part of
cosmic activity. Once the straightjackets of reason are loosened, the
unconscious drives that are unleashed are not necessarily predictable, and
there is no guarantee that harmony will prevail. On the one hand,
Dionysian forces can be flowing and reveal a kind of primordial unity:

Under the charm of the Dionysian not only is the union between man
and man reaffirmed, but nature which has become alienated, hostile
or subjugated, celebrates once more her reconciliation with her lost son,
man. ... Now with the gospel of universal harmony, each one feels
himself not only united, reconciled and fused with his neighbour, but
as one with him, as if the veil of maya had been torn aside and were
now merely fluttering in tatters before the mysterious primordial unity.
(BTr 1)

On the other hand, Nietzsche describes gruesome festivals where the
destructive and frenzied aspects of the Dionysian are unfurled, giving rise
to an untamed conflict:
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In nearly every case these festivals centered in extravagant sexual licen-
tiousness, whose waves overwhelmed all family life and its venerable
traditions; the most savage natural instincts were unleashed, including
even that horrible mixture of sensuality and cruelty which has always
seemed to me to be the real “witches” brew (BTr 2)

While Daoist thinkers do not rule out discord, they imply that harmony
will always be restored. Strife is a momentary aberration which will be
corrected. For Nietzsche, there is no such thing as restoring harmony, for
harmony and discord will be in continuous interplay.

A comparison with Daoism also helps to unveil a gentler side of
Nietzsche. He insists that we tear asunder ossified cultural and philo-
sophical dogma in order to hurl ourselves into the tumultuous whirlwind
of constant change. This provides a strong contrast with Daoist skepti-
cism which wants to unsettle Confucian dogma in order to attune us to
the regularity of change in the Dao. Zhuangzi does not complain about
order per se, but against a Confucian order which is superficially con-
trived. Yet, even Nietzsche draws attention to the regularities in nature
from which we can draw solace and comfort. A comparison with Daoist
thought can help to shed light on some of the nuances of Nietzsche’s texts,
which are often eclipsed by his vitriolic rhetoric.

Daoist thinkers elucidate the limitations of thought in order to pay
homage to the whole. Deconstruction is a form of reconstruction because
it opens us up to the multifaceted nature of the Dao. Knowledge claims
are dismantled, not simply in order to deflate our own arrogance, but as
part of a pleasurable enjoyment of the mysteries and multiplicity of the
cosmos. Heidegger, Nietzsche, Laozi, and Zhuangzi would abhor a meta-
physical philosophy that offers the possibility of harmonious unity at the
expense of the concrete or particular. Thus, transcendence and imma-
nence are not seen as mutually exclusive but rather as interdependent.
Nietzsche’s notion of the eternal return, Heidegger’s notion of Being, and
the Daoist notion of the Dao all reflect a kind of transcendence that can
only be experienced through the concrete particularity of things. That
which is closest to us is also replete with mystery. There is no Archimedian
vantage point which allows for an objective overview of the cosmos.
Harmony is created not by succumbing to a singular pattern but by allow-
ing the particularities of things to foster the emergence of other particu-
lars. In this way, Heidegger hopes to avert a propensity to master the
universe either through technology or excessive rationalization, and
Zhuangzi exhorts us to celebrate the uselessness of objects in an effort to
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acknowledge their unique potential or de. The inexorable in-betweenness
of all things is celebrated rather than lamented.

Philosophy no longer leads to predictability. Indeed, Nietzsche and
Heidegger are both critical of Western metaphysics for this propensity,
which they argue has resulted in the brutal attempts of science, technology,
and logic to gain preponderance over the world. Instead, thought is to be
conceived of as a form of journeying through which connections to an
elusive whole are made on a continuous basis. There is no ultimate act of
unravelling that will definitively unveil the secrets of the universe. Hege-
lian absolute understanding is not even held up as an inspiring ideal.
Instead, philosophical knowledge ought to be closely linked to the creation
of meaning, which derives from the ability to connect with the world on
an ongoing basis. The self is not to be made coterminous with the cosmos,
but must recognize its “partness.” As Nietzsche emphasizes, eternity
touches us when we recognize that all things are intertwined in the cycle
of being, not when we have managed to become eternal ourselves. The
invisibility of the Dao, or Being, also allows for inventiveness in fostering
connections between things. Heidegger points out that the cosmic game
of hide and seek (which we are drawn to by Being) that reveals and
conceals itself is an infinite wellspring of wonder and enchantment.

Furthermore, Heidegger, as well as Laozi and Zhuangzi, would
emphasize that we must refrain from trying to invoke closure on knowl-
edge so that we remain open to other beings, and become attuned to the
cosmic presence in all things. Things must be relished for their particular-
ity and the fact that each particular suggests a multitude of different
horizons must be acknowledged. Therefore, thinking demands a continu-
ous openness to the world. In traditional metaphysics, the subject had to
be able to distance itself from the world in order to gain knowledge about
it. For Heidegger, Nietzsche, Laozi, and Zhuangzi, our partness cannot
be eradicated but this is no grounds for philosophical despair. Because
each of us is in the world differently, we have unique perspectives to
contribute to it. There is no single way of looking at the cosmos. The
eagle’s vision of the world is no more accurate than that of the frog sitting
in a pond; it is merely different. Our openness to other perspectives does
not necessarily eventuate in the unveiling of deeper truths but rather sug-
gests new ways of participating in life. Zhuangzi does not watch the fish
in order to grasp the fish’s essence but rather to find a different way of
expressing his own enjoyment of the world.

The beauty of thought for all of these philosophers inheres in the fact
that there always remains something to be explored. This constitutes
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philosophy’s brush with eternity. If Wisdom could capture Life, she could
not dance with her. Only by opening ourselves up to uncharted territory
can we continue to create new dances. According to Nietzsche, the danger
of an extreme Socratism was that wisdom, which had become encased in
rigid concepts, would eventually jettison all that could not fit into the
proper mould. In Nietzsche’s view, philosophy managed to put a stop to
the dance of life, and became irrelevant because it had become so suc-
cessful in its macabre attempt to freeze the world into categories. Not
only do we think categorically, we live categorically. Once we live cate-
gorically, there is no more need to think. The extreme rationalization,
which Nietzsche views as characteristic of modernity, is the result of a
philosophy which has engulfed too much of the world.

A philosophy that has recreated the world in its image shrivels up
because it can no longer open itself to the unpredictable. Zhuangzi relates
the story of an ancient tree, which neither bore fruit, nor had wood that
was conducive to carpentry. As a result, people were able to gather in its
shade. He uses this in order to point to the use of the useless:

Because they are useful they suffer, and they are unable to live out the
years Heaven has given them. . . . Now I have perfected the art of use-
lessness and this is very useful to me! If I had been of use could I have
grown so vast? Everyone knows the usefulness of the useful but no one

knows the usefulness of the useless. (Zh 34, 36)

Philosophy must once again learn how to be useless in order to be of
use.



Chapter 2

Finite Wanderers

Modern Western philosophy has made the subject the epicentre of inquiry.
Kant suggests that the antennas of knowledge could neither reach God,
nor yield an understanding of the infinite, but that certainty about the
rules, which should guide a rational moral subject, would be more easily
attainable. Even if the thing-in-itself proved to be somewhat elusive, pat-
terns of subjective enquiry could be postulated more readily. Nevertheless,
this retreat on the part of the subject proved to be dissatisfactory to many
philosophers, because human beings yearn for something beyond their
own reason to appeal to. Even Kant did not dispense with the notion of
God entirely because human beings need a kind of “external reassurance”
that their moral behaviour would somehow be rewarded. While the after-
life was unknowable, Kant reluctantly concedes that even our rationality
is not sustainable without it. He widens the potential rift between the
knowing subject and an unknowable world, and in so doing prepares the
way for a philosophy of authenticity by focusing attention on the subject
in a more direct way than had ever been done before. Hegel tries to soothe
the modern mind by turning errors into partial truths that propel the
subject along the path towards absolute knowledge. The finite does not
fly in the face of the absolute, rather, it is the absolute itself in process.
The grand Subject works through tottering individual subjects. In this
way, Hegel tries to bridge the divide between subject and cosmos that
Kant’s philosophy had drawn attention to.

The ideal of authenticity maintains the preponderance of the subject
but at the same time marks a shift away from the universal self towards
a celebration of its specificity and nonuniversalizable nature. Kierkegaard

69
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vehemently rejects the Hegelian system and makes clear that we are
burdened with weighty ethical decisions without having recourse to the
kind of metaphysical comfort provided by notions of the absolute. While
Kierkegaard maintains a faith in God, this is a God that is radically other
and cannot provide readymade solutions to human dilemmas. Faith in
an inherently ordered universe is abandoned. Kierkegaard’s philosophy
suggests that the way in which individuals deal with their finitude, in
light of the absence of an ordered universe, is the main test that the
authentic self would have to undergo. Indeed, I would argue that authen-
ticity becomes a greater concern once the pillars of metaphysical faith
start to crumble. The subject can no longer simply derive its meaning
from a clear notion of its place within a cosmic order. On the contrary,
authenticity necessitates the creation of a meaningful life in an ungrounded
world.

According to Nietzsche, metaphysics equates sameness with truth,
which has the effect of rendering the human subject predictable. Ironi-
cally, once metaphysical truths become too ritualized, faith in them
begins to crumble. Normal and abnormal, rather than right and wrong,
become expressions of social approval and scorn. It is no surprise that
the ideal of authenticity is often formulated against the backdrop of a
homogeneous mass culture, which is condemned in the writings of
Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, and is often seen as an upshot of
metaphysical thinking. In such an environment, eccentricity and differ-
ence become powerful forms of revolt. Nietzsche venerates the iconoclast
who strays from the norm. He sees mass culture as an attempt to stymie
the constant becoming and flux that he associates with life. The growing
spectre of facelessness sparks renewed interest in individuality and unique-
ness, and the exhortation to chart a path that is uniquely one’s own
becomes a common refrain. This is more than just a marking of differ-
ence, it also signifies a way of participating in the kinesis, or movement,
that constitutes life in Nietzsche’s view.

Heidegger also espouses an ideal of authenticity which had been
driven underground in the stampede of that he calls the #hey-self or das
Man. According to Heidegger, uniqueness has to be celebrated in order
to actively find a place within the cosmos or Being. By making a niche
for oneself (that one can call one’s own), one is also heeding the call of
Being. Heidegger, like Nietzsche, does not insist that the self peel away
the artificial exterior layers to reveal a true inner core, but rather that the
authentic self be aware of its particular context and build a home within
it rather than blindly accepting the conditions that he has fallen into.
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One can only be aware of one’s connection to Being if the attempt to
forge ties to it are conscious. In the case of both thinkers, authenticity
necessitates an active and deliberate attempt to cultivate one’s intercon-
nection with the larger world, for one’s place in it cannot simply be taken
for granted: it has to be made.

The notion that authenticity requires interconnectivity; creates a
bridge between Heidegger and Nietzsche and the Chinese philosophical
tradition. Confucian thought also makes reference to an idea of authen-
ticity but it is not centred on finding a way in which to distinguish oneself
from the crowd, rather, it is centred on genuineness and sincerity (cheng
7). There is an emphasis on the process of self-cultivation, whereby the
self is in a constant process of being made coterminous with its social and
political environment. Social harmony is not simply based on obedience
to an authoritarian rule of a king or lord. Harmony had to radiate
from the nobles to the subject and back again from the subjects to the
nobles.

Music and ritual played a central role in Confucian orders, because
it was assumed that the physical, mental, and psychological aspects of the
self were not separate, and therefore harmony had to be cultivated at all
levels of one’s being. Western readers will no doubt be reminded of the
role that music plays in the formation of the soul according to Plato. For
Confucian thinkers, there is not a sharp distinction between the inner
personal self, and the outer social self, because such a division presupposes
a kind of atomism where social order is achieved by demanding compli-
ance to external rules. Thus, the Western assumption that Confucian
thought demanded an extreme altruism, which surrenders the personality
of the self, is misguided, for it does not recognize the extent to which the
self is formed within the social order.

There is no doubt that Laozi and Zhuangzi reacted vociferously to a
social order predicated on Confucian ritual, because they argued that in
most cases it was not genuine and depended upon a fake mimicry. As a
result, it is often presumed that all of these thinkers promote a kind of
radical individualism that defiantly shuns social order and favours the life
of the hermit. Indeed, Daoism has often been embraced in the West
because of its seeming antipathy towards Confucianism, wherein the
individual is entangled in a net of inescapable social rituals and obliga-
tions. While Confucian philosophy tends to revere the noble man, the
Daoist sage is often an outcast who prefers to wander at the periphery of
society and engage in direct communion with nature. Images of the
recluse, the solitary saint as well as the social reprobate abound. In this
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sense, there is much in common between Daoist thinkers and the phi-
losophers of authenticity in the West who disdain the status quo.

However, neither Heidegger and Nietzsche nor Laozi and Zhuangzi
can be said to simply advocate a philosophy of nonconformity. Laozi and
Zhuangzi reject a simple compliance with Confucian custom because
they insist that it encourages a mindless mimicry that alienates one from
the Dao. They maintain that authenticity necessitates attunement to the
Dao, just as Heidegger insists that authenticity be grounded in Being.
Even Nietzsche, whose philosophy is more riddled with conflict and
tension, insists that authenticity demands a connection to nature that
most social orders scorn. Authenticity seems to promote social isolation
only because prevailing social orders are blind to the larger cosmos, and
because of this, obstruct genuine engagement between individuals. There
is a strong suggestion in all of these works that without an attunement
to the larger world of the cosmos or nature, the social order will eventually
become hollow.

Yet, at the same time, one must be careful not to simply assimilate
Western and Eastern ideas at the expense of glossing over the differences
between them. Nietzsche and the early Heidegger insist that the self stand
out in some way by marking territory as its own. While the self is part
of the flux of life, it also must assiduously define boundaries that make
it unique. According to both Nietzsche and Heidegger, the dynamic
interplay between homelessness and belonging is constant and therefore
the art of creating meaning is an agonizing one. Laozi and Zhuangzi do
not share this preoccupation with “ownness” and maintaining the self
(shen) £} is important not as a means of marking out one’s own unique
place, but as a way of actively creating harmony between things. Whereas
the self portrayed by Heidegger and Nietzsche must be visible and always
in the foreground, the Daoist self should act in such a way as to remain
inconspicuous.

Nevertheless, to claim that Heidegger and Nietzsche simply extol an
assertive subject would constitute a distortion of their thought, for both
are philosophers at a crossroads. On the one hand, they exemplify the
subjectivist turn that is at the heart of late modern philosophy, yet at the
same time, they chisel away at the very subjectivism that has characterized
European thought. For this reason, they share much in common with
Laozi and Zhuangzi, whose notion of authenticity has very little to do
with the subject asserting itself defiantly against an indifferent universe.
Uniqueness in Daoist thought is a means of reinforcing the connection
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between things. The challenge facing the genuine individual (zhenren) E.
A is to recognize the importance of particularity, in himself as well as
in all others, but not to cling to it. This raises the question suggested by
Nietzsche’s philosophy of whether such particularity can indeed even be
cultivated without some kind of passionate commitment or defence of it.
The sage is able to go beyond himself and move through the phases of
his life with relative ease. In Heidegger’s later works, notions of authen-
ticity bear much resemblance to this train of thought. The subject fades
increasingly into the background as its role as a conduit for Being is
stressed. Even Nietzsche, through the metaphor of the eternal return,
insists that we recognize that we are but one speck in an infinite universe.
The acceptance of our inexorable finitude is an essential aspect of
authenticity.

DASEIN’s ONTOLOGICAL PRIORITY

I begin my analysis of authenticity with Heidegger, because in Being and
Time, he attributes to human beings a special place within the cosmos.
This does not mean that we can lay claim to some kind of objective,
ontological distance that allows us to penetrate the truth about Being.
Indeed, the term employed by Heidegger, “Dasein”, underscores our
embeddedness within the world and is meant to differentiate his thought
from that of his predecessors. It constitutes a sharp repudiation of
Cartesian notions of subjectivity. Da means there, and thus Dasein refers
to a being that cannot extricate itself from its particular mooring in order
to maintain an objective Cartesian posture towards the world.

Dasein is not simply there as are other beings and Heidegger’s philo-
sophical energy is directed towards emphasizing its ontological unique-
ness. Dasein alone is constituted through its interpretation of the world.
It is impelled to interpret Being because its being “is an issue for it”
(BT 32, 12). However, this is not a one-way process. Being reveals itself
through Dasein’s self-understanding: “Dasein, in its Being, has a relation-
ship towards that Being—a relationship which itself is one of Being. And
this means further that there is some way in which Dasein understands
itself in its Being, and that to some degree it does so explicitly. It is pecu-
liar to this entity that with and through its Being, this Being is disclosed
to it” (BT 53, 12). Therefore, Dasein’s understanding of itself is not only
relational, but also reveals something about Being. Heidegger bridges the
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schism that Kant’s philosophy had pointed to, by insisting that an exami-
nation of Dasein is in itself a part of the process of metaphysical
understanding.

Heidegger does not imply that the self of Dasein is universalizable.
He does not set the specificity of the self in opposition to the “universal-
ity” of Being for each Dasein is in Being differently. Furthermore, the fact
that human beings are conscious of being part of a whole that is beyond
their grasp as finite creatures means that they are never completely at ease
in Being and therefore are impelled to make themselves on an ongoing
basis. As a result Dasein is never fully present to itself: “presence-at-hand
is the kind of Being which belongs to entities whose character is not that
of Dasein” (BT 150,115). Dasein is a self-interpreting being in the fullest
sense of the world. It is not a substance that somehow remains identical
through change.

Self-making becomes the cornerstone of our authenticity in Hei-
degger’s view and it arises in part out of the tension between the wholeness
of Being and the finitude of Dasein. Thus, self-making is also a movement
towards Being. An intuitive awareness of Being’s wholeness ensures that
we always stand out beyond our immediate situation. We straddle the
domains of the finite and infinite. Thus, homelessness is a necessary
component of authenticity. Heidegger uses the term Existenz to illuminate
this phenomenon:

And because we cannot define Dasein’s essence by citing a ‘what’ of the
kind that pertains to a subject-matter, and because its essence lies rather
in the fact that in each case it has its Being to be, and has it as its own,
we have chosen to designate this entity as ‘Dasein, a term which is
purely an expression of its Being. Dasein always understands itself in
terms of its existence—in terms of a possibility of itself: to be itself or

not itself. (BT 32-33, 12)

Leading an authentic life does not mean we delve into our inner selves to
reveal the fundamental core, but rather that we engage in an active dia-
logue with Being and find our place within the cosmos. We must also
differentiate ourselves from others in order to have a space that we can
claim to be our own.

Although Heidegger wants to discredit any notions of Archimedian
vantage points, he nevertheless struggles to find a way in which the subject
can hold on to its position of ontological privilege. He deliberately refutes
the Cartesian split between the “extended substance” of our body and the
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“reason” of our mind. Such a divided subject is always uncomfortable
with the concreteness of its body: “man’s ‘substance’ is not spirit as a
synthesis of soul and body; it is rather existence” (BT 153, 117). Soul and
body are not merely combined; they are intertwined. We are not just
objects that happen to think as well. Instead, thinking and interpretation
are mutually constitutive, and the knowledge we glean is at least partly
transmitted through the body, which in turn shapes our theoretical
understandings. Disembodied knowledge is not possible. Nevertheless
Heidegger imputes to Dasein an ontological significance that derives from
its interpretive acts: “Thus Dasein has turned out to be, more than any
other entity, the one which must first be interrogated ontologically”
(BT 34, 14). The privileged position of Dasein is reiterated throughout
Being and Time: “. .. Dasein, as an entity with the possibility of exis-
tence, has ontological priority over every other entity” (BT 62, 38). Self-
interpretation is of the utmost importance, not because it leads to
definitive clarity, but because it allows us to participate consciously in the
dynamic nature of Being. While Heidegger does not dismiss the impor-
tance of the body, it is nevertheless the conscious engagement with Being
that sets Dasein apart. Heidegger asserts that we enjoy a special relation-
ship to Being as a result of our interpretive capabilities. We are the only
creatures who actively enter into a dialogue with Being: “Dasein is an
entity, which in its very Being, comports itself understandingly towards
that Being” (BT 78, 53). Therefore, to assert that body and mind assume
an equal position in Heidegger’s philosophy is an exaggeration. In Being
and Time, the body is primarily a vehicle of self-interpretation that sheds
special light not only upon Dasein, but upon Being itself.

Heidegger begins his analysis of Dasein not with abstract meta-
physical concepts of freedom and identity, but rather by examining
Being in its “everydayness” in order to highlight the holistic nature of
even our most basic understanding (BT 76, 51). Each of us performs
daily rituals that are taken for granted, but which presuppose at least
a tacit awareness of the larger context in which these rituals occur. A
specific event or pattern of action does not make sense in isolation but
only as part of a series of actions. It has meaning only insofar as it
points beyond itself. Thus, we do not regard the world as a series of
individual entities which we retroactively piece together in order to
form a whole. It is the wholeness of the world that is primary and we
are always already part of it: ““World’ can be understood in another
ontical sense—not, however, as those entities which Dasein essentially
is not and which can be encountered within-the-world, but rather as
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that ‘wherein’ a factical Dasein as such can be said to ‘live’” (BT 93,
65). Only when something is suddenly out of place are we incited to
move beyond our state of preunderstanding and reflect on the object
isolated from the context. Yet, when this occurs, we also develop a
deeper understanding of how the parts fit together to form the whole.
Wholes must unravel so that we begin to pay attention to them as such.
Questions are posed when there is a rupture in our familiar patterns
of experience. The disintegration of patterns is the precondition for
their conscious reconstitution.

For Heidegger, the fact that we interpret things through wholes first
attests to the significance of the whole itself. However, the whole is not
characterized by a universal concept or a single pattern that constitutes
its essence but rather through the interconnections between entities. By
imputing such significance to interconnection, Heidegger is able to move
away from the notion of a whole, which is fixed and immutable, and
suggests instead that it is malleable and in flux. Furthermore, such a
reconceptualization of “wholeness” enables Heidegger to affirm the
importance of the particulars that comprise it, without reducing the parts
to the whole or the whole to its parts. It also drastically alters the position
of the philosopher. We can only experience interconnectivity if we are
in-between things rather than gazing at them from a distance. The phi-
losopher’s muddled position in the middle of things is celebrated rather
than spurned. Heidegger rejects the heralded position of the philosopher
as passive spectator, positing in its place an image of the philosopher as
actor and acted upon first, and thinker second. There are no a priori
conditions or foundations which make knowledge possible, but rather a
series of interlocking conditions that open a space for knowledge. Knowl-
edge does not emerge out of thin air, but is possible only from a position
in the midst of things. Previous philosophers had tried to eradicate the
“in-between” aspect of our existence; Heidegger celebrated it. Authen-
ticity is at least in part about living out the in-between-ness that charac-
terizes our existence. If there is no single vantage point that can furnish
us with the most comprehensive view of Being, and if Being in itself is
constantly emerging out of Dasein’s relationships to it, then this means
that the specificity and not just the universality of the human subject can
be affirmed.

The connections between things are experienced before they are
thought. The roots of philosophy can be unearthed in even our most
simple activities. The most famous example that Heidegger uses to illus-
trate this is that of the hammer:
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The hammerer does not simply have knowledge about the hammer’s
character as equipment, but it has appropriated this equipment in a way
which could not possibly be more suitable. . . . the less we just stare at
the hammer-thing, and the more we seize hold of it and use it, the more
primordial does our relationship to it become, and the more unveiledly
is it encountered as that which it is—as equipment. (BT 98, 69)

Only when the hammer becomes dysfunctional do we think about its
properties and functions. Our experience of the hammer comes before
our conceptualization of it. It is significant that Heidegger begins his
analysis of conceptualization with a physical grasping of things that are
present at hand and ready for use since it anticipates Merleau-Ponty’s idea
that knowledge does not take place by ridding ourselves of the constraints
of the body but rather through the body. Only a breakdown in practice
leads to theoretical knowledge and perhaps this is why it is often assumed
that philosophy requires a release from the body. Once we can no longer
use the hammer, we focus our attention on the function of the
hammer:

The tool turns out to be damaged, or the material unsuitable. . . . We
discover its unusability, however, not by looking at its properties, but
rather by the circumspection of the dealings in which we use it. When
its usability is thus discovered, equipment becomes conspicuous. (BT

102, 73)

We only begin to reflect on the essence of a hammer which resists the use
to which it is supposed to be put: “If knowing is to be possible as a way
of determining the nature of the present-at-hand by observing it, then
there must first be a deficiency in our having-to-do with the world con-
cernfully” (BT 88-9, 61-2).

The feeling of belonging that the self covets is dependent upon its
capacity to make its world its own. If all our activities could be likened
to a kind of seamless hammering, the question of belonging would never
arise, and we would not be compelled to make ourselves at home. Alien-
ation can never be disentangled from belonging: “that Being which is an
issue for this entity in its very Being, is in each case mine” (BT 67).
“Eigen,” which is the root of the German terms for authenticity (Eigentlich-
keit) means “one’s own.” This does not imply that we try to possess the
world around us, but rather that we find someway of establishing an
accord between ourselves and the world. Heidegger suggests that authen-
ticity and inauthenticity will be constant companions:
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Dasein is in each case essentially its own possibility, it can, in its very
itself win itself; it can also lose itself and never win itself; or only
‘seem’ to do so. But only insofar as it is essentially something which
can be authentic—that is, something of its own—can it have lost itself
and not yet won itself. As modes of Being, authenticity and inauthenti
city. . . . are both grounded in the fact that any Dasein whatsoever is
characterized by mineness. (BT 78, 53)

On the one hand, the act of appropriation suggested by the term
“Eigentlichkeit” points towards a radical individualism which bases
meaning on the act of possession. But the term “eigen” has multiple con-
notations. It does not exclude others, nor does it isolate the self. In fact,
one could argue that appropriation is not only a way by which I make
something “foreign” part of my world but also a means by which I, make
myself part of the larger world.

Indeed, for Heidegger there is no isolated sphere of “ownness” because
only a shared world can have meaning for me. Appropriation for
Heidegger is therefore a decidedly social phenomenon. Here, he departs
radically from Descartes as well as from his mentor Husserl, who argues
that we should begin a phenomenological analysis by examining our own
individual intentional states and then extrapolate to derive public meaning
from them. While relationships for Descartes and Hussetl are intersubjec-
tive, for Heidegger we are always with others:

By ‘Others’ we do not mean everyone else but me-those over against
whom the I’ stands out. They are rather those from whom, for the
most part, one does noz distinguish oneself-those among whom one is
too. . . . By reason of this with-like Being-in-the-world, the world is
always the one that I share with Others. The world of Dasein is a with-
world. (BT 154-55, 118)

Language plays a vital role in forging, revealing, and expressing the
links between human beings. It is important to recognize that we can
only reaffirm connections that at some level already exist. Heidegger
insists that grammar and logic are not the foundations of language but
rather Rede or talk which gives voice to bonds that are already there:

Communication is never anything like a conveying of experiences, such
as opinions or wishes, from the interior of one subject into the interior
of another. Dasein-with is already essentially manifest in a co-state-
of-mind and a co-understanding. In discourse, Being-with becomes
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‘explicitly’ shared; that is to say, it is already, but it is unshared as some-
thing that has not been taken hold of and appropriated. (BT 205,
162)

Understanding words necessitates a form of preunderstanding. However,
this preunderstanding is brought to light again through Rede, which
makes unconscious togetherness explicit. Because the ties that bind us are
always partially obfuscated, they are not only appropriated through words,
but transformed by them. In the act of reaffirming what is already there,
Dasein also has a transformative effect upon the world. The connection
between people makes it possible for us to speak; it is not the act of speak-
ing that connects isolated atoms.

If words are to remain authentic, they must maintain the connection
between our preunderstanding and that which is created through the
words themselves. This means that their nonverbal or prelinguistic sub-
stratum must be born in mind and there must be some form of conscious-
ness of what words have left out. This is not easy to achieve and therefore
words often uproot us from the very communities that they emerge from.
Because the symbol can become familiar, and its origins obscured, a
superficial repetition can erode preunderstanding. For example, we can
forget the unspoken bonds that make the act of speaking possible and
merely rely upon a shallow repetition of words to maintain social ties. For
this reason every act of speech is both an unveiling and an obscuring:

Because this telling has lost its primary relationship-of-being towards
the entity talked about. . . . it does not communicate in such a way as
to let this entity be appropriated in a primordial manner, but commu-
nicates rather by following the route of gossiping and passing the word
along. (BT 212, 168)

When words have lost their grounding, they become idle talk, which
Heidegger suggests is to some extent an unavoidable social phenomenon.
Words become so familiar that they become alien. In order for words to
remain meaningful, we must preserve a certain amount of discomfort
about them.

Dasein’s homelessness confers a special status upon it. The alienating
experience of idle talk is also a precondition for Dasein’s conscious efforts
to ground itself. The combination of being at home and not being at home
is what makes Dasein’s experience authentic, for it forces it to situate itself
within Being as a whole. Heidegger intimates that an intangible voice of
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Being pulls Dasein beyond its immediate environs, forcing it to continu-
ously transform the home that it is in. Dasein is always also more than it
is. This is why the inauthentic social world that Heidegger somewhat
disparagingly refers to as das Man becomes not just the enemy of authen-
ticity, but also its driving force.

Perhaps one of the most well-known aspects of Being and Time is the
description of inauthentic social relationships encapsulated in the term
das Man, which is often translated as the They. Heidegger’s relationship
to “the they” is ambiguous. On the one hand, Dasein depends on others
for its own self-understanding, since it draws meaning from the way in
which things are interpreted by das Man. Yet, on the other hand, das Man
threatens the self with a pernicious levelling in which the lowest common
denominator takes hold, restricting “the possible options of choice to what
lies within the range of the familiar, the attainable, the respectable-that
which is fitting and proper” (BT 239, 195). Through the “easily handled
rules and public norms of the ‘they’ we relieve ourselves of responsibility
for our own existence (BT 334, 288).

Our existence is reduced to the level of an unthinking routine which
offers the benefits of certainty but the poses the danger of being devoid
of meaning:

But this distantiality which belongs to Being-with, is such that Dasein,
as everyday Being-with-one-another, stands in subjection to Others. It
itself 75 not; its Being has been taken away by the Others. These Others,
moreover, are not definite Others. On the contrary, any Other can
represent them. . . . he ‘who’ is the neuter, the “they” (das Man).” (BT
164, 127)

Das Man refers to a lack of distinctness. Everyone is closed off to the
other, but can nevertheless get along with them. Any being is replaceable
in the world of das Man precisely because there is no genuine connection
between individuals. Appropriation is unnecessary because everything
gets “passed off as something familiar and accessible to everyone” (BT
165, 128). While the “they” is “alongside everywhere” (BT 165, 128) it is
not necessarily part of me. The “they” refers to the relationships that are
lived only at the surface and are sustained by mimicry rather than through
interconnectivity: “Everyone is the other, and no one is himself” (BT 128,
165).

However, the force of the pull (Zug) into a fallen existence cannot be
underestimated, for it is characterized by “forgetting.” Dasein becomes
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mired in immediate concerns, taking the world for granted. Social roles
become our identity and we simply comply with the rules that are laid
out for us. This is always inevitable to a certain extent if society is to
function smoothly. There is a powerful comfort to be derived from this.
Paradoxically the less of a self we become, the more self-absorbed we are
as we engage in a flurry of activity in order to resist the thoughts which
might rob us of our comfort: “this tranquillity in inauthentic Being does
not seduce one into stagnation and inactivity, but drives one into unin-
hibited ‘hustle’” (BT 222, 178). Constant activity marks the refusal to
come to terms with the homelessness of our condition. Mimicry becomes
the armour which keeps others out; there is no need to connect with that
which is superficially identical to the self. An instrumental rationality
takes hold which preoccupies itself with the strategies for meeting prede-
termined goals. Only a self that fears others and the groundlessness of its
own existence strives to become exactly like others:

Everything that is primordial gets glossed over as something that has
long been well-known. Everything gained by struggle becomes just
something to be manipulated. Every secret loses its force. . . . By public-
ness everything gets obscured, and what has thus been covered up gets
passed off as something familiar and accessible to everyone. (BT 165,

127)

We easily succumb to this fallen state because it is comfortable. Yet,
this pull of presence also provides the backdrop against which the more
dynamic hues of Being can be recognized. Sartre insists that authenticity
is something that we are aware of when we flee it. The fallen world,
which we inhabit, is not simply the antithesis of authenticity. The authen-
tic self does not wrest itself free from all preexisting interpretations in
order to reveal an unsullied core, but rather refuses to take these inter-
relationships for granted and thereby appropriates situations for herself
or himself. One must change in order to accord with the object one
appropriates and therefore every act of appropriation is a means of not
only owning the other but also of being owned by the other. This means
that an authentic social order would always undergo transformation since
different individuals will always appropriate what is already there in dif-
ferent ways.

Self-understanding is only possible through an other that is not iden-
tical to the Self and yet shares things that are in common with it. This
juxtaposition of the familiar and the unfamiliar allows individuals to
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interact. Authenticity demands an awareness that we can never be com-
pletely at home in the world, but rather that this home will always be
under construction. Self and other never gaze at each other over an
unbridgeable chasm, but are always, already deeply entangled. In a fallen
state, the entanglement between self and other is assiduously denied and
we simply mimic others but do not connect to them. The strangeness of
the other is denied. The fallen world of mass culture is a world in which
no one is willing to reveal themselves through others. By ensuring that
the world around us is predictable and certain, we aspire towards a faceless
public approval while forgetting the need to connect with others.

AUTHENTICITY AND HUMANISM

In a Letter on Humanism, Heidegger poses his most direct challenge to
the metaphysics of subjectivity. To some extent he reformulates the posi-
tions put forward in Being and Time but the emphasis on Dasein’s onto-
logical priority is abandoned. He insists that the “fallenness” represented
by das Man arises out of a metaphysical posture and eventually sanctions
the complete neglect of Being. For Heidegger, a perception of truth, based
on the concept, is a way of making the world amenable to the human
subject. The most “metaphysical” social order becomes a predictable one,
where abstract trends can easily be discerned. One need only turn on the
television set and listen to economic forecasts, which have such an air of
absoluteness about them, that one forgets these are descriptions of patterns
produced through the interaction of people rather than natural laws. Our
desire to know the world conceprually eventuates in the tendency to make
it knowable. Mass society is a kind of social metaphysics.

Yet, metaphysics also brings about its own disappearance through its
social success, for social homogeneity eventually eliminates the need to
think about the whole altogether. Only what is knowable is considered
relevant, and the “unknowable” is derisively cast aside. The tendency to
consign the arts and religion to irrelevance is the legacy of metaphysics.
As Heidegger points out, in Being and Time, a certain degree of wonder
impels us to turn our attention to Being. But, once this wonder is brutally
stamped out of our existence, we become obsessed with the mundane
rituals of daily life without reflecting upon them at all. With its greatest
success, metaphysics has condemned itself into oblivion. Because human
beings are no longer seen as connected to anything greater than them-
selves, they are objectified and treated as equipment for use, rather than
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as beings that have intrinsic worth. They become the manifestation of a
concept, or are reduced to the status of a statistic: “Homelessness so
understood consists in the abandonment of Being by beings. .. The
oblivion of Being makes itself known indirectly through the fact that
man always observes and handles only beings” (LH 242). Heidegger
suggests that when beings are separated from Being, they are easily
instrumentalized.

For Heidegger, the propensity to think of wholeness, as predicated
on either universal concepts or teleological notions of progress, stems from
a tendency to put humanity on a pedestal at the centre of existence.
Because things are considered primarily in the way they are represented
to us, almost everything is objectified: “But metaphysics recognizes the
clearing of Being either solely as the view of what is present in ‘outward
appearance’ or critically as what is seen as a result of categorical represen-
tation on the part of subjectivity” (LH 235). For Heidegger, this has
dangerous consequences for the way that we interact with our world. One
example he cites is the rampant materialism endemic to contemporary
Western societies. Materialism does not mark an obsession with matter
but rather represents the attempt to crush the material by turning every-
thing into the product of our will. It is associated with the feverish pursuit
of goods which has very little to do with the sensual enjoyment of them.
Our frenetic striving eventuates from a desire to harness everything for
our purposes and turn it into a product of our making: “The essence of
materialism does not consist in the assertion that everything is simply
matter but rather in a metaphysical determination according to which
every being appears as the material of labour” (LH 243).

In an attempt to provide a cure for the modern malaise stemming
from an overinflated subjectivity, Heidegger suggests that the subject
must begin a cautious retreat in order to save itself from the perils of its
own overextension. This entails developing a new understanding towards
things which we characteristically herald as human achievements. For
example, humans are accredited with the development of language which
allegedly is a testament to the power of the reasoning subject. It allows
us to categorize things and navigate our way in an otherwise dizzying
world. However, Heidegger maintains that such an understanding of
language is one-sided. He insists that language be seen as the house of
Being or the medium through which Being reveals itself to us. Human
beings can speak only because they are spoken to. Therefore, Heidegger
implies that language should be hailed as one mode of responsiveness to
Being, through which an opening for its emergence is created. As a vehicle
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for establishing connection, it at least partly depends on that which it is
connecting to, namely Being. In short, we must be prepared to recognize
the divine in language:

Language is the house of Being. In its home man dwells. Those who
think and those who create with words are the guardians of this home.
Their guardianship accomplishes the manifestation of Being insofar as
they bring the manifestation to language and maintain it in language
through their speech. (LH 217)

Heidegger therefore deprives the subject of its exalted position and begins
to focus more on humanity’s role as the “shepherd of Being” (LH 234).
We do not just speak for ourselves, but also with and through Being.

In the interests of a more humane treatment of both others and the
natural world, Heidegger argues against Sartrian humanism, insisting
that it is merely part of the metaphysical project to achieve human domin-
ion over the earth. In fact, Sartre’s philosophy itself provides evidence of
a metaphysics which has destroyed itself, for he rejects all notions of
cosmic significance, and as a radical atheist, thrusts human beings fully
back onto themselves. The foundation of his existentialism is that human
beings have nothing to rely upon. For the later Heidegger, this dominance
on the part of the subject is essentially what metaphysics has always been
about:

... The essential worth of man does not consist in his being the sub-
stance of beings, as the “Subject” among them, so that as the tyrant of
Being he may deign to release the beingness of beings into an all too
loudly bruited “objectivity.” (LH 234)

In Heidegger’s view, to lead authentic lives we must stand “into the open-
ness of Being” (LH 252). We can fashion a distinctive world for ourselves
only because Being provides a space for us to emerge. Sartre conceives of
a world in which human beings are the sole actors, whereas Heidegger
insists upon the reciprocal interaction not only between beings but also
between beings and Being. Sartre’s radicalized isolation and freedom
easily culminate in the kind of tyrannical behaviour that Camus describes
in his play Caligula. For example, Sartre insists that by choosing himself,
man is “thereby at the same time a legislator for the whole of mankind.”
This is precisely the kind of attitude Heidegger fears since it refuses to
acknowledge our debts to something larger than ourselves. In order to
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treat each other humanely, we must realize that we are not complete in
ourselves, and that the self always emerges out of its relatedness. We are
called by Being, and are the only beings that are privy to its voice:

Such standing in the clearing of Being I call the ek-sistence of man.
This way of Being is proper only to man . .. Ek-sistence can be said
only of the essence of man, that is, only of the human way “to be.” For
as far as our experience shows, only man is admitted to the destiny of
ek-sistence. (LH 228)

Heidegger objects to the language of the rational animal which is first
used by Aristotle in De Anima to distinguish human beings from other
forms of life: “Metaphysics thinks of man on the basis of animalitas and
does not think in the direction of his humanitas” (LH 227). Such an
approach is too functional and does not pay close enough attention to the
fact that human beings are “claimed by Being” (LH 227). If we are seen
simply as animals with reason added in the Aristotelian sense, then we
are distinguished predominantly by our capacity to categorize and observe,
and not by the relationship we have to Being. What makes us human in
Heidegger’s view is the fact that we are always more than we are because
as ecstatic beings we stand out into the “clearing of Being” (LH 227). By
recognizing this, the “essence of man preserves the source that determines
him” (LH 227). Heidegger reminds us that our humanity derives from
the position of being suspended between the earthly and the divine as
receivers of the messages of Being. We must learn to once again experience
the awe in the face of something greater than ourselves for without doing
so we become increasingly inhuman. This is why Heidegger insists in the
famous Spiegel interview that “only a god can save us.” He considers his
antihumanism to be more humane because it advocates a kind of humility
in the face of Being which allows us to respect others: “But this opposition
does not mean that such thinking aligns itself against the humane and
advocates the inhuman, that it promotes the inhumane and deprecates
the dignity of Man ...” (LH 234). While Aristotle’s definition of what
is human focuses on what distinguishes and separates human beings from
all other forms of life, Heidegger’s antihumanism focuses on what con-
nects us. Indeed, one could argue that Heidegger is taking some steps in
the direction of overcoming the ego-self that had been the bulwark of
much of Western thought and culture.

Heidegger’s repudiation of humanism does not imply that he rejects
authentic uniqueness, but rather demands that we must receive from
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Being in order to express our particularity. The self becomes itself through
what it is not. He powerfully underscores this point by paying tribute to
a poem by Holderlin which celebrates German nationhood. Heidegger
maintains that Hélderlin cannot be accused of chauvinism but rather
portrays a kind of nationalism that is compatible with an openness to and
respect for other nations. Hélderlin pays tribute to the German nation as
a particular home in which the nearness and openness of Being are
expressed. The nation is recognized as one distinct place among many
other equally distinct places. Each nation comes to its own by revealing
certain faces of Being and at the same time is connected to all other
nations through Being. Because Hélderlin acknowledges that particular-
ity depends on the openness of Being, he is able to salute the German
nation as his home without having to belittle other nations in order to do
so. In fact, Heidegger claims that Hélderlin’s concept of nationalism
exemplifies a greater respect for the particularity of other nations than
what he considers to be a more vacuous cosmopolitanism or international-
ism. By acknowledging that our particularity is indebted to Being, in
which all beings share, differences are respected rather than becoming
the justification for exclusion and tolerance. If we see particularity as
emerging out of the space Being has provided, then we become more
respectful of alterity and otherness:

... when Hélderlin composes ‘Homecoming’ he is concerned that his
‘countrymen’ find their essence. He does not at all seek that essence in
an egoism of his nation. He sees it rather in the context of a belonging-
ness to the destiny of the West. But even the West is not thought
regionally as the Occident in contrast to the Orient, nor merely as
Europe, but rather world-historically out of nearness to the source. . . .
‘German’ is not spoken to the world so that the world might be
reformed through the German essence; rather, it is spoken to the
Germans so that from a fateful belongingness to the nations they might
become world-historical along with them. The homeland of this his-

torical dwelling is nearness to Being. (LH 241-42)

Heidegger’s philosophy suggests that authenticity does not stem
from any misguided notions of human beings as completely self-made
creatures. Instead, he argues that Being manifests itself through the
particular. Each of us, through our authenticity, both individually and
collectively provide an opening for one aspect of it to emerge. Being is
both one and manifold. Multiplicity does not undermine Being but is an
essential part of its dynamic. Here, Heidegger exhibits an understanding
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that is very close to that of the Daoist notion of De which celebrates
the oneness in connectedness achieved through multiplicity. Heidegger
emphasizes that the authentic self is the vehicle for the constant reappear-
ance of Being. In so doing, he establishes a powerful link between the
self’s particularity and its togetherness.

WEATHERING THE STORM: THE AUTHENTIC
SELF AND NIETZSCHE

There is a great similarity between Heidegger’s early philosophy and that
of Nietzsche in terms of the subject’s need to differentiate itself and
occupy a place of its own. Nevertheless, Heidegger in his later writings is
very critical of Nietzsche, who he claims is the last metaphysician due to
his attempt to redeem a Cartesian subject that is already in its death
throes. Heidegger recognizes that Nietzsche begins to contest the priority
of the subject while at the same time is reluctant to relinquish it. Since
Nietzsche presages a philosophical future where the subject is no longer
the primary focus of philosophical inquiry, he is a transitional figure, for
he recognizes the flux in which the subject is embroiled and tries to make
this very flux the essence of subjectivity itself. He thus carries us “from
the preparatory phase of the modern age. ... to the beginning of its
consummation” (N 3: 6). Heidegger points to the notions of the will to
power and the eternal recurrence (which constitute the most radical
critique of the notion of subjectivity hitherto proposed by a Western
philosopher), yet at the same time, expresses Nietzsche’s need to revive
the subject on the very basis of ideas that herald its collapse. For example,
Heidegger insists that Nietzsche’s efforts to battle the resentment against
a past that is not of our own making by turning every “it was” into “thus
I willed it,” constitute a final attempt to stamp the world of flux with the
character of permanence (N2: 201-2) as well as to engrave into the world
the insignia of the subject. However, this passage can be interpreted in
numerous ways. On the one hand, it turns everything into the product
of the individual will. On the other hand, it may point to the need to
relinquish control over the events in one’s life and accept that one cannot
entirely fashion oneself.

Although Heidegger’s characterization of Nietzsche may be some-
what exaggerated, it elucidates the stranglehold the notion of subjectivity
has on even one of the most vociferous critics of Western thought.
Nietzsche is the last metaphysician because he recognizes the fragility of
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the self, but even so, he cannot entirely resist the temptation to maintain
a semblance of control over those experiences which threaten the self’s
autonomy. The will is generally viewed as the quintessential expression of
subjective autonomy. Often the will impels us to act against our desires.”
Only a self, which is not one, must assert its autonomy in this way. On
the one hand, Nietzsche’s idea of the will poses a formidable challenge to
these assumptions. First of all, the roots of the Nietzschean will are not
in the mind, as in Kant, but rather in the body. Nevertheless, the body
he describes has many qualities that we associate with the mind:

The will to power interprets (it is a question of interpretation when an
organ is constructed): it defines limits, determines degrees, variation of
power. . .. Equal in that—In fact, interpretation is itself a means of
becoming master of something. (The organic process constantly pre-
supposes interpretations.) (WP 643)

Nietzsche recognizes that the need for mastery manifests an attempt to
rein in the limitless so that we, as finite beings, can cope with it. The will
is the weapon employed by a being that feels it is under siege, and for
Nietzsche no finite being can rid itself of this perception. In Nietzsche’s
view, every organism must individuate itself in order to survive. There-
fore, what we commonly call the will represents the efforts of a finite
being to protect its “boundaries” against “external” incursions.

Yet, at the same time, the will is also the force that collapses these
boundaries. Like the Dao, It refers to something ineffable that flows
through all beings, something we are merely in the midst of: “The will
to power not a being, not a becoming, but a pathos: the most elemental
fact from which a becoming and effecting first emerge” (WP 635). This
implies that the will does 7oz originate within the self and therefore marks
a considerable departure from many of the presuppositions that have
guided Western philosophy. Nietzsche complains that the inability to
understand, or even adequately express his notion of the will, derives from
the grammatical structure of European languages, which insist that every
will must have a subject behind it. The impulse to grow permeates all
living creatures and the act of willing is part of this dynamic. However,
Nietzsche also highlights the combative aspect of growth that impels each
being to crush other beings in order to extend its frontiers. Therefore, the
fact that we share in a process of growth is no guarantee of harmony:
“The will to power can manifest itself only against resistances; therefore
it seeks that which resists it . . . Appropriation and assimilation are above
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all a desire to overwhelm” (WP 656). By underlining the conflictual
nature of willing in this way, Nietzsche implies that even our desire to
define ourselves against others is not a purely individual phenomenon.
The will represents both the process of retreating behind certain clearly
defined boundaries and the constant collapsing of these boundaries.” The
will is an expression of the divided nature of our being which as ego-self
needs to maintain a separate identity, and as part of a life process needs
to collapse that identity.

By using the terms associated with subjectivity to describe the non-
human world, Nietzsche manifests both his willingness to challenge tra-
ditional notions of individual autonomy as well as the difficulty he has
in doing so. According to Heidegger, this marks the last, desperate
attempt, on the part of Nietzsche, to make the world amenable to our
comprehension. However, Heidegger refuses to recognize that by super-
imposing, onto the world of nature, the attributes of the subject, the
subjectivity of the subject is cast into question. By being the last meta-
physicians, Nietzsche goes beyond metaphysics.

As an important transitional figure, Nietzsche’s thought anticipates
Heidegger’s in many ways, and therefore Heidegger must acknowledge
his debt to him. Nietzsche, like Heidegger, spurns a philosophy predicated
on objectification which distances the observer from the world of which
he is a part. An authentic existence demands constant reinterpretation of
the world. Nietzsche is one of the first to cast doubt on the sacredness of
truth, and indeed acknowledges that it may be used by the subject to
artificially assert its dominion over the world: ““This is 7y way; where is
yours?’ thus I answered those who asked me ‘the way.” For #he way—that
does not exist” (Z III 11). For Nietzsche, truth is always fashioned by
someone and for some purpose and cannot so readily be distinguished
from illusion as the self-righteous philosophers of reason had supposed.
He rejects all attempts to gloss over the multifaceted nature of truth. It
does not allow us to lift the robes that bedeck the universe to reveal a
genuine core, rather, it simplifies things so we can more easily choose a
path to follow. It necessarily opens some paths and blocks other avenues;
otherwise we would be drifting rudderless in a confusing ocean of possi-
bilities. Nietzsche’s insistence that we take a sledgehammer to ossified
truths has often been interpreted as a signal of his profound disrespect
for the rational in favour of the chaotic and primordial forces of life.
However, this does not amount to an unabashed irrationalism on his part,
because for Nietzsche, the collapse of time-honoured traditions is neces-
sary for the revitalization of truths, and guards against the assumption
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that the limited concepts we construct can be mistaken for the whole
reality. Life is a constant journey for Nietzsche, and we should not become
so enthralled with our maps that we refuse to leave home. We cannot
help but interpret the world from some perspective but we must recognize
the fluidity of all perspectives that must be recast in response to our
interaction with other beings. In short, Nietzsche demands that we have
a more humble appreciation of the value of truth. Truths must be porous
rather than impenetrable. It is only possible to create if we refuse to per-
manently cower in the shadows of truth and venture into unexplored areas
that not only threaten truths, but make their development possible.

For Nietzsche, the question of authenticity is related to the question
of truth, for the authentic self is willing to incessantly reinterpret both
himself or herself and his or her surroundings. The inauthenticity that
Nietzsche finds so crippling represents an attempt to rest secure in the
bed of truths we have constructed rather than recognizing that they are
merely signposts. We begin to dwell in the concept and in so doing we
disembowel it because it becomes a way of cocooning us from life rather
than allowing us to live it.

For Nietzsche, as for Heidegger social conformity is made possible
by a metaphysical posture that holds to the validity of permanent truths.
When everything becomes manageable, nothing is liveable. Philosophers,
in Nietzsche’s view, had become much too effective at the art of manage-
ment. Concepts which were radical inventions used to explore new hori-
zons soon mummify our existence, so that it can be easily contained:

There is their lack of historical sense, their hatred of even the idea
of becoming, their Egyptianism. They think they are doing a thing
honour when they dehistoricize it. . . . when they make a mummy of it.
All that philosophers have handled for millennia has been conceptual
mummies; nothing actual has escaped from their hands alive. They
kill, they stuff, when they worship, these conceptual idolaters—they
become a moral danger to everything when they worship.” (TTIII 1)

In Nietzsche’s mind, there is a marked difference between using truths
to make the journey possible and truths that paralyze us in an attempt
to stop movement altogether.

The utilitarian ethic that accompanies burgeoning technological and
bureaucratic imperatives does not contradict the drive for truth rather, it
is its most ruthless manifestation. Both Heidegger and Nietzsche would
reject the notion that meaning can derive from sameness. We repeat tasks
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without a sense of either their connection to our past or the possibilities
they may harbour (or foreclose) for the future. Like Heidegger, Nietzsche
wants to differentiate between meaning and order. When we simply
imitate those around us, our lives are ordered but not meaningful because
we have failed to either connect or define ourselves in relation to our
surroundings.

According to Nietzsche, the best way to participate in the dynamic
flux he considers to be the essence of life, is to engage in constant acts of
self-overcoming. This task brings to light both the humble and arrogant
aspects of human nature. On the one hand, it is a celebration of human
subjectivity. On the other, it serves as a reminder that nothing we create
is permanent and will be both ravaged and shaped by the dizzying
plethora of forces around us. It constitutes an admission that who we
become is never within our control. Self-overcoming also necessitates the
overcoming of the self.

THE “SeLr-LEss” HERD

According to Nietzsche, the lifelessness of the modern era is exacerbated
by Judeo-Christian thinking and its excessive otherworldliness. Through
an ingenious ploy, priests had managed to ensure the preponderance of
the herd by making suffering a form of atonement for sins. The sheer
physicality and brutality of the power that sustained more powerful
masters was undermined, because the completely inaccessible and ethereal
figure of God was endowed with absolute power. All people, regardless
of rank, were slaves. Those who are weakest and suffered most achieved
the greatest atonement for their sins. Humility became a virtue as the
burden of debt, weighing upon human souls, became so heavy they could
never release themselves from it. Human sensuality and love for the earth
are all reasons for guilt in the face of a spirituality which is remarkably
ungrounded:

. . . the earth was the distinctively ascetic planet, a nook of disgruntled,
arrogant and offensive creatures filled with a profound disgust at them-
selves, at the earth, at all life, who inflict as much pain on themselves
as they can. The ascetic treats life as a wrong road on which one must
finally walk back to the point where it begins, or as a mistake that is

put right by deed. (GM III 11)
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Conformity became a substitute for belonging in a world where each was
alone in his guilt before god. The resentment against sensuality, life, and
the earth would also eventuate in the devotion to mechanical activity. An
ascetic morality inflicted such pain and set such impossible demands on
a body that was ineluctably drawn towards the pulse of life that alleviation
could only come through a kind of mindless absorption in repetitive tasks.
Mechanization and constant activity become the antidote to the over-
whelming guilt that Christianity instilled: . . . activity, and nothing but
activity, enters consciousness, and there is consequently little room left in
it for suffering” (GM III 18).

Nietzsche attributes the birth of mass culture, not to the development
of forces of production, but rather to the platonic ideals of Christianity
itself. Like Heidegger, Nietzsche affirms that the desert of the herd (or
das Man) is an asocial one wherein human beings refuse to leave openings
for others because this would leave them vulnerable. Eventually the suf-
fering, which had made God necessary in the first place, is eradicated.
Christian spiritualism in Nietzsche’s view had bred universal self-
contempt which survived even the death of God, and to shelter themselves
against it, human beings had to escape into mindless rituals. Even after
the last men in Thus Spoke Zarathustra have lost their faith in God, they
are content to worship a braying ass because what matters to them is not
the existence of God itself, but the sense of comforting numbness that
the act of worship itself can induce. It is a worship that is based not on
awe but on mimicry: “I may not believe in God, perhaps: but it is certain
that God seems to me most worthy belief in this form” (Z IV 18).

Atheism is not only a revolt against Christianity; it is born out of it.
Christianity is responsible for its own demise. For Nietzsche, the ass-
worship is symptomatic of the democratic age in which people kow-tow
to the lowest common denominator. According to Nietzsche, this may
masquerade as humility but in fact manifests a kind of arrogance because
human beings want to ensure that nothing can overcome them. Thus,
Nietzsche predicts that the legacy of Christianity will far outlive the belief
in the Christian god. Human beings who simply mimic each other no
longer have a need for God to make their behaviour predictable.

REVIVING THE SELF

If Heidegger suggests that a return to the authentic self demands a culti-
vation of not only our sense of belonging but also our homelessness,
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Nietzsche asserts that authenticity demands a recognition of the divided
nature of our being. Perhaps the most vivid illustration of this dynamic
is found in the Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche describes the interaction
of Apollonian and Dionysian forces. The individuating effects of Apollo
and their collapse into the wild Dionysian frenzy attune the self to bozh
its limits and to its limitlessness. Through the Dionysian, Nietzsche
celebrates the porous self that surrenders itself completely to the currents
of life: “In the first place, as Dionysian artist, he has identified himself
with the primal unity, its pain and contradiction. . . . Assuming that it
has been correctly termed a repetition and a recast of the world we may
say that he produces the copy of this primal unity as music. . . . The artist
has already surrendered his subjectivity in the Dionysian process” (B Tr
5). There can be no self-creation without also allowing oneself to be
created. Through the Dionysian, we become indifferent towards our
particular lives in order to experience oneness with the larger process of
life that we are a part of. Nevertheless, the surrender to Dionysian forces
is frightening, for we quickly discover that it can threaten the carefully
crafted house of the self and the conceptions which hold it in place. The
Dionysian appears so dramatic and unrestrained to us because the forces
of individuation in our social order are so strong. In Nietzsche’s view,
authenticity requires not only self-consciousness but also self-erasure. We
must forget “how to walk and speak” so that we can be on our way
“toward flying into the air, dancing” (BTr 1). Indeed Nietzsche maintains
that “the Dionysian state with its annihilation of the ordinary bounds
and limits of existence contains, while it lasts, a lethargic element in which
all personal experiences of the past become immersed. This chasm of
oblivion separates the world of everyday reality and of Dionysian reality”
(BTr 7).

However, the Dionysian facilitates a self-awakening in addition to
self-forgetting. It allows for an explosion of sensual stimuli, which allow
the individual to become cognizant of the lived body that is often repressed
in a culture which favours the Apollonian. Furthermore, the “loss” of the
individuated self is also a precondition for its reappropriation. Dionysus
and Apollo are not polar opposites, but they complement each other.
Through the Dionysian, a world that has been segmented by language,
concept, and form becomes fluid so that the shapes of things become
increasingly nebulous, and the oneness of the world is experienced. The
individual “is no longer and artist, he has become a work of art: in these
paroxysms of intoxication the artistic power of all nature reveals itself to
the highest gratification of the primordial unity” (BTr 1). Yet, the bound-
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aries that have been collapsed must be re-established, and Apollo enters
to rescue the self from the brink of oblivion. As god of individuation and
form, he represents the impulse to give form to the shapeless. Both Apollo
and Dionysus are illusions because Dionysus is the god of intoxication
and Apollo is the god of the dream world. This does not suggest they are
unreal, but rather that neither is complete in its own right: “These two
different tendencies run parallel to each other, for the most part openly
at variance, and they continually incite each other to new and more
powerful births” (BTr 1). The authentic self constantly oscillates between
them. It must define itself against the surrounding world while at the
same time lose itself in it. Nietzsche suggests that the self is itself in its
separateness from the world, and also in its togetherness. The Dionysian
and Apollonian are reminders of these two aspects of selfhood.

What is noticeably absent from Nietzsche’s account of authenticity is
the intersubjective component of existence. Authenticity in Nietzsche
demands that the individual face the forces of nature and existence alone,
even if this encounter takes place through the medium of culture. In the
Birth of Tragedy, there is little reference to the community, except as part
of the artistic experience of the tragic play. For Nietzsche, the community
is most often an obstacle the authentic individual must confront, but it
is not in itself a forum for the experience of authenticity.

Because Nietzsche, like Heidegger, tends to equate the community
with the herd, it is nature that acts as the redeemer of human beings. In
order to regain his love for life, Nietzsche’s hero, Zarathustra must leave
the town of the pied-cow to revel in nature. The vistas provided by the
mountain, and the ode to the sun that illuminates everything, expose the
community as merely a small speck on an endless landscape. The expan-
sive horizons provided by nature suggest, to individuals, the endless
opportunities for self-overcoming. If Heidegger pays tribute to the open-
ness of Being, Nietzsche celebrates the openness of nature. Both Being
and nature provide a stark contrast to a community whose horizons have
become all too well-defined. Nietzsche greets nature not as a mechanical
order, but as a source of wonder that is similar to the awe Heidegger
reserves for Being. In Nietzsche, nature is spiritualized.

Such awe provides essential sustenance for the authentic individual
Nietzsche refers to as the Ubermensch. In order to overcome oneself, one
must not only be willing to distance oneself from one’s origins, but also
recognize something to go toward. The Ubermensch emerges during the
crisis that ensues from the death of God. He is a paradoxical figure. The
term “iiber” suggests that the authentic hero is always in process, for it
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means not only “above” but also a “going—across.” The tightrope walker
exhibits many characteristics of the “overman” for he is in the process of
crossing a rope suspended between two points: “man is a rope, fastened
between animal and superman, a rope over an abyss” (Z P 1). It is signifi-
cant that he never makes it to his destination but is admired by Zarathus-
tra for his efforts. This suggests that the Ubermensch need not necessarily
be superhuman. There is a strong connection between Heidegger’s depic-
tion of the authentic self as a creature of Ausstand and Nietzsche’s notion
of the Ubermensch. The Ubermensch is forever going beyond what he
already is, not only because he deliberately tries to transcend limits, but
also because he allows himself to be overcome by outside forces. Because
he is constantly self-overcoming, he is a figure that will never congeal into
a definite shape. He is always in the making. He is both self and
non-self.

While Nietzsche’s Ubermensch is sometimes touted as a revolutionary
or reformer that helps to eradicate defunct values, he also reflects a posture
towards life that is accepting of a finite role in a much larger universe.
His hubris is matched by his humility. Thus, it is highly significant that
Nietzsche uses the image of the child to describe the Ubermensch. The
child for Nietzsche symbolizes unformed potential, and thus does not
come into the world with preconceived notions of right and wrong.
Therefore, to return to the openness of childhood is an exceedingly dif-
ficult task. The “Three Metamorphoses of Spirit” reveals the difficulties
encountered on the road to this relived childhood. The first stage is that
of the camel, the beast of burden who represses his desires in order to be
an obedient servant: “What is the heaviest thing, you heroes? So asks
the weight-bearing spirit, that I may take it upon me and rejoice in my
strength. Is it not this: to debase yourself in order to injure your pride”
(Z 11). He acts in accordance with the cultural norms that weigh upon
him, and he is willing to sacrifice himself for them. He is aware his
boundaries are a site of domination. Yet, because he has to overcome
himself in the act of obedience, he soon turns this obedience to rebellion,
becoming aware of his own sovereignty and insisting on shaping his own
future. He is transformed into the lion when he jettisons the load in order
to become master of the desert: “but in the loneliest desert the second
metamorphosis occurs: the spirit here becomes a lion, it wants to capture
freedom and be lord in its own desert” (Z I 1). The lion refuses to allow
anyone to transgress his boundaries. Neither the lion nor the camel is
willing to engage in reciprocal relations with other. Once the lion has
destroyed everything, there is nothing against which he can direct his
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rage and he is free to create new values (Z I 1). The child, on the other
hand is a symbol for spontaneity and reciprocity. She relishes the moment,
without bearing the burdens of either the future or the past upon her
soul. She has no preconceptions of who she is, and thus can respond to
her environment. She plays with what is given, creating something new
out of it. Her boundaries are much more porous than those of the lion
and the camel since she demonstrates her openness to new experiences
through her creative engagement with the world. Nevertheless the diffi-
culty of returning to childhood should not be underestimated. The child
does not have the burden of history weighing upon her soul.* This is why
becoming like a child is a superhuman task. It should not go unnoticed
that Nietzsche hints that the child is most itself because it is also a
non-self.

The authentic self faces a remarkable challenge, for it must be open
while staunchly defending its boundaries, thereby cultivating both Apol-
lonian and Dionysian tendencies. As a result it cannot stand still and is
denied many of the comforts of a permanent home. The kind of self-
overcoming that Nietzsche demands is much more radical than that of
Heidegger, for Heidegger does not advocate a life of perpetual wander-
ing. According to Heidegger, one must leave one’s home in order to
return to it in a new way, and one must not abandon it as completely as
Zarathustra does. At the same time, Nietzsche is not unaware of the
dangers in this position, for Zarathustra continually bemoans his isola-
tion and his lack of friends. Very few people are willing to spar with
Zarathustra in the way that he demands and lead the kind of unsettling
existence that he assumes to be authentic. And yet, at the same time,
Nietzsche cannot resist the need for disciples despite his claims to reject
companions who are merely followers. Furthermore, despite Nietzsche’s
recognition of the need for reciprocity he is still very much wedded to
the notion of self-creation as an individual enterprise. Others are impor-
tant as vehicles to one’s own self-overcoming and are not fully recognized
in their otherness. While Nietzsche insists that the cultivation of the self
demands the interaction between beings in a cosmos whose horizons are
limitless, one is still left with the impression that Zarathustra goes to
others only in order to be able to return to himself. He is preoccupied
above all with his own self-making. This focus on the self is what
prompts Heidegger to include him in his list of metaphysical thinkers
despite the considerable challenges that Nietzsche poses to the meta-
physical tradition.
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THE SAGE

Although Heidegger and Nietzsche are not radical individualists, the
value of autonomy is extolled in their thought. As I have already pointed
out, the ideal of authenticity in the West shuns a blind acceptance of
ethical norms and ideologies, encouraging the individual to engage in a
process of self-making. The Daoist concept of the sage is perhaps the
closest approximation in Chinese thought to the authentic self portrayed
by Heidegger and Nietzsche. Zhuangzi’s term zhenren (EN) is often
translated as genuineness or authenticity but one must be very careful not
to read too many Western preconceptions of the term into a Chinese
philosophical context. David Hall and Richard Ames point out that,
according to the Shuowen lexicon of the Chinese language, the term
zhenren which appears in the Zhuangzi and is often associated with
authenticity is classified under the radical 47, the original form of
hua (K), which means to transform. Thus, authenticity is linked to a
process of transformation.” From this perspective, it seems to have much
in common with the Ubermensch or with Dasein as a creature of
possibilities.

Both the Daoist sage and Zarathustra are wanderers. Indeed the
Zhuangzi begins with a chapter entitled “Wandering Where You Will”
and Zhuangzi points out that “the sage sees his role as that of a wanderer”
(Zh 5, 44). However, the catalyst to wandering is by no means identical
in these cases. Zarathustra’s travelling is often frenetic and propelled by
a sense of urgency stemming from the consciousness of his own finitude
as well as by the need to bring his message to a people who may be reluc-
tant to heed it. He has the sense of being at a crossroads which demands
a constant overcoming and rejuvenation of the present state. The Daoist
sage, on the other hand, travels with the flow of life, both participating
in and fostering its harmony by providing openings for others. He wanders
freely due to his propensity to let go of ego-attachments.

The events which impact the sage’s life are seen as part of the trans-
formation of things and he is not concerned with moulding his identity
into a distinct form. Because of this, the Daoist sage travels restfully while
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is beset with restlessness. Zarathustra confronts
resistance because part of his goal is to overturn existing mores and
prepare the horizon for new possibilities. He cannot entirely resist the
tendency to recreate the world in his image. While the Western authentic
hero is always in agony, exhorted to go where the going is difficult as part
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of his project of self-overcoming, the Daoist sage faces the no less difficult
task of becoming completely at ease in the midst of the flux that is life.
Chen Guying maintains that Zhuangzi’s attitude towards emotions is
antithetical to that of Nietzsche: “Zhuang Zi considered the emotional
constraints attendant upon human life—especially the feelings to trepida-
tion which we associate with life and death—to be an enormous restraint
on human beings.” He points out that while Zhuangzi dreams in a
carefree way of being transformed into a butterfly, Nietzsche has night-
mares of coffins bursting open while sinister laughter reverberates around
him.”

The authentic self of both Nietzsche and the early Heidegger is char-
acterized by striving whereas the sage in Zhuangzi is free from such
striving and revels in the carefree aimlessness of his journey. This enables
him to enjoy the movement of the Dao: “I shall ride the bird of ease and
emptiness and go beyond the compass of the world and wander in the
land of nowhere and the region of nothing” (Zh 7, 61). He is not goal
oriented as is Zarathustra and because he travels in the “land of nowhere”
he is open to all transformations that he encounters, merely using his
“physical body as a place to dwell” (Zh 5, 38) knowing that his ears and
eyes “convey fleeting images” (Zh 5, 38). He revels in these experiences
without becoming attached to any one of them. Because he sees his self
as part of the transformation of things rather than a whole that he must
tend to, he is unperturbed by experiences that might otherwise be con-
sidered traumatic: “He observes the unity and does not see that which is
lost. He considers the loss of his foot as being like a lump of earth thrown
away” (Zh 5, 39). The sage sees the unity in transformation and therefore
is not riveted to the particular form he assumes at any given moment:
“Having discerned his own self as irrelevant, he saw with true clarity”
(Zh 6, 52). The sage, attuned to the ultimate formlessness of the Dao can
accept a plethora of forms.

Similarly, the sage accepts that he, like everything else, will arise and
pass away. He does not struggle against his fate and there is no act that
resembles the proverbial biting off of the serpent’s head in Nietzsche
because the sage has no ego: “The perfect man has no self. The spiritual
has no merit; The holy man has no fame” (Zh 1, 3). The Chinese expres-
sion for “the perfect man has no self” is zhi ren wu ji ENHEC.® The
reflexive ji is often used when a more egotistical conception of the self is
being described while shen £ refers to a nonclinging self that acts as a
meeting point for others. By cultivating one’s shen one becomes the facili-
tator of such a coming-together rather than staunchly defending one’s
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own boundaries. In contrast, ji prevents an open engagement with the
world and refers to a sense of self marked by its separateness.

Nietzsche celebrates the delight that comes from loosening the
boundaries that divide one from the world as evidenced by the high
premium he puts on Dionysian intoxication. However, because there is a
stark opposition between self and other or self and non-self, wanderers
like Zarathustra always oscillate between a tenacious territorialism on the
one hand, and being swept up by the currents of life on the other. Zar-
athustra must occasionally let the self go in order to be able to sculpt the
self anew. In fact, Nietzsche’s preoccupation with a Dionysian frenzy
indicates how powerful the hold of individuation and separateness is. He
is not blind to the pain that an obsession with one’s frontiers can produce.
However, because the cultivation of the self is always the ultimate project,
his self-overcoming is always marked by territorialism. He cannot abandon
the desire to be complete unto himself, and this means that a con-
frontational encounter with the world will be an indelible feature of his
existence.

The sage does not actively struggle to become more than he already
is by engaging in conflict and struggle with the world but rather over-
comes himself by being open. His attitude is one of letting-be in which
he lets himself become himself without defending his frontiers since
his preoccupation is to foster harmonious relationships. While the sage
“leaves no trace,” hoping simply to become part of the rhythm of the
Dao, the authentic selves in both Heidegger and Nietzsche are encour-
aged to leave their distinctive mark on the world and to carve out a place
that they can mark as uniquely their own in order to impute meaning
to their lives. Although this does not necessitate an asocial posture, since
the intersubjective dimension of selfhood is often emphasized, there is
an assumption that the self will struggle against something to define
itself, whether this be the stultifying herd, the desires of the body or an
inescapable mortality. This contrasts sharply with the posture of Daoist
sages, who accept their condition with an almost eerie equanimity. For
example, the Zhuangzi relays the story of a cripple, who suddenly has a
willow tree shoot up out of his arm. When asked if this does not disturb
him he responds:

What should I dislike? Life exists through scrounging; if life comes
through scrounging, then life is like a dump. Death and birth are like
the morning and the night. You and I, Sir, observe the way of trans-
formation, and now I am being transformed. (Zh 18, 151)
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Zarathustra conveys a similar message to the hunchback, who is exhorted
to affirm his condition in spite of his disability. However, the difficulty
he has in practicing what he preaches is revealed when the hunchback
retorts “Why does Zarathustra speak to his pupils differently than to
himself?” (Z II 20) The hunchback recognizes that Zarathustra is per-
petually in flight from himself since he desires to jettison constraints, be
they self-imposed or twists of fate. Many of his experiences are seen as
obstacles to be overcome en route to infinity and are valuable insofar as
they are catalysts to overcoming. The sage, on the other hand has no self
in need of escaping because he does not try to become the infinite but
rather participates in it. Because he does not invest in a self, he can accept
different forms that he may assume at any given moment, provided they
do not lead to discord. He is self-content precisely because he is not self-
obsessed. Zarathustra wanders because he is not at home anywhere, while
the sage wanders because he is at home everywhere.

According to both Nietzsche and Heidegger, the finite self that is
confronted with an awareness of infinity will always experience pangs of
homelessness. On the one hand, it is wedded to its immediate environ-
ment while at the same time the expansiveness of the cosmos lures it away
from its accustomed place. Growing pains are produced out of this
tension. The authentic self in Western thought deliberately strives for the
impossible. Zarathustra speaks of his longing to marry eternity, while
Dasein tries to compose a whole out of the fragments of the self. Zhuangzi
and Laozi would argue that there is no point in attempting such impos-
sible tasks. Yet, in some ways, the challenges that the sage confronts are
no less daunting, for he must purge his soul of longing and transcend his
finitude by becoming completely comfortable with it. Zarathustra seeks
infinity in the future, as his indicated by his desire for children that never
arrive, while the sage finds infinity in the moment due to his recognition
that everything is connected to everything else. This is why the sage is
satisfied in the present while Zarathustra is not. No matter what activity
they are engaged in, those figures in the Zhuangzi who are attuned to the
Dao are joyful.

The sage is able to accept the finitude of all things. When asked why
he does not mourn his wife’s passing, Zhuangzi replies:

When she first died, I certainly mourned just like everyone else!
However, I then thought back to her birth and to the very roots of her
being, before she was born. Indeed, not just before she was born, but
before the time when her body was created. Not just before her body
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was created but before the very origin of her life’s breath. Out of all
this, thought the wonderful mystery of change she was given her life’s
breath. Her life’s breath wrought a transformation and she had a body.
Her body wrought a transformation and she was born. Now there is
yet another transformation and she is dead. She is like the four seasons
in the way that spring, summer, autumn and winter follow each other.

(Zh 18, 151)

Zhuangzi’s wife’s life’s breath is gi (58) which is at the same time the
primordial breath of the universe. Zhuangzi overcomes his mourning
because he eventually regards his wife’s life within the larger context of
the Dao which collapses the distinction between the finite and the infi-
nite. Whereas in Nietzsche, the finite must struggle against its own fini-
tude in order to try to grasp the infinite, in Zhuangzi the finite being is
born out of things that have always existed and returns in death to the
things that always will be. This is why the acceptance of finitude is not
a resignation to one’s fate but rather involves the recognition that one is
created out of a combination of movements and will be part of a further
transformation after one’s death. At the same time, the acceptance of
death is by no means easy, as Zhuangzi indicates through his initial suf-
fering at his wife’s death.

Laozi and Zhuangzi share with Heidegger and Nietzsche the notion
that the authentic individual must embrace the flux of life rather than
attempting to shield itself from it armed with rigid rituals or concepts.
Yet, the Nietzschean hero is constantly battling against a storm that
threatens to consume him, while the Daoist sage is an emblem of calm
who does not display any anguish at being buffeted about by the forces
of life:

The sages are quiescent, not because of any value in being quiescent,
they simply are still. Not even the multitude of beings can disturb
them, so they are calm. Water, when it is still, reflects back even your
eyebrows and beard. . . . If water stilled offers such clarity, imagine
what pure spirit offers! The sage’s heart is stilled! Heaven and Earth
are reflected in it, the mirror of all. Empty, still, calm, plain, quiet,
silent, non-active, this is the centredness of Heaven and Earth and of

the Tao and of Virtue. (Zh 13, 106)

Nietzsche’s subject must constantly struggle to affirm its own significance
in the face of an indifferent and overwhelming world, while the Daoist
sage accepts his limitations and thus is at ease in his wanderings. The
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European authentic hero is restless, the Daoist sage is in constant mo-
tion, but strolls restfully: “Through restlessness one loses mastery” (DD]
26). In fact, the movement of the sage is so graceful that it becomes
almost invisible, and is easily mistaken for stasis. Activity appears to be
inactivity:

Thus also is the Man of Calling

He dwells in effectiveness without action.
He practices teaching without talking.
All beings emerge

and he does not refuse himself to them.
He generates and yet possesses nothing.
He is effective and keeps nothing
When the work is done

he does not dwell with it.

And just because he does not dwell

he remains undeserted. (DD] 28)

This does not mean that the sage resigns himself to complacent inactivity.
The changes he effects are not the grandiose gestures of a Nietzschean
Ubermensch, because he does not simply enact his will, but rather harmo-
nizes his actions with others such that they slip by almost unnoticed. If
his actions were apparent to all, then he would have disrupted the harmony
of the Dao. The Ubermensch expects to encounter hostility and resistance,
while the sage acts to avoid such tension. Because his movement is adapted
to those around him, he does not dwell and therefore is never left unde-
serted. In contrast to the Nietzschean Ubermensch, the Daoist sage is not
concerned with seeing his imprint on the universe reflected back to him.
It is invisibility rather than visibility that he covets. In this way, the sage
hopes to avoid precisely the clash of wills advocated by Nietzsche. Those
who are influenced by the sage are not even to be aware of his impact for
he is to cultivate the multiplicity of the Dao rather than replicate the
Dao’s multiplicity within himself:

A good wanderer leaves no trace.

A good speaker has no need to refute.

A good arithmetician needs no abacus.

A good guard needs neither lock nor key—

And yet no-one can open what he guards (DDJ 27).
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The Daoist sage does not have recourse to an elaborate moral system.
This has often led to accusations that Daoist philosophy is immoral
because it lacks any objective ideals upon which notions of either rights
or responsibilities could be predicated. Instead, self-cultivation and trans-
formation are extolled, prompting both Western and Confucian com-
mentators to warn of a kind of moral abandon with potentially “truly
terrifying consequences.” However, as I have pointed out, self-cultivation
refers to the act of making the self coterminous with others and therefore
includes a moral perspective. Self and other are not seen as mutually
exclusive but rather as integrally connected.

Without a doubt, Daoist thinkers have ridiculed Confucian moral-
ity. A moral system in their view deviates from nature and is likely to
inject imbalance into the world because it relies upon force. Taboos
invite transgression; order invites disorder. According to Laozi, the need
for a moral system already points to social decay. When the natural
benevolence of human beings towards one another can no longer be
relied upon, morality is brought in as a temporary panacea. It represents
a superficial order that acts as a substitute for the genuine engagement
of beings with one another. Rules and laws act as a buffer between
individuals. The harmony of nature that should be echoed by human
beings is lost.

The cultivation of the physical body is essential to the Daoist moral
vision, since the body contains the primordial breath of the universe,
namely gi. There is no evidence of the spirit/body dichotomy that
Nietzsche argues bedevils Western culture. The body is the field which
connects human beings to nature as a whole. An attentiveness to nature
is the cornerstone of a Daoist ethics and is a source of meaning. However,
it is important to emphasize that the Daoist vision of nature is not the
world of excess and tumult that Nietzsche describes, but rather is a realm
of equilibrium where imbalances are eventually redressed: “Heaven and
Earth have great beauty but no words. The four seasons follow their
regular path but do not debate it. All forms of life have their own distinct
nature but do not discuss them” (Zh 22, 189). The vision of nature as a
kind of whirlwind in Nietzsche’s thought stems from a perspective that
puts the self at the centre.

The sage knows how to achieve order without having recourse to
morality or force because his attunement to nature teaches him how to
bring out the virtues of others. The sage rules by example rather than
force, and his calmness is to pervade the social order:
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The ruler whose government is calm and unobtrusive
his people are upright and honest.

The ruler whose government is sharp-witted and strict,
his people are underhanded and unreliable. (DDJ 58)

The ultimate objective of the sage is to minimize the necessity for willing:
“Therefore the Man of Calling governs thus: He empties their hearts and
fills their bellies. He weakens their will and strengthens their bones and
brings about that the people remain without knowledge and without
wishes. . . . He does the non-doing and thus everything falls into place”
(DDJ 3). The fact that the sage weakens the will of people might smack
of a brutal authoritarianism which forces people into a passive compli-
ance, but this is not the intent of this passage. From the Daoist perspec-
tive, the will represents a confrontational stance towards others in which
there is a struggle for domination. If the Daoist ruler seeks to reduce
willing, it is because he hopes to encourage people to find harmonious
means of relating to each other so that the particular virtues of each can
thrive. The self does not establish its particularity against the other, but
rather with the other. Of course, this kind of politics can only function
in small communities where relationships are personalized. Laozi’s hope
is that small states ruled by sages might win the protection of large state
since they do not incur resentment. Laozi is advocating a return to sim-
plicity that will make people less solicitous. Peace is to be achieved not
by attempting to satiate desires but by reducing them."

While Laozi’s sage rules by example from the top-down in such a
way as to make rule unnecessary, Zhuangzi’s zhenren often spurns the
political realm altogether. Again this should not simply be interpreted as
a blatant disregard for the political realm. Zhuangzi’s sage rejects a world
that thrives on glory and artificiality and chooses to effect social change
from the bottom up. The genuineness of the sage is contrasted with the
Confucian ruler who relies too heavily upon vacuous traditional rituals.
The sage is continuous with his environment refusing to be constrained
by moral rituals and conventions which interfere with his activity of har-
monizing. In one story, Laozi chastises Confucius for insisting upon a
confusing array of rituals:

So, Sir, walk with Virtue and travel with the Tao and you will reach the
perfect end. Why bother with all this benevolence and righteousness,
prancing along as if you were beating a drum and looking for a lost
child? Sir, you will just confuse people’s true nature! (Zh 13, 113)
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Zhuangzi was particularly critical of the Confucian virtues / (&), trans-
lated as ritual and ren (1Z) translated as benevolence. Li refers to a kind
of ritualized ceremonial behaviour which allegedly allowed the pattern of
cosmic order to be mirrored in society. It was concerned with harmony
and self-cultivation, but in the Daoist view had degenerated into a kind
of mindless mimicry that dictated behaviour such as the mourning at
funerals. Similarly, the virtue of benevolence (ren) established the codes
which regulated kinship behaviour such as the filial duty of sons to their
fathers. The problem inhered not in the ideals themselves, but in the fact
that they had become too ritualized and therefore undermined sincerity.
In one passage, Laozi berates Confucius for clinging to ossified traditions
that may not be relevant in different cultural and historical contexts: “So
it is with rituals and prescriptions—they change according to the age.
Now, take a monkey and dress it up to look like the Duke of Chou and
the poor monkey will struggle and bite until he has got rid of clothes”(Zh
14 122). Enforced practices can generate false feelings and an obsession
“with external things” (Zh 31 284): “So if you fake mourning and
weeping, then no matter how thoroughly you do this, it’s not real
grief . . . In mourning at times of death, you don’t get held up over the
precision of the rituals. .. So the sage models himself upon Heaven,
values truth, but does not kow-tow to convention” (Zh 31 284). The
zhenren does not spurn convention because he wishes to forge a path solely
for himself, but because it interferes with the adaptive flexibility that is
conducive to the process of harmonization between individuals.

Many of these critiques can be compared with Heidegger’s attacks on
humanism. Heeding nonhuman forces helps to cultivate the kind of
openness that is conducive to a humane interaction with others because
it impels us to take our selves less seriously. It is no coincidence that
Zhuangzi uses humour to cast doubt on the seriousness of our selves and
the grave import of tragic events such as death. When the expansiveness
of nature is taken into account, human beings are a mere drop in the
well. Heidegger criticizes humanism because it is based on the imposition
of human principles onto the world and therefore undermines the ability
of the self to receive from beyond. People begin to treat each other as
objects because their souls are closed off to each other. Laozi and Zhuangzi
would argue that obedience to Confucian rituals has similar repercussions
because it blocks the channels that connect people more directly. Even in
Nietzsche the vast horizons of nature allow Zarathustra to open his soul
to others and therefore make it possible for him to love even those higher
men who repeatedly frustrate him.
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Nevertheless, there are also important differences between the two
traditions. In the early Heidegger, Dasein retains its preeminent position
in the universe because it is the sole guardian of Being. Nietzsche is
slightly more ambivalent about humanity’s importance. He does not
suggest that human beings have a special role and in fact uses language
commonly attributed to human agency, such as the will, to describe
nonhuman forces. Nature is described as willing and interpreting.
Nietzsche both anthropomorphizes nature and naturalizes human beings.
Laozi is less ambivalent. Nature does not accord human beings a special
place in the cosmos, but rather is indifferent to humanity:

Heaven and Earth are not benevolent.

To them men are like straw dogs destined for sacrifice.

The man of calling is not benevolent.

To him men are like straw dogs destined for sacrifice. (DD]J 5)

As Richard Wilhelm points out, straw dogs were traditionally dressed in
festive garments in the preparation for sacrifice but were discarded after-
wards." Once their purpose was fulfilled, they were burned as firewood,
or trampled upon by passersby. Zhuangzi makes a similar point. Since
humans are not exempt from the cycle of life and death, they do not enjoy
a position of ontological privilege:

When talking of all life, we count them in tens of thousands, and
humanity is just one of them. People inhabit the Nine Provinces, but
humanity is just one portion of all the life that is sustained by grain,
wherever carriages or boats can go. In comparison to all the multi-
tudinous forms of life, isn’t humanity like just a single hair on a horse?

(Zh 17, 138)

Since the sage sees the world from the perspective of the Dao, he
neither elevates nor debases things: “Viewed from the perspective of the
Tao . . . things are neither elevated nor lowly. Viewed from the perspective
of things, each one considers itself as elevated and the rest as lowly” (Zh
17, 140). By refusing to bestow disproportionate importance upon any
particular thing, the sage affirms the dignity of all things:

Thus also is the man of Calling
he sets an example without cutting others down to size;
he is conscientious without being hurtful;
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he is genuine without being arbitrary;

he is bright without being blinding. (DD] 58)

Such indifference is not an ideal that Nietzsche extols. Like Laozi,
Nietzsche accepts the notion that the world is in constant flux and that
human beings are eventually engulfed by it. However, the self-overcoming
activity of the Ubermensch expresses both an acceptance of this condition
and a rebellion against it. Unlike the Daoist sage, he is not comfortable
with the idea of his own insignificance and finitude, and much emphasis
is placed on the radical innovations which help him to overturn stale
tables of values and revitalize ailing social orders. Zarathustra longs to
etch his own signature into the world. He does not slip into the commu-
nity quietly as does the sage but rather enters with much fanfare. The
world becomes a mirror, which projects his image back to him.

At the same time, Zarathustra also criticizes his own lust for recogni-
tion, imploring the Ubermensch to learn from the humility of the child
and accept that everything which comes must also pass away. This bears
some similarity to the Daoist ideas of self-forgetting. To the Western
reader the persistent references to self-forgetting and emptiness might
seem typical of a philosophy that values humility over pride, altruism over
egoism and deference over self-assertion. But such an analysis glosses over
the complexity of the Daoist sage. Like the Ubermensch, the zhenren is
exhorted to become like the child both in terms of its potential and its
malleability. The child represents a radical openness that is able to shield
itself against others precisely because it is not threatening:

Whosoever holds fast to Life’s completeness
is like a newborn infant:

Poisonous snakes do not bite it.

Scavenging animals do not lay hold of it.
Birds of prey do not hunt for it.

Its bones are weak, its sinews soft,

and yet it can grip firmly. (DDJ 55)

In a world that is constantly moving, only a being that is malleable can
grip firmly because it can alter its shape in order to accord with that which
it is grasping. The fact that the sage does not cling to himself, and has
mastered forgetting, is a source of strength that allows him to adjust his
behaviour according to the context he is situated in: “Now you know your
own inferiority, so it is now possible to discuss great principles with you”
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(Zh 17, 137). Through his indifference he provides an opening for

others:

The Man of Calling has no heart of his own.

He makes the people’s heart his own heart.

“To the good I am good;

to the non-good I am also good. . . .

The Man of Calling lives very quietly in the world.

People look for him and listen out for him with surprise,

and the Man of Calling accepts them all as his children. (DD]
49)

He achieves a metaphorical eternity because he is not riveted to his finite
boundaries and therefore embodies the endless potential represented by

the child:

If he is the gorge of the world
eternal Life does not leave him
and he becomes again as a child. (DD]J 28)

The zhenren mirrors the world in its immediacy, neither imposing a
grid of knowledge on it, nor interpreting the present in terms of ideals
for the future: “The perfect man (zhenren’s) heart is like a mirror. It does
not search after things. It does not look for things. It does not seek
knowledge, it just responds. As a result, he can handle everything and is
not harmed by anything” (Zh 7 64). Thus, the indeterminacy of the sage
is difficult to achieve because it demands an ability to respond to the
particularities of others. When events are mediated through rigid catego-
ries of knowledge or convention, the unique nature of particular phenom-
ena are both overlooked and suppressed. The act of mirroring does not
imply that one uncover the unchanging essence that underlies things, but
rather necessitates a sensitivity to its transitory particularity. Particularity,
however, is not purely intrinsic, because it emerges through interaction
with others. The action of the sage is accommodating and recognizes the
contiguous relationship between self and other. Thus, mirroring is not
simply imitation; it is an active search for the complementary relations
between beings rather than a will to overpower them. The Daoist sage
wants to “correlate his person with nature in such a way that his living
minimizes any coercive repercussions to integrate the various currents and
polarities internally and externally.”'?
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The calm equanimity of the sage would seem to portray a kind
of quiescent withdrawal, which simply allows the forces of nature to
parade across his being, responding with a chameleon like adaptation.
Yet, Zhuangzi makes it clear that such equanimity is both intuited
and learned, and he refuses to drive a wedge between these two forms
of knowledge. The sage’s art of knowing is, according to Graham,
an “unverbalizable knowing how” rather than “knowing that.”"> The
Zhuangzi abounds with portraits of cooks, carpenters, and fisherman
who do not analyse or reason from a priori principles, but are able to
respond to the situation as it presents itself. Cook Ding explains: “I see
the natural lines and my knife slides through the great hollows, follow
the great cavities, using that which is already there to my advantage” (Zh
3 23). Without repeated practice, he could not manuver his knife so
adroitly, nor would he be aware of the contours of the bones. This is not
a lack of self-awareness, but a self-awareness which includes a profound
awareness of the other, for his movement is always also a response. He
both acts and is acted upon, and no single source of agency can be iden-
tified. The sage does not impose his rhythms on nature, but finds ways
of coordinating different rhythms. He must therefore learn the art of
forgetting in order to ensure that he can respond to new situations as
they arise: “One who does not exist in self sees others as they really are.
His movement is like water, his calmness like a mirror, his response is
like that of an echo” (ZH 33 303). In short, the sage’s motion is almost
motionless because it minimizes friction. Conversely, for Nietzsche, the
creation of something new is impossible without destruction: “And let
everything that can break upon our truths—break! There is many a
house still to build” (Z II 12).

The sage does not strive for knowledge about that which cannot be
known, and instead celebrates the mystery and vastness of the cosmos.
“What people know is nothing to what they don’t know. The time since
they were born is nothing in comparison to the time before they were
born” (Zh 17, 139). At the same time, Zhuangzi is aware that human
beings require footholds in order to wander through the world. As long
as one realizes that footholds are only meant to facilitate one’s journey,
then one is not seduced by the trappings of knowledge:

The Six Classics are the tired footpaths of the first kings, not the actual
feet that trod those paths! Now, Sir, what you are going on about is
just these worn footpaths. But footpaths are created by the feet that
first walked them. They are not the feet themselves! (Zh 14, 126)



110 NierzscHE, HEIDEGGER, AND Daoist THOUGHT

The sage does not resist the gradual erosion of the footpaths, recognizing
that they are but small dots on an endless landscape. Paradoxically, by
accepting that he too is a tiny speck, he cultivates an openness that allows
his soul to share in the vastness of the cosmos.

GoiNng HoMmE

According to the writers examined in this study, authenticity refers to a
process whereby the self comes to terms with the dynamic pulse of life.
It is the flexibility and not the steadfastness of the self that is to be
celebrated. Furthermore, because the cosmos is a process whereby finite
beings interact with each other, finitude is something that must be
affirmed rather than simply bemoaned. In the writings of all philosophers
examined here, there is a powerful sense that the human being is a crea-
ture caught in between the finite and the infinite. While the Daoist sage
does not rebel against his mortality in the manner of Zarathustra, he
nevertheless wants to share in the vast openness of the Dao. He accepts
the boundaries of the self by transforming them into openings for other
beings and thus he aspires to achieve a kind of unity with the Dao. This
is a powerful suggestion that the self can only have a taste of eternity
through others. Even the Daoist sage wants to experience the limitless
and does not fully embrace his finitude.

Therefore, it is not entirely accurate to say that the sage accepts his
limitations while Dasein, and the Ubermensch do not. The difference lies
in the manner in which these writers suggest the connection between the
limited and the limitless be forged. In the case of both Nietzsche and
Heidegger, this necessitates struggle as the self tries to mould itself into
a whole even though it realizes it will always remain incomplete. There
is a sense that, in part, the self tries to achieve limitlessness not only for
itself but on its own. This isolation helps make the individual the distinct
being he is. At the same time, Nietzsche and Heidegger are weary of such
solitude, insisting that the whole is a process that is continuously arising
out of the interaction between beings. The self can become itself only
through others, and therefore must recognize its partness. The self is
always torn in two directions, namely, on the one hand to deny its part-
ness and sculpt itself into a whole, and on the other, to accept it and
acknowledge that eternity can be experienced only through interconnec-
tion. Nietzsche is unwilling to resolve this contradiction and refuses to
favour one of these positions over the other.
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The brush with eternity in Nietzsche, or with the voice of Being in
Heidegger, always leaves us longing for more. Consequently, our thirst
for infinity will never be quenched and as a result, suffering and torment
can never be fully extirpated from our lives. Human beings who straddle
the domains of the finite and infinite will always be ill at ease with any
position they occupy. As a result, they are condemned to a constant flurry
of activity. This unease is precisely what Daoist thinkers do not accept.
Therefore, the Daoist sage must embrace the in-between-ness of his posi-
tion by not clinging to the self. His motions appear effortless as he con-
tinually directs his focus to recreating harmony with the world around
him. He celebrates the contiguous relationship with others as the nature
of his being. By refusing to demarcate a realm for himself as his own, he
renders himself immune to Nietzschean torment. He mirrors the open-
ness of the Dao, and as a result, maintains a joyful posture towards life.

Reading Laozi and Zhuangzi can help to dispel the presumption
common to Western thinkers that the self must always define itself against
others. Interconnection does not constitute a threat to selfhood but rather
makes self-development possible. At the same time, Nietzsche demon-
strates that the enjoyment of a colourful variety of beings also necessitates
a sometimes painful attachment to one’s boundaries. If everyone were a
cosmopolitan wanderer, there would be nothing for the amorphous inter-
nationalist to marvel at. In a similar vein, if everyone were like the Daoist
sage, the world would not be as variegated. On the other hand, if no one
were like the Daoist sage, the world would be prone to even greater con-
flict. The sage’s opening allows the particularity of others to emerge, but
the status of his own particularity is less certain. His soul becomes a
conduit for achieving harmony between other beings. In order to accom-
plish this, he must become like the Dao in its formlessness and openness.
To ensure that the distinctness of others does not create too much tumult,
he must resist clinging to his own distinctness.

The sage, the Ubermensch, or Dasein both can and cannot be models
for everyone. Nietzsche’s subtitle to Thus Spoke Zarathustra which intro-
duces the work as a book for everyone and for no one is very telling in
this respect. Because the authentic individuals described bring to light
the radical in-between-ness that is common to all human beings, there is
a reflection of every human being in all of them. And yet, it is precisely
because we are finite, that constant self-overcoming or self-transformation
(no matter what form it takes), is not an easy act to follow. While we have
boundaries that act as openings, often they but act as points of closure.
Both the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi suggest that in the larger scheme
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of things, all imbalances will eventually be ironed out. However, this is
no solace to many human beings, who in the meantime must suffer the
fate of the straw dogs that are trampled upon. As Heidegger illustrates,
part of what it means to be human is that on can never treat one’s own
life with complete indifference. This suggests that there may be a role in
the cosmos for the kind of individuation that is the source of one’s
suffering.

Laozi and Zhuangzi’s sages remain serene in the knowledge that
balance will eventually be restored, even if it is not in their lifetime. The
conventional and conceptual rigidity of human beings can hamper our
attunement to the Dao, but it can never arrest its flow. The purpose of
the sage is to minimize situations in which the naturally harmonious Dao
is ignored. In contrast, Nietzsche’s philosophy suggests that in a world
where finite beings interact, there will always be discord. He throws into
question the notion that the cosmos forms a natural harmony by drawing
attention to both its harmonious and conflictual elements. Whereas Laozi
and Zhuangzi consider conflict to be unnatural, Nietzsche does not.
Departing from the Dao, neglecting the voice of Being, or failing to revel
in eternity may be inevitable parts of the cosmic journey. And yet, at the
same time, the exhilaration that is experienced by achieving a kind of
union with the Dao is only made possible through our departure. Only
by leaving our home can we learn to truly savour it. At the same time,
we could not go back to it if we had ever abandoned it completely.



Chapter 3

The Importance of Nothing'

The nihilistic undertones of late modern and contemporary philosophy
are reflective of a world in which metaphysical horizons are rapidly col-
lapsing. Nietzsche’s infamous proclamation, “God is dead,” marks the end
of a metaphysical era in which a single order underpins all of existence.
While Nietzsche is cognizant of the widespread despair that God’s death
might usher in, he inveighs against the notion that meaning depends on
certainty, and argues that participation in the dynamic movement of life
is more conducive to meaningful existence. He rebels against philosophies
that invoke a transcendent realm of permanence, to denigrate and devalue
the flux of life, arguing that this is the nihilistic act par excellence. In
Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche notes that the philosophers are infected
with a pervasive “weariness with life” (T1 I: 1).

The term, “nihilism” has negative connotations in the West, precisely
because of the grip metaphysical truths have on the Western psyche. Yet,
one should guard against simply equating nihilism with an awareness of
nothingness. Nihilism refers to a world stripped of its meaning. In this
guise, nihilism often reflects the metaphysical assumptions to which we
are still wedded, because it assumes that without a singular order, life is
meaningless as we are buffeted about in a chaotic realm of flux. Therefore,
nihilism is the symptom of beings who only reluctantly part with their
metaphysical guiding stars and are imbued with nostalgia in their absence.
While metaphysical truths themselves have been discredited, the assump-
tion remains that only permanent truths can bestow meaning upon our
lives. The disdain for change and flux is the residue that metaphysical
thought has left behind. In Nietzsche’s view, this kind of despondent
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nihilism is not an impetus to creative action but rather leaves us imitating
Zarathustra’s higher men, who would rather worship a braying ass than
nothing at all. The act of worship remains even if the ideals have been
dethroned. Order is pursued for its own sake, even if it is no longer
invested with metaphysical significance. The status quo is thoughtlessly
adhered to, because a superficial stability becomes the substitute for the
waning metaphysical horizon. Comfort takes the place of meaning as the
primary goal. This, according to Nietzsche marks the crippling aspect of
nihilism.

However, it is important to distinguish passive nihilism from what
Nietzsche terms active nihilism: “A. Nihilism as a sign of increased power
of the spirit: as aczive nihilism. B. Nihilism as decline and recession of the
power of the spirit: as passive nihilism” (WP 22). Nietzsche insists that a
loss of faith in universal orders can act as a tremendous catalyst to activity
and incite a kind of self-reflection that becomes active nihilism. Ground-
lessness can make human beings aware of their endless potential since the
destruction of absolute truths in Nietzsche’s mind could allow for the crea-
tive proliferation of many truths. This kind of active nihilism overcomes
what Nietzsche refers to as the more passive nihilism of the herd.

In his early writings, Heidegger adopts a similar view of nothingness
to that of Nietzsche, and makes anxiety a pillar of authentic experience.
Death, as the ultimate limit, brings us face to face with the ultimate
groundlessness of our existence, which not only elicits despair but also
can impel us to participate in a process of self-making. Furthermore,
death individualizes human beings, releasing them from the iron grip that
the assimilating masses have on Dasein. It is important to Heidegger that
the awareness of an impending death is something each individual con-
fronts on his or her own, for this serves as a reminder of the enormous
responsibility each individual has to shape his or her own life. Death
makes us aware of the potential that stretches before us, and we are
described as beings of the “outstanding” (Ausstand ). However, this should
not be equated with a kind of radical individualism, for Heidegger insists
that our consciousness as beings-towards-death makes us cognizant of our
participation in the whole that is Being.

However, it is important to recognize that nothingness and nihilism
can not always be equated. An examination of Daoist philosophy proves
to be very fruitful in this regard, for it illustrates that nothingness cannot
simply be reduced to a negation of what is or once was: an idea that the
Western mind often has difficulty coming to terms with. Attunement to
nothingness signifies openness to other beings, and therefore reminds us



The Importance of Nothing 115

of our fundamental interconnectivity in addition to being described as
cosmological point of origin. The Daoist sage wanders, not because he is
warding off a surrounding abyss, but because he tries to mimic the open-
ness of nothing,.

Conversely, Zarathustra’s striving is frenetic, because he must con-
stantly struggle against the encroaching abyss. Rather than associating
nothingness with meaninglessness, Daoist thinkers suggest that it imbues
the world with meaning because it is the space or opening that allows
things to connect to each other. As the “in-between” aspect of all things,
“nothing” is something to be celebrated for it brings particular beings
into harmonious accord. Being and nothingness are interdependent rather
than diametrically opposed, for things only come to be #hrough nothing,.
Thus, nothingness is also the balm that helps to heal the wounds of an
agonizing Nietzschean individuation. Nothingness is not simply an
absence for its presence is keenly felt.

The later Heidegger, profoundly influenced by the Daoist and Zen
Buddhist traditions, seems to speak of a more quiescent approach to
nothingness that emphasizes waiting and Gelassenheit (letting-be).> Many
analysts have interpreted this as part of an ever-escalating descent into
nihilism on Heidegger’s part. Such an interpretation is heavily influenced
by the Western presupposition that regards nothingness above all as lack.
Heidegger was adamant in deflecting such charges of nihilism. By refer-
ring to nothingness as the empty space that allows things to be and the
openness that allows things to show themselves, Heidegger increasingly
echoes Daoist suppositions. The later Heidegger celebrates nothingness
not out of reverence for the gaping void, but as the connective tissue
between things. Rather than casting a cloak of silence over all things,
nothingness is what gives beings their particular voice.

ABYSSES AND SPACES IN NIETZSCHE

Nietzsche’s writings abound with both odes to nihilism and vehement
condemnations of it. The ultimate act of nihilism, in Nietzsche’s view, is
the destruction of nihilistic approaches to life itself, which Nietzsche
believed were ushered in by metaphysical orders intended to prop up,
explain, and justify our existence. According to Nietzsche, the “absolute”
nature of “absolute” truths are inevitably thrown into question, and when
they are torn asunder, the entire edifice (which had been built around
them), also crumbles. Because metaphysical faith is the basis of meaning
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in our lives, its demise sends ripples of despair through the human soul.
Nietzsche refers to psychological despair that bedevils us when we feel
there is no longer a purpose in our lives (WP 12). His hero, Zarathustra,
encounters a prophet on his wanderings who laments the sorry state of
affairs in the shadow of God’s death: “ ‘It is all one, nothing is worthwhile,
the world is without meaning, knowledge chokes’” (Z IV 2). Nietzsche’s
challenge is to resuscitate meaning in life without having recourse to
“superterrestrial hopes.”

Nietzsche’s radical suggestion is that the erosion of permanent hori-
zons is not the beginning of nihilism, but rather that reigning immutable
truths whittle away the meaning in our existence by eviscerating and
heaping scorn on life. “Life” pales in comparison to the glorious realm of
truths, such as the Platonic forms, and it becomes the target of an increas-
ing contempt. Ironically, the revenge against life eventually deprives truth
of the nourishment it needs. This is why Nietzsche insists we should cel-
ebrate, rather than mourn, the demise of such truths. Paradoxically, once
we are taught to hold life itself in contempt, we become infected with an
emptiness that makes it impossible to love even the truths that we alleg-
edly hold so dear. Truth becomes debilitating rather than invigorating.

Nietzsche suggests that Socrates and Plato are “symptoms of decay”
(TT I:2), because they are the fathers of the universal reason, which has
since become the hallmark of Western thought:

If one needs to make a tyrant of reason, as Socrates did, then there must
exist no little danger of something else playing the tyrant. .. The
fanaticism with which the whole of Greek thought throws itself at
rationality betrays a state of emergency: one was in peril, one had only
one choice: either perish or—Dbe absurdly rational. (T1 I.9)

Reason becomes irrational once its tentacles begin to extend to all aspects
of life in the attempt to expunge all spontaneity, sensuality, and
movement.

For Nietzsche, it is but a short leap from Platonism to the attack
on sensuousness typical of Christian dogma. Nietzsche writes that the
world of Christianity is “purely fictional” because “neither its morality
nor religion has any point of contact with reality” (A 15). For Nietzsche,
Christianity propagated an essentially life-denying message that
revealed deep dissatisfaction with the natural world. The life-denying
message of the Christian God had initially instituted pain as desires
were repressed and the body was “racked with homesickness for the
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wild” (GM 11:16). Zarathustra heaps condemnation upon such an
existence:

I entreat you, my brothers, remain true to the earth, and do not believe
those who speak to you of superterrestrial hopes! They are poisoners,
whether they know it or not. They are despisers of life, atrophying and
self-poisoned men, of whom the earth is weary: so let them be gone.

(ZP3)

At this point, human beings had to learn to obey the commands that
were being imposed upon them; this was the Judeo-Christian tradition’s
most creative moment. Eventually, in Nietzsche’s view, Christianity
succeeded in reducing everything to the lowest common denominator,
ushering in a comfortable existence where action was reduced to a herd-
like mimicry, with individuals not daring to challenge themselves or each

other. God became increasingly unnecessary as the soul’s pain
diminished:

This dominating sense of displeasure is combatted, fi7sz, by means that
reduce the feeling of life in general to its lowest point. If possible, will
and desire are abolished altogether; all that produces affects and ‘blood’
is avoided. . . . the result, expressed in moral-psychological terms is
‘selflessness, ‘sanctification’; in physiological terms: hypnotisation—the
attempt to win for man an approximation to what in certain animals
is hibernation. . . . the minimum metabolism at which life will still
subsist without really entering consciousness. (GM I1I 17)

Thus, in Nietzsche’s view, the Judeo-Christian religion had estab-
lished a God who was bound to self-destruct because he was no longer
needed: “In this way Christianity as a dogma was destroyed by its own
morality; in the same way Christianity as morality must now perish, too:
we stand on the threshold of #his event” (GM 111 27). The rapid decline
of faith in God was a testament to Christianity’s success as well as its
failure. The poultice that religion had provided was effective in rendering
human beings so comatose that the panacea itself became unnecessary.
Eventually, neither the pain of Apollonian individuation, nor Dionysian
disindividuation, is experienced. Engaged in routine mimicry, the self’s
boundaries become irrelevant because we simply imitate others.
Zarathustra points out that “your love of your neighbour is your bad love
of yourselves” (Z 1:16). For Nietzsche, this constitutes a lived nothingness
that is dangerous precisely because it is so comfortable.
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Nietzsche points out that the kind of posture represented by
Christianity was dangerous because it led to negation without corre-
sponding affirmation. But he does not condemn the dynamic that gave
rise to it entirely and indeed suggests that it started out on a more con-
structive note. According to Nietzsche, the slaves, representing a weaker
life force, were forced into a confrontation with powerful and ebullient
masters that threatened to trample them. The master, overflowing in life,
conceived of “the basic concept of the ‘good’ in advance and spontane-
ously out of himself” (GM I:11) and many of the weaker beings were
crushed in the stampede of sheer strength. As a result, the first creative
activity of the slave was to say “no” to the masters. Negation and nihilism
marked the birth of morality and at the same time constituted an affirma-
tion of the slave: “While every noble morality develops from a triumphant
affirmation of itself, slave morality from the outset says No to what is
‘outside’, what is ‘different’, what is ‘not itself’ and this No is its creative
deed” (GM I:10). Negation is born out of the reaction against a threaten-
ing world and the act of rebellion marks the birth of self-identity. The
slave deludes himself and others into thinking that his inactivity is a
deliberate choice, while the masters” actions represent a weakness of will.
Subjectivity is born since the slave invents the “doer” who stands behind
the deed (GM 1:13). He turns his inability to act into a capability for
choosing action. By negating the world which threatens him, he estab-
lishes a distance from it and thereby affirms himself. By compelling the
master to accept the terms of the slave’s negation, and transmuting the
master’s physical strength into a moral weakness, the slave has managed
to turn the tables and usurp the master’s throne. Thus, nihilism can be
a powerful stimulant to creativity and in Nietzsche’s words gave birth to
the “sovereignty of the individual.”

Yet, according to Nietzsche, this same negation can turn into a crip-
pling nihilism that expunges all individuality. Negation, which began as
a means of changing the world, ended up demanding a complacent adher-
ence to the status quo, when the truth of the slaves became ossified as
dogma. For Nietzsche, morality demands a kind of solidarity between
slaves who protect each other in their weakness. Everything that is in the
process of decline or decadence is preserved. Christianity extols both love
for humanity and pity, which, in Nietzsche’s view, are merely the means
by which the weak maintain their grip on power: “Pity is the praxis of
nihilism . . . a major instrument of heightening of decadence—Pity talks
us into nothingness! Except that one does not say ‘nothingness™: one says
instead ‘the beyond, or God or Nirvana, redemption, bliss” (A 7).



The Importance of Nothing 119

Nietzsche implies that the slaves can only remain creative if they confront
the threat of the master. Once all have been reduced to the status of slaves,
action and creativity are no longer necessary. According to Nietzsche,
affirmation of life necessitates tension, and it cannot survive outside the
theatre of conflict and struggle.

According to Nietzsche, this kind of struggle ceased with the estab-
lishment of the Christian God who becomes a symbol of perfection.
Human beings are burdened with an ineradicable guilt and are held
responsible for their own suffering (GM 1I:22). Sensuality is held to be
the ultimate manifestation of sin, and human beings are implored to wage
a constant battle against it. With the Christian God, human beings create
something so powerful in its absoluteness that it renders them powerless.
Nietzsche mocks the ingeniousness of creatures who are able to will
themselves into not willing: “they would rather will nothingness than not
will at all.” The pain and humiliation spawned by the guilt before God
requires an antidote, which often takes the form of mindless, mechanical
activity: “It is beyond doubt that this regimen alleviates an existence of
suffering to a not inconsiderable degree: this fact is today called, some-
what dishonestly, ‘the blessings of work’” (GM 111:18).

However, there is more to Nietzsche’s condemnation of Christianity
than meets the eye, for the death of God also lays the groundwork for
spiritual rebirth. The symbol of the desert is very useful in helping to
bring to the surface some of the subtle nuances of Nietzsche’s texts that
are easily eclipsed by his forceful rhetoric. On the one hand, the desert is
the symbol for the contagious lifelessness that has been spread by the herd.
Yet, on the other hand, in many religious traditions, the desert is a place
of spiritual birth and this is a message that is not lost on Nietzsche. The
desert symbolizes not just the negation of life, but also presents a kind of
vast openness signifying unending potential. By invoking the symbol of
the desert, Nietzsche plays on this dual understanding of the term.

It is in the desert that the spirit undergoes its “three metamorphoses”
that allow it to emerge from its nihilistic despair. Nihilism provides the
conditions for its own overcoming.3 The beast of burden, namely the
camel, is the first desert animal (Z I:1). It takes all heavy loads upon itself
that the social order imposes and “hurries into the desert” where it cuts
itself off from the sensual aspects of life. And yet, such servility also
demands a mastery over the self, which gives it a taste for the exertion of
power over others. The camel’s “yes” to others, is a “no” to itself. Once it
becomes the lion, this order is inversed and the lion says “no” to others,
and “yes” to the self. There is no negation that is not also an affirmation.
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The lion wants to be the commanding “lord in his own desert.” The desire
for mastery is born in slavery. For Nietzsche, it comes as no surprise that
the oppressed often become the oppressors:

For an ascetic life is a self-contradiction: here rules a ressentiment
without equal, that of an insatiable instinct and power—will that wants
to become master not over something in life but over life itself, over its
most profound, powerful and basic condition. (GM III:11)

Nevertheless, the lives of both the obedient camel and the conquering
lion experience an intense loneliness because a sense of connectedness is
missing. Moreover, the lion destroys without being able to create: “To
create new values—even the lion is incapable of that—but to create itself
freedom for new creation—that the might of the lion can do” (Z I:1).

The intense loneliness and groundlessness of the desert also pro-
vides the impetus for the new beginning symbolized by the child. In the
child, the connection between “yes” and “no” is affirmed. The child is
able to fully affirm life, embracing its spontaneity. Its ability to forget
indicates that it is capable of reveling in the openness of existence because
it does not yet have an ego that it clings to. It is neither riveted to the
past nor worried about the future, and it is not yet burdened with pre-
conceptions about its own identity. The child plays with what he or she
is given, and in so doing makes something new out of it. This signifies a
move from an understanding of nothingness, as a life-denying force, to
a more emancipatory understanding of nothingness as openness: “The
child is innocence and forgetfulness, a new beginning, a sport, a self-
propelling wheel, a first motion, a sacred Yes” (Z I:1).

The parable of the three metamorphoses illustrates that nihilism must
be overcome through nothingness rather than against it. However, while
Nietzsche celebrates nothingness as opening, there is also a strong sense
in which it must be encountered as closure. In order to cast further light
on the multiple understandings of nothingness evident in Nietzsche’s
work, the parable of both the tightrope walker and the metaphor of the
eternal return is useful. In 7hus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche proclaims
that “man is a rope, fastened between animal and Superman—a rope over
an abyss” (Z P:4). The human being as “bridge and not a goal” (Z P:4)
is always in the making. The abyss symbolizes both the lack of grounding
and the perils associated with a creature always in transition. The solitary
tightrope walker is precariously balanced on a rope with the gaping abyss
all around him and therefore the uneasy position we occupy suspended
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above nothingness is brought to light through his predicament. He experi-
ences this nothingness as his own, for a falsely placed step will send him
plummeting to his death. This kind of nothingness separates him from
everyone else and, almost brutally, thrusts him back onto himself. The
uncompromising awareness of his life’s fragility weds him to it even more
closely, and bestows meaning on his delicate existence.

The tightrope walker’s awareness of nothingness comes into direct
confrontation with the nihilistic buffoon. Nietzsche associates this kind
of nihilism with the herd that refuses to encounter nothingness. It is the
nihilism of constant, empty activity. The buffoon represents the herd’s
contempt for anyone who dares to express his difference from the crowd.
He taunts the tightrope walker, calling him a lame-foot and admonishes
him for leaving the tower. At no risk to his own life, he jumps over the
man, sending the latter plummeting to his death. According to Nietzsche,
this exemplifies the bile that the herd is ready to spew out against anyone
who transgresses their norms. It is a negation based on contempt. The
tightrope walker represents a threat by revealing to the herd the lack
of grounding that characterizes their own existence. He dares to forge a
path of his own and, consequently, is met with execration. Indeed, only
the social outcasts in Zarathustra’s tale treat each other with respect.
Zarathustra buries the tightrope walker, while the hermit provides
Zarathustra with sustenance along his journey. The only real community
here is among those whom society has ostracized. While the herd is
responsible for the tightrope walker’s death, they flee, “especially where
the body would come crashing down” (Z P:3).

In the story of the tightrope walker, nothingness is represented as a
kind of terminus the individual must confront. Yet at the same time, in
Nietzsche there is also an encounter with a different nothingness, which
is not experienced as one’s own but rather reinforces the connectedness
of all things. It is the kind of groundlessness that is part of the cycle of
the eternal return. Nietzsche is by no means the radical individualist that
he is often presumed to be. The metaphor of the eternal return reveals
that all finite beings are intertwined. Each moment becomes significant
as the confluence of past and future. The individual appropriates the past
to make the future that stretches out before him. Freedom and necessity
coalesce beautifully in this metaphor. The gateway is a marker both of
separation and connection, which reminds Zarathustra of the whole that
he is part of: “Oh my soul, there is nowhere a soul more loving and more
embracing and more comprehensive than you!” (Z I11:14). He is able to
draw upon the resources of the world into which he is thrust, but at the
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same time confronts, in the emptiness of the gateway, the essential
groundlessness of existence. In the gateway, the intersection of being and
nothingness is made manifest.

In this way, by underscoring the significance of the moment, Nietzsche
hints at both the importance and insignificance of history. The term,
ewige Wiederkehr des Gleichen (eternal return of the same), does not neces-
sarily imply a recurrence of identical phenomenon, but rather can be
translated as recurrence of the similar. Every act draws upon the past,
while at the same time incorporating the groundlessness of the future. In
fact, Nietzsche makes it clear that two paths lead to the gateway of the
moment, one originating in the past, and the other originating in the
future: “And are not all things bound fast together in such a way that this
moment draws after it all future things? Therefore—draws itself too?” (Z
I11:2) On the one hand, this emphasizes the historical nature of human
beings as self-making creatures who at each moment must appropriate
from the past in order to create the future which lies open before them.
And yet, the suggestion that the moment draws the future “after” it
implies a nonhistorical understanding of humanity that only makes sense
if the interconnection of all things is born in mind. This is akin to a
mystical understanding that allows Zarathustra to experience a kind of
eternal presence which affirms the unity of all things that both have been
and are to come:

If we affirm one single moment, we thus affirm not only ourselves but
all of existence. For Nothing is self sufficient, neither in us ourselves
nor in things; and if our soul has trembled with happiness and sounded
like a harp string just once, all eternity was needed to produce this one
event—and in this single moment of affirmation, all eternity was called
good, redeemed, justified and affirmed. (WP 1032)

From the perspective of this unity, time is irrelevant. Zarathustra’s
animals remind him of a type of consciousness that is not historical:
“Everything goes, everything returns; the wheel of existence rolls for ever.
Everything dies; everything blossoms anew: the year of existence runs on
forever” (Z 111:13) Historical consciousness is temporarily overcome so
that Zarathustra can experience the oneness of all of existence. “Every-
thing breaks, everything is put together anew; eternally the same house
of Being builds itself. Everything parts, everything greets itself again;
eternally the ring of Being remains faithful to itself. In every now Being
begins, around every here rolls the ball of there. The middle is every-
where. The path of eternity is curved” (Z 1I1:13).
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Nietzsche departs radically from most other Western philosophers by
seeing nothingness not only as negation but as a connective force between
all things: ““Now I die and decay,” you would say, ‘and in an instant I
shall be nothingness. Souls are as mortal as bodies.” ‘But the complex of
causes in which I am entangled will recur—it will create me again! I
myself am part of the causes of the eternal recurrence’” (Z 111:13). Here,
Zarathustra affirms the endless cycles of existence that he participates in.
He goes beyond a merely human perspective in which human beings are
at the centre of existence. As the eternal return demonstrates, nothingness
not only individuates and separates beings, but also allows for the devel-
opment of a nonegoistic form of subjectivity, where I become conscious
of my particularity through the interconnectedness with other things.
The moment is revered, both as the product of my choice and a point of
connection, which allows me to go beyond the self.

A similar understanding of nothingness is revealed in the parable of
the shepherd who chokes and writhes in the struggle against a black snake
that is lodged in his throat. Eventually he bites the snake’s head off and
is immediately “a transformed being, surrounded with light, laughing” (Z
I11:2). Zarathustra had never heard such laughter, which was only made
possible by the shepherd’s confrontation with death. This is why
Zarathustra exclaims: “My longing for this laughter consumes me: oh
how do I endure still to live! And how I could endure to die now” (Z
II1:2). The peasant’s act constitutes a defence of his own boundaries
against the threat posed by the snake. However, the symbol of the serpent
should not be glossed over, for it is not only a symbol of death in Christian
mythology, but also constitutes a symbol of life in traditional alchemy.
Nietzsche plays upon this dual meaning. The coils of the snake remind
us of the eternal return and thus the interconnectedness of all things. The
laughter of the peasant is symbolic of the awareness of connectedness that
comes to him through his encounter with death. He is reborn because he
has both affirmed the boundaries of the self and been liberated from.

We must not hide from the reality of death, for taking the sting out
of death also robs us of the vitality of life, which is experienced both
through the ego-self and beyond it. The fact that we want to maintain
our boundaries while overcoming them (hinting that we are both self and
more than self), means that pain will always be an integral part of our
experience: “Pain too is a joy, cursing is also a blessing, so rich is joy that
it thirst after pain, for hell for hatred . .. For all joy wants itself, and
therefore it also wants suffering in the heart . . . Joy wants the eternity of
all things, wants deep, deep eternity!” (Z 1V: 19). Zarathustra’s despondent
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moods can never be permanently overcome for he will always alternate
between despair and joy: “Lately I walked gloomily through a deathly
grey twilight, gloomily and sternly with compressed lips. Not only one
sun had gone down for me” (Z III:2). Nietzsche claims that without
suffering philosophy would not be possible: “only the great pain . . . forces
us philosophers to descend into our ultimate depths and to disabuse
ourselves of trusting” (Epi NCW). And yet, in Nietzsche, there is also a
strong sense that the despair associated with negation is something that
must be transcended in order to prepare the way for moments of affirma-
tion. It is significant that Thus Spoke Zarathustra both ends and begins
with a sunrise rather than a sunset.

HEIDEGGER: BEINGS-TOWARDS-DEATH

For Heidegger, as for Nietzsche, the encounter with nothingness is an
important aspect of realizing individual authenticity. In Being and Time,
he presents death as a limit situation that is embedded in the conscious-
ness of human beings described as beings-towards-death. On the one
hand, death represents an internalization of an external limit, on the other
hand, the awareness of death is always accompanied by attunement to the
limitlessness of Being as a whole. We would not have such trouble accept-
ing our mortality if it were not for the infiniteness of Being that is also
in some sense a part of us. It is this juxtaposition between the openness
of infinite Being and death’s finality that drives the process of self-
making. Dasein views its own life as incomplete only because it is intui-
tively aware of the “completeness” of Being: “It is essential to the basic
constitution of Dasein that there is constantly something still to be settled.
Such a lack of totality signifies that there is something still outstanding
in one’s potentiality-for-Being” (BT 279, 236). Thus, like Nietzsche,
Heidegger suggests that self-creation is, in part, a struggle against the
boundaries which constrain us. In making ourselves, we also affirm our
connection to an infinite Being.

It is no coincidence that the chapter which launches Heidegger’s dis-
cussion of death is entitled, “Dasein’s Possibility of Being-a-Whole and
Being-Towards-Death.” Being’s limitlessness gives rise to the feeling that
something is missing, and this, combined with the prospect of an unavoid-
able ending, incites us to define boundaries for the self that we can call
our own. The boundary of death makes us aware that we are determinate
beings, and simultaneously forces us to reflect on the indeterminateness
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that is also a part of Dasein because it is 77 Being. By shaping the contours
of the self, we participate in Being’s openness. As authentic individuals,
we attempt to sculpt ourselves into a totality that is of our own
making.

Consciousness of our mortality entails both the knowledge that we
must die and that we were once born. These two endpoints endow us
with a sense of self that remains identical through the changes it under-
goes: “Dasein traverses the span of time granted to it between the two
boundaries” (BT 325, 373). Because we stretch “along between birth and
death” we are historical beings. The activity of self-making is an attempt
to connect the pieces in-between into the whole suggested by these limits.
We attempt to incorporate events into a whole that is always in the process
of being made. As historical beings we reflect upon the past while also
going-towards the future as that which is “outstanding” (Ausstand). In
this way, we appropriate our destiny and the life that we have been thrust
into. There is no such thing as a pure present, for the past and future
converge on each moment: “Dasein does not exist as the sum of the
momentary actualities of Experiences which come along successively and
disappear. . . . The ‘between’ which relates to birth and death already lies
in the Being of Dasein” (BT 426, 374). Because we are creatures suspended
between past and future, our existence will always be slightly uncomfort-
able: “It is essential to the basic constitution of Dasein that there is con-
stantly something still to be settled (eine stindige Unbeschlossenheit)” (BT
279, 236).

The future is not simply a denunciation of the past but also a re-
appropriation of it. Heidegger does not imply that progress has a unitary
and inexorable direction, or that the past should be solemnly and uncriti-
cally revered. He challenges a prevalent notion that newness demands
outright repudiation or deliberate ignorance of the past and insists that
each step towards the future is always a partial reliving of the past. At the
same time, it is the openness of Being reflected in the future that allows
the past to be reconfigured. This means that there is no such thing as
either a pure future or a pure past because they are inextricably entangled
at each point in time. It is no mere coincidence that North American
society, which attempts through medicine, cosmetics, and euphemisms to
expunge the idea of death from our consciousness, is also among the least
historically aware culture, clinging proudly to a frontier mentality that
advocates deliberate erasure of the past. The idea that one needs to find
oneself by severing social, familial and historical ties is a peculiarly North
American phenomenon.* By attempting to camouflage the reality of
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death, such a society prevents both reflecting on the past and considering
the possibilities of the future. Thus, it is condemned to a kind of ritual
repetition of the present:

Only an entity which, in its Being, is essentially futural so that it is free
Jor its death and can let itself be thrown back upon its factical “there” by
shattering itself against death—that is to say, only an entity which, as
Sfutural is equiprimordially in the process of having-been, can, by handing
down to itself the possibility it has inherited, take over its thrownness and
be in the movement of vision for ‘its time.” Only authentic temporality
which is at the same time finite, makes possible something like fate—that
is to say, authentic historicality. (BT 437, 385)

In this contemporary era, we believe that we live in the throes of constant
change. This impression often takes the form of “more of the same” rather
than genuine transformation. We build bigger and faster computers, cars,
and appliances, but these changes do not signal fundamental shifts in
orientation or perspective. The unwillingness to revisit the past makes a
substantive reshaping of the present impossible, and thus we experience
neither familiarity nor unfamiliarity but perpetual boredom. Heidegger
is not suggesting that we imbue the past with a kind of metaphysical
authority which John Caputo suggests characterizes Heidegger’s obsessive
search for Greek origins.5 Instead, Heidegger intimates that we are con-
scious of participating in a process of both coming-from and going-
towards. Future and past are equiprimordial in Heidegger’s philosophy.
The in-betweenness that death alerts us to makes us uncomfortable
and therefore we attempt to make ourselves whole in the effort to achieve
a kind of “rapprochement” with Being. Death plays a very ironic role in
this dynamic, since it is the closest we can come to achieving completeness
but also is that which robs us of it forever. The only “complete” grasp of
our lives would occur in death but of course we are no longer around
then to reap its harvest: “As long as Dasein 75 as an entity, it has never
reached its ‘wholeness.” But if it gains such ‘wholeness’, this gain becomes
the utter loss of Being-in-the-world” (BT 280, 236). Even when we die,
the unfinished nature of our existence remains since we leave many loose
ends behind: “For the most part, Dasein ends in unfulfilment, or else by
having disintegrated and been used up” (BT 288, 244). Thus, death
suggests the possibility of totality while shattering it at the same time. It
reminds us that we are incomplete beings who must nevertheless always
strive towards completion without the assurance that we will ever get
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there: “just as Dasein is already its ‘not-yet’, and is its ‘not-yet’ constantly
as long as it is, it is already its end too” (BT 289, 245). Death highlights
the radical in-betweenness of our existence as beings who always are what
they are not. At the same time, by occupying this uneasy position, we are
always impelled to move towards Being. This fosters the sense of belong-
ing that endows our lives with meaning: “outstanding, as a way of being
missing, is grounded upon a belonging to. . . . Therefore, to be still out-
standing means that what belongs together is not yet all together” (BT
286, 242). Meaninglessness and meaning are integrally connected.
Nietzsche’s critique of the rabble is echoed by Heidegger in his notion
of das Man (often translated as the-they), which describes individuals who
are easily replaced due to the lack of differences between them. In German,
the term “Man” is the generic “one” that refers to no one in particular:
“These Others, moreover, are not definite Others. On the contrary, any
Other can represent them” (BT 164, 126). Das Man reduces everything
to “averageness,” such that all things are “passed off as something familiar
and accessible to everyone” (BT 165, 127). According to Heidegger, das
Man tries to rescue us from the uncomfortable in-betweenness of our
existence by distracting us from the reality of death. This is the outgrowth
of a metaphysical impulse which attempts to banish the ungraspable from
our consciousness, for death, in all its uncertainty, acts as a very powerful
reminder of that which cannot be thought. The thoughtlessness of mass
culture derives from a misguided attempt to cling to a kind of certainty
that Being continuously threatens to undermine. Das Man does this by
forcing us to fall victim to a constant repetition. Idle talk (Gerede) is the
most obvious manifestation of this tendency. It refers to a noncommittal
conversation that finds everything interesting, but it is not genuinely
concerned with anything. It operates primarily on the surface by simply
“passing-along” and in so doing does not disclose, (erschliessen) but rather
closes off. What is not captured by the word is completely ignored. The
language of idle talk is not used as a medium to go towards the things
that limit it, instead, it relies upon repetition to breed a kind of familiarity
that prevents us from approaching things in their “primordialness™ “it
does not communicate in such a way as to let this entity be appropriated
in a primordial manner, but communicates rather by following the route
of gossiping and passing the word along” (BT 212, 168) Idle talk refuses to
acknowledge the realms that language cannot penetrate and thus, also
fails to recognize the important role that silence plays in language: “To
be able to keep silent, Dasein must have something to say—that is, it
must have at its disposal an authentic and rich disclosedness of itself. In
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that case one’s reticence makes something manifest and does away with
‘idle talk’” (BT 208, 165). Idle talk impedes understanding by preventing
the individual from developing a relationship to that which is being talked
about. Such engagement with other beings necessitates an attunement to
that which is beyond language. By breeding a superficial familiarity,
reflection is made unnecessary. Because we all say the same thing, we
become increasingly distanced from each other. Without the allure of the
unfamiliar, social relationships are considerably weakened.

Idle talk is something which anyone can rake up; it not only releases
one from the task of genuinely understanding but develops an undif-
ferentiated kind of intelligibility, for which nothing is closed off any
longer. . . . when Dasein maintains itself in idle talk, it is—as Being-
in-the-world cut off from its primary and primordially genuine rela-
tionships-of-Being towards the world, towards Dasein-with, and
towards its very Being-in. Such a Dasein keeps floating unattached, yet
in so doing, it is always alongside the world, with others and towards

itself. (BT 213, 169)

Constant repetition causes human beings to confuse familiarity with
intelligibility: “Idle talk is the possibility of understanding everything
without previously making the thing one’s own” (BT 213, 169). This is
not the kind of repetition described in Nietzsche’s metaphor of the eternal
return, in which the connection between past and present is upheld. Idle
talk relies upon empty mimicry, which deliberately rejects a historical
understanding of ritual and words in order to produce a vacuous repeti-
tion of the present.

Idle talk attempts to blind us to the reality of death by using language
to camouflage it. For example, we speak of “passing away” or “going to
rest” in an attempt to obscure death’s finality:

This evasive concealment in the face of death dominates everydayness
so stubbornly that, in Being with one another, the “neighbours”; often
still keep talking the “dying person” into the belief that he will escape
death and soon return to the tranquillized everydayness of the world

of his concern. (BT 297, 253)

By fostering indifference towards death, such public nihilism also renders
us indifferent towards life. Death becomes a “banal” and constantly
recurring event in the “publicness” of das Man, and its everyday nature
is underscored in order to prevent human beings from reflecting upon it
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too deeply: “ ‘Dying’ is levelled off to an occurrence which reaches Dasein,
to be sure, but belongs to nobody in particular. . . . In this manner, the
‘they’ provides a constant tranquillization about death” (BT 298-99, 253—
54). Furthermore, because individuals in mass society are easily replaced,
individual finitude becomes a nonissue:

Dying, which is essentially mine in such a way that no one can be my
representative, is perverted into an event of public occurrence which
the “they” encounters. . . . By such ambiguity, Dasein puts itself in the
position of losing itself in the “they” as regards a distinctive potential-
ity-for-Being which belongs to Dasein’s ownmost Self. (BT 297, 253)

But if das Man indeed tries to hide our own death from us, this is
also the realm where it is least successful. At some point, most individuals
face the jarring reality of their finitude, and at this moment, they are
released from the grip of das Man and become aware of themselves as
individuals: “No one can take the Other’s dying away from him. . . . By its
very essence, death is in every case mine, in so far as it ‘is’ at all” (BT
284, 240). Even if we sacrifice ourselves for another, we cannot relieve
another of her dying. The consciousness of death provides the best hope
for individuation in a homogenizing society. Death generates a commit-
ment to the particular self by making it aware of the boundaries that das
Man had tried to obscure.

TaE OTHER FACE OF NOTHINGNESS

So far, the focus of this discussion has been on the individuating experi-
ence that arises from the encounter with nothingness as the negation of
Being. However, Heidegger, like Nietzsche, reveals two faces of nothing-
ness in his texts. The first face of nothingness is the limit represented by
death that is contrasted with the limitlessness of Being. The second face
of nothingness, that becomes increasingly pronounced in Heidegger’s
later writings, resembles a kind of absolute emptiness and groundlessness
that is not defined against anything. Here, nothingness is no longer a
limit, but rather limitlessness itself. It draws attention to the intercon-
nectedness of all things rather than to the separation between them. For
these reasons, we confront a formidable conundrum when trying to
describe it, because language operates on the basis of limitation. Such
nothingness is both part of our being, and at the same time other to it.
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It can be experienced and is therefore present, but at the same time, is
nothing, so it cannot be present. Since it is no “what” about which any-
thing can be said, and language depends upon defining such “whatness,”
the only option available to us is to provide examples wherein such noth-
ingness is experienced.

The first hint of the emergence of the “interconnective” aspect of
nothingness is to be found in Being and Time. Here Heidegger stresses
that death is not merely my own for I can only know about my impend-
ing death through others:

The way in which everyday Being-towards-death understands the cer-
tainty which is thus grounded, betrays itself when it tries to ‘think
about death, even when it does so with critical foresight—that is to say,
in an appropriate manner. So far as one knows, all men ‘die’. Death is
probably in the highest degree for every man, yet it is not ‘uncondition-
ally’ certain. Taken strictly, a certainty which is ‘only’ empirical may
be attributed to death. Such certainty necessarily falls short of the
highest certainty, the apodictic, which we reach in certain domains of

theoretical knowledge. (BT 301, 257)

This aspect of nothingness challenges the notion that death is experienced
primarily through the individual, as well as the idea that it is only nega-
tion. When we think about the death of others, we cannot help but pre-
serve their lives in our memories, as well as contemplate their legacy.
Seldom is the image of the corpse the memory that lingers on in our
consciousness. Instead we speak of the deceased whose traditions and
rituals remain in the world from which they have departed. The deceased
is still the object of care for those who are left behind and is “present” in
his absence through the memories and mourning of others (BT 282, 238).
Funeral rites do not just mourn the disappearance of the other, but are
also rituals of remembrance by which we refuse to let the other dissipate
into the vapours of oblivion. They are important aspects of a community’s
rebirth.

Nothingness is also a kind of radical openness and groundlessness
that we experience as the uncanny call of conscience. The call of con-
science constitutes an acknowledgement that that which is not our own
allows us to return to the self: “When Dasein interprets itself in terms of
that with which it concerns itself, the call passes over what Dasein, proxi-
mally and for the most part, understands itself as. And yet the Self has
been reached, unequivocally and unmistakably” (BT 319, 274). Heidegger
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insists that “in its ‘who, the caller is definable in a ‘worldly’ way by nothing
at all.” (BT 321, 276). One way of making sense of this confusing juxta-
position of opposites is to see the call as a kind of force that reminds us
of our nondifferentiation from all that is, namely Being. On one level,
the self is part of the indefinable whole that is Being, and this is why the
call is familiar. And yet, on the other hand, the self is individuated, and
this is why the call is also alien to it. In uncanniness our separateness and
connectedness to Being is experienced at the same time. The self in its
nondifferentiated form brushes against the self as differentiated Being.
This contradiction can lead to anxiety:

Uncanniness reveals itself authentically in the basic state-of-mind of
anxiety; and, as the most elemental way in which thrown Dasein is
disclosed, it puts Dasein’s Being-in-the-world face to face with the
‘nothing’ of the world; in the face of this ‘nothing’ Dasein is anxious
with anxiety about its ownmost potentiality-for-Being. (BT 321, 276)

This pull on the self, which does “not call him into the public idle talk
of the ‘they,” but calls him back from this into the reticence of his existent
potentiality-for-Being” (BT 322, 278), represents the force of nothing-
ness. It precipitates a return to the self by making the familiar self, foreign.
By becoming aware that there are endless possibilities for my being, I am
also thrust back onto the particular self that I am in all its distinctness.
Only by realizing there is nothing self-evident about my specificity in a
realm of radical openness, can I recognize the self as irreducibly particu-
lar. The following example elucidates Heidegger’s meaning: When one
plays the piano, one often has the sense of being carried away by the
music. This is also a form of uncanniness, whereby one feels a distance
from the self through the connection to something inexplicable and
groundless, but at the same time is deeply attuned to one’s “selfhood.” By
not being oneself, one is oneself. This reflects an encounter with
nothingness.

The reason that the juxtaposition of 7or being the self and being the
self makes sense, is because I am both an ego-self that is defined against
the world, and a non-ego self that is interconnected with other beings.
However, it is important to recognize that the non-ego self does not nec-
essarily lack specificity because our uniqueness is always, in part, culd-
vated through our interconnection with others. Just as the resonance of
one note in a piece of music comes out through the interplay with other
notes, my selfhood is always developed in conjunction with other beings.
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Nothingness helps to release us from the constraints of the ego-self and
makes us aware of the non-ego self.

The above interpretation also helps to explain why Heidegger consid-
ers conscience to be the foundation of morality. It is because I both am
and am not the other that I am responsible to her or him. When we
experience the pangs of conscience, we are aware of something we should
do that may not come easily to a self that is cognizant of its division from
the other. Thus, conscience involves a struggle between the ego-self that
is predicated on division and the non-ego self that is based on the inter-
connectivity of all things: “The call points forward to Dasein’s potential-
ity-for-Being and it does this as a call which comes from uncanniness.

... When the call gives us a potentiality-for Being to understand, it does
not give us one which is ideal and universal; it discloses it as that which
has been currently individualized and which belongs to the particular
Dasein” (325-6, 282). Conscience impels me to go toward the other
because I am both separated and not separated from her. For example,
we may find ourselves thrust into a situation where we see a child drown-
ing in a lake. Heidegger’s analysis suggests, that in most cases, our sense
of the right thing to do is not guided by abstract universal principles.
Instead he intimates that our conscience makes us aware that we are
responsible for this child at this moment because of a powerful sense of
interconnectedness which begins to erode the boundary between my self
and the child in need of help. At the same time, it is because I am distinct
from her that I must go towards her in order to affirm this interconnec-
tion. Furthermore, I am made aware of my nondifferentiation with the
world around me through the particular situation in which I find myself.
At this very moment, I am responsible for #/is child that is drowning
because I happen to be there. I am thrust into the responsibility which I
must assume:

Indeed the call is precisely something which we ourselves have neither
planned nor prepared for nor voluntarily performed, nor have we ever
done so. ‘It’ calls, against our expectations and even against our will.
On the other hand, the call undoubtedly does not come from someone
else who is with me in the world. The call comes from me and yet from
beyond me and over me. (BT 320, 275)

Guilt is a related manifestation of Dasein’s “in-betweenness.” The
feeling of guilt constitutes an awareness that we might have chosen
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another course of action and therefore reflects our encounter with the
groundlessness of our existence. We thereby assume responsibility for our
actions, not only because of what we have done, but also because of what
we did not do. Guilt emphasizes that I am what I am not. The fact that
our actions are never the only possibilities open to us makes us feel guilty.
If I were to perceive every step taken as inevitable, then I would not be
burdened by guilt. As Michael Gelven points out, guilt is a precondition
of morality since we must be aware of having had choices in order to be
able to consider them significant.® Heidegger is not referring to a socially
constructed guilt that concerns the meeting of obligations or the failure
to meet them. This is a kind of secondary guilt. He is referring to a pri-
mordial guilt from which all other forms of guilt derive:

The idea of guilt must not only be raised above the domain of that
concern in which we reckon things up, but it must also be detached
from relationship to any law or ‘ought’ such that failing to comply with
it one loads himself with guilt. For here too ‘guilt’ is still necessarily
defined as a Jack—when something which ought to be and which can
be is missing. . . . Being guilty does not first result from an indebtedness,
but that, on the contrary, indebtedness becomes possible only ‘on the basis’

of a primordial Being-guilty. (BT 328-29, 283-84)

Because there are always unfulfilled possibilities, guilt can never be
eradicated. But for Heidegger, guilt is not to become a prelude to self-
flagellation and contempt. It can be seen as a celebration of our potential
instead of underscoring our weakness and baseness. Our awareness of
missed opportunities also serves as a reminder of other possibilities. The
Christian moral system described by Nietzsche had turned guilt into
something so paralyzing that it led to nihilism. Heidegger wants guilt to
become liberating: a symbol of our potential rather than our failures. At
the same time, this negation, or nullity, is not an absence, but rather sig-
nifies the multitude of potentials that lie stretched before us: “‘Nullity’”
does not signify anything like not-Being-present-at-hand or not-subsist-
ing; what one has in view here is rather a ‘not’ which is constitutive for
this Being of Dasein—its thrownness. . . . it constantly is 7oz other possi-
bilities, and it has waived these in its existentiell projection” (BT 331,
285). Nothingness is not deprivation, but rather the potential of freedom:
“Ontology came across the ‘not’ and made use of it. But is it so obvious
that every ‘not’ signifies something negative in the sense of a lack?” (BT

332, 280).
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The open aspect of nothingness comes to the fore much more power-
fully in Heidegger’s later writings because it is here that Heidegger begins
to more explicitly challenge the idea that the ego-self is the only self there
is. He underscores this point in Contributions to Philosophy by hyphenat-
ing the term “Da-sein.” This has sometimes been interpreted as a move
on Heidegger’s part to enfeeble the subject. But such a critique is predi-
cated on the assumption that the subject must necessarily define itself
against other beings. The word “Da-sein” is intended to draw attention
to the dialogical nature of the human being. Agency emerges out of
interaction and does not have its roots in the subject alone. This is also
why there is no longer the same emphasis on sculpting the individual into
a whole that characterized Being and Time. Instead, the interactive rela-
tionship between beings and Being is stressed. More attention is paid to
nothingness as an opening which is to free human beings from some of
the constraints that subjectivity imposes upon them. Nothingness is to
help loosen the shackles that bind the self too firmly to its own boundaries
and permits what in Buddhist philosophy is often referred to as a kind
of self-emptying or what Daoists call self-forgetting.

The later Heidegger stresses that nothingness acts as a kind of gateway
through which connections to other beings are forged. This is why it
cannot simply be equated with nihilism and indeed can be invoked in
order to overcome nihilism. Individual authenticity is not abandoned but
rather is seen as emerging out of this interconnectedness. While Being
and Time focuses on the individuation of Dasein (albeit not exclusively),
the later Heidegger focuses increasingly on authenticity as the in-between
aspect of our existence. Nothingness reminds us that we are not only
creatures between birth and death, but are also always between beings.
This realization can help to relieve us from some of the anxiety surround-
ing our mortality. If we focus on the fact that we are between beings,
then our mortality is not associated with absolute finality in the same
way.

Heidegger’s later accounts of nothingness have much in common
with Eastern spirituality. Therefore, they are subject to constant misin-
terpretation in the West. Heidegger himself expresses his frustration at
the Western inability to differentiate between the experience of nothing-
ness and nihilism. In a postscript to “What is Metaphysics,” written in
1943, he defends his account of nothingness against charges of nihilism.
As Reinhard May points out, Heidegger’s analysis of nothingness sets him
apart from almost all other Western philosophers.” Indeed, May points
out that the concept of nothingness was almost immediately understood
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in Japan, but in the West, it was simply equated with a stifling
nihilism.®

Heidegger’s inaugural lecture at Freiburg, “What is Metaphysics,”
combines the two aspects of nothingness I have discussed. On the one
hand, Heidegger describes nothingness as the “negation of the totality of
beings; it is non-being pure and simple” (WM 97). This, coupled with
the prominent role that anxiety and dread play in his work, implies that
he sees nothingness primarily as a negative force. Yet, he also claims that
the idea of nothingness as negation must itself be negated (WM 97),
implying that it has a kind of presence to which we respond: “Is the
nothing given only because the ‘not’ i.e., negation, is given? Or is it
the other way around? Are negation and the ‘not’ given only because
the nothing is given?” (WM 97). Heidegger insists that Dasein has to
“hold out into the nothing” (WM 103) because it requires an open space
into which it can emerge. Without this space, it would have no place to
go, and thus, it must recognize its debts to the spaces that allow it to be.
Dasein cannot be itself without not being itself. It not only needs bounda-
ries but also boundlessness in order to be. Without this it “could never
be relate to beings or even to itself. Without the original revelation of the
nothing, no selfhood and no freedom” (WM 103). Nothingness is not
just a negation of beings; it is also a home that houses beings and a force
that draws them out by enabling them to appear. It is the connective
tissue between things that permits their unfolding: “The nothing does
not merely serve as the counterconcept of being; rather, it originally
belongs to their essential unfolding as such” (WM 104).

Heidegger asserts that “the nothing is more original than the ‘not’
and negation” (WM 97), because it refers to the connectedness of all
things. This statement utterly confounded many of his Western interpret-
ers and prompted them to argue that he had tumbled into a nihilistic
abyss. Nothing could be further from the truth. If anything, this concep-
tion of nothingness marked Heidegger’s departure from nihilism. He now
acknowledges that without the “emptiness” of nothingness, our self-
making would not be possible. Furthermore, nothingness is also the space
between things that allows them to connect to each other and thereby
engage in a process of mutual transformation. Opening one’s soul to
nothingness entails making a space for the entry of others.

In “What is Metaphysics,” Heidegger claims that nothingness rears
its head through the emotions of anxiety and love, which upon cursory
examination seem to have little to do with one another. Yet, both reflect
aspects of concern where indeterminacy and openness play a central role.
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Love demands an openness of the self to another. Anxiety reflects dis-
comfort with the idea that we are beings in perpetual progress: “The
indeterminateness of that in the face of which and for which we become
anxious is no mere lack of determination but rather the essential impos-
sibility of determining it. Anxiety reveals the nothing” (WM 100-101).
We are anxious when we are reluctant to relinquish the self’s boundaries
whereas love evokes the pleasurable aspect of letting go of such
boundaries.

This letting go of boundaries is described in Heidegger’s later works
as Gelassenbeit. The traditional connotation of “letting-be” (Gelassenheir)
implies an attitude of neglect which has more in common with a
perception of nothingness focussed on absence: “Ordinarily we speak of
letting-be whenever, for example, we forgo some enterprise that has been
planned. . . . To let something be has here the negative sense of letting it
alone, of renouncing it, of indifference and even neglect” (ET 125).
However, Heidegger wants to underscore the positive use of this term as
opening:

How is this essence of freedom to be thought? That which is opened
up, that to which a presentative statement as correct corresponds, are
beings opened up in an open comportment. Freedom for what is
opened up in an open region legs beings be the beings they are.
Freedom now reveals itself as letting beings be. (ET 125)

It permits a genuine engagement with things which does not attempt to
manage them or subject them to our control:

However, the phrase required now—to let beings be—does not refer
to neglect and indifference but rather the opposite. To let be is to
engage oneself with beings. ... To let be—that is, to let beings be as
the beings which they are means to engage oneself with the open region
and its openness into which every being comes to stand, bringing that
openness as it were, along with itself. (ET 125)

It is important not to simply equate letting-be with passivity. Every
action depends in part on the actions of others and therefore Heidegger
refuses to drive a wedge between activity and passivity. Once we view
action as a process of also letting things be, then the focus shifts from a
primarily conflictual view of relationships to one where emphasis is placed
on the process of harmonization and the dialogical nature of action.
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Recognizing the need for “passivity” in activity is therefore highly signifi-
cant, for it allows us to bring ourselves into accord with other beings while
at the same time recognizing that the authentic self emerges out of such
accordance. This means that Gelassenheit should be a necessary compo-
nent of our actions. We must act in such a way as to provide an opening
for others. We are not just acting as empty containers in doing so, but
rather we are allowing the self to be shaped by others so that it can be
itself as an interconnected being. Things can never be as they are simply
in and of themselves. They only become what they are through other
things: “Wherever a present being encounters another present being or
even only linger near it—but also where, as with Hegel, one being mirrors
itself in another speculatively, there openness already rules, the free region
is in play” (EP 441).

This kind of posture is also accentuated in Contributions to Philoso-
phy, wherein Heidegger makes repeated reference to what he calls “reserv-
edness” (Verhaltenheit), described as the midpoint between dismay and
awe (CP 5). According to Heidegger, the groundlessness of the self triggers
anxiety because we suddenly find ourselves alienated from all that we are
traditionally riveted to. Initially we tremble at relinquishing the familiar,
but eventually we experience the emancipatory effects of being catapulted
into the expansive realm of the groundless non-ego self. This engenders
feelings of awe. The “departure” from the self also signals a homecoming,
whereby we become aware of the interconnectedness of all things that
produce the self. For this reason, nothingness allows us to appreciate the
interrelationship between the multiplicity of the world and the multiplic-
ity that is the self.

Heidegger asserts that reservedness demands attentiveness to what he
calls the “withdrawal” of Being. This withdrawal is described as a gift
that heightens our awareness of the particularity of things. It is important
to realize that Being is still present in the withdrawal. The withdrawal
would only be considered an absence if Being is interpreted as substance
rather than process. It is similar to the kind of withdrawal of the whole
evident in Nietzsche’s eternal return, when the moment is affirmed and
all of eternity is embraced in doing so. Perhaps one of the easiest ways to
shed light on this dynamic is to liken it to a kind of conversation. If one
thinks of the self as developing through its interaction with others, then
communication through language is a vital aspect of its authenticity. Yet,
in order for me to converse with you, I must also occasionally withdraw
or remain silent, so that you can speak. I am still present in my silence
and both of us can become ourselves through the conversation. In this
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way, my silence is both a way of moving towards you, as well as a
withdrawal from you. Furthermore, by withdrawing I also allow your
particularity to show itself by providing an opening for you. If I do not
periodically remain silent, I cannot engage in a conversation with you.
We do not only draw people out of themselves by speaking; we also draw
them out through our silence. We must on occasion forget ourselves, so
that other beings can be themselves. In the frenetic buzz of Western
society, this has been neglected and Heidegger is exhorting us to respect
these forgotten silences. If we were capable of saying everything at once,
we would not be saying anything at all. Such withdrawal is essential
because it allows us to see beings in a nonobjective way: “wherever plant,
animal, rock, and sky become being without falling into objectness, there
withdrawal of be-ing reigns” (CP 168). If each thing is seen in its distinct-
ness and also in terms of the opening it provides for other things, then it
cannot be considered radically separate and is therefore de-objectified.
Withdrawal and Gelassenheit enable us to appreciate a being without
turning it into equipment that exists primarily for our use since we must
also provide the spaces that allow other things to appear.

Because withdrawal is seen as part of Being, Heidegger does not
succumb to the Western philosophical habit of associating darkness with
deprivation. He does not follow Plato’s lead in making light the metaphor
for truth, but rather insists upon the interplay between concealment and
unconcealment. Heidegger invokes the Greek term for truth, namely
aletheia, to emphasize this point, for it is composed of the prefix “a” (un)
and /ath (to be concealed). Reiner Schiirmann points out that the word
signals not only unconcealment but the undertow “back toward conceal-
ment.”” For example, I can only highlight certain characteristics of a plant
if its other aspects are concealed. Concealment allows me to focus on the
varied aspects of the plant’s being. To take this analogy a step further,
different characteristics of the self are brought out in different circum-
stances, while others are concealed. We do not simply re-present objects
to ourselves, rather, we connect with beings in such a way as to allow self
and others to appear in a multitude of different ways. The attention to
concealment manifests a respect for these differences. Concealment is
akin to a kind of stepping back so that other things can come forward.

Truth for Heidegger is a kind of coming-together or gathering which
can only take place through the interplay between concealment and
unconcealment. Being does not conceal in order to tempt us to engage
in an incessant chase for an elusive core. Rather concealment allows us
to connect with both Being and other beings by allowing us to see them
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in multiple lights. One aspect is hidden so that others can come to the
fore. Furthermore, the darkness of concealment can remind us of the
boundarylessness of Being. Nietzsche’s repeated emphases on the impor-
tance of midnight are also instructive in this regard. Midnight is not
simply a moment of delusion but breaks the boundaries between things
and thus reminds us of the truth of their interconnection. It is not only
darkness but also light which can blind.

These insights are poetically developed in Heidegger’s concept of the
clearing which he describes as a process by which we go from the darker
density of the forest into an opening in the trees into which light can
stream. Both the darkness of the forest and the opening of the clearing
are aspects of truth. The forest must withdraw so that the light can come
forth. Not only light, but also nothingness illuminates. We see the light
in its opening only against the dark background that the forest
provides:

The forest clearing [Lichtung] is experienced in contrast to dense forest,
called Dickung in our older language. The substantive Lichtung goes
back to the verb lichten. The adjective licht is the same as “light.” To
lighten something means to make it light, free and open, eg., to make
the forest free of trees at one place. The free space thus originating is
the clearing. What is light in the sense of being free and open has
nothing in common with the adjective “light”. . .. Still, it is possible
that a material relationship between the two exists. Light can stream
into the clearing, into its openness and let brightness play with darkness

in it. (EP 441-42)

Reinhard May points out that Heidegger’s concept of the clearing may
have developed out of his knowledge that the Chinese word for nothing-
ness, namely wu (f), depicts the removal of trees from an area in order
to open up a space.'’ Thus, it signifies not only the absence of trees, but
also the opening that is provided for new growth to take place.

Rather than focusing solely on bringing the object to us, or trans-
forming it into a reflection of our consciousness, we must experience
it in its particularity, which is irreducible to the concept. This is why
nothingness must be incorporated into our understanding of truth. By
attuning us to the essential groundlessness of all things, nothingness also
awakens us to the notion that things do not have an essence that can be
grasped in thought. The temptation to get to the bottom of things is
abandoned, and instead the infinite possibilities for disclosure are cele-
brated. Truth is a multidirectional process in which we provide an opening
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through which things can show themselves, while we also reveal ourselves
through the openings provided by other things. Each encounter with a
new being will disclose different aspects of both the self and the being.
We need the openings of others in order to be ourselves. Withdrawal is
necessary so that accord can be established: “what brings into accord is
not nothing, but rather a concealing of being as a whole” (ET 129). Truth
is not a way of grasping the world, but a way of participating and con-
necting to it. The mystery of concealment is part of the joy of truth:

The concealment of beings as a whole, untruth proper, is older than
every openness of this or that being. It is also older than letting-be
itself, which in disclosing already holds concealed and comports itself
towards concealing. What conserves letting-be in this relatedness to
concealing? Nothing less than the concealing of what is concealed as
a whole, of beings as such, i.e., the mystery; not a particular mystery
regarding this or that, but rather the one mystery—that, in general,
mystery (the concealing of what is concealed) as such holds sway
throughout man’s Dasein. (ET 130)

The later Heidegger resists what he calls the “compulsion to ground”,
which is endemic to Western philosophy: “The understanding demands
that there be a foundation for its statements and assertions. Only founded
statements are intelligible” (PR 3). Human understanding rests on the
illusion that it can get to the “bottom of what is encountered” (PR 3).
But getting to the bottom of things robs us of all wonder, and effaces the
variegated splendour of the world. We can only get to the bottom of a
thing by deliberately ignoring its multidimensionality.

Heidegger is not maintaining that we ought to sit back quiescently
and simply surrender ourselves to external influences. He insists that we
keep in mind that our actions, which include thought, are not just ways
of imposing our vision on the world, but ways in which we allow other
things to be: “.. letting beings be, which is an attuning, a bringing into
accord, prevails throughout and anticipates all the open comportment
that flourishes in it” (ET 129). Nothingness and the concomitant empty-
ing of the self allow us to accept the other as other, without merely trying
to reduce her or him to a mirror image of the self. It is the boundless
nature of the opening that helps to engender a respect for particularity.
Heidegger insists that we must learn to be silent, so that other voices can
be heard. And we must keep this silence in mind, even when we are
speaking, so the echoes of silence resound in the spoken word.
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NOTHINGNESS AND THE DAO

The predominant and largely positive role that nothingness plays in
Daoist writing provides a stark contrast to many Western philosophical
works, where nothingness is greeted with apprehension and dread. What
is immediately noticeable to the Western reader is that, while there is
repeated reference to nothingness in these writings, there is virtually no
trace of nihilism to be found in these texts. While this can in part be
attributed to historical factors, it is also characteristic of an approach to
existence which stresses the interconnectedness rather than the separate-
ness of all things. Thus, an elucidation of nothingness in the works of
Zhuangzi and Laozi helps not only to illuminate Western presumptions
about the “abyss” but also highlights the shift in perspective that charac-
terizes the later Heidegger, who borrowed many of his ideas with respect
to nothingness from Daoist texts.

Both the early Heidegger and Nietzsche see nothingness as the nega-
tive limit that forces the individual to create meaning freely in an attempt
to fend off an encroaching abyss. While Nietzsche pays homage to the
power of nothingness that Zarathustra confronts, it is viewed primarily
as a negative force that catapults him towards an almost rebellious affir-
mation of life. Furthermore, individual death is seen as symptomatic of
a larger meaninglessness and therefore nihilism emerges out of a world-
view which grants the subject primacy. It is against the backdrop of
nothingness that the contours of the individual are brought into sharp
relief, impelling her or him to carve out a “unified whole” out of the
fragments that compose the self. By threatening to dissolve all boundaries,
nothingness encourages the individual to demarcate them. In a philo-
sophical tradition which privileges individuation, nothingness is inter-
preted primarily in the negative sense of deprivation. While I have pointed
out that Nietzsche’s notion of the eternal return also tacitly (and perhaps
unwittingly) provides an alternative understanding of nothingness as
opening, his insistence on nothingness as a force of negation is never
entirely abandoned. Here he differs from the later Heidegger, who did
shift his emphasis from a negative understanding of nothingness to one
that is predicated on openness.

Rather than casting being and nothingness as polar opposites,
Daoist thought consistently underlines their complementary nature.
For the early Heidegger and Nietzsche, being and nothingness are
connected through their opposition. Daoist philosophy stresses the
entanglement of being and nothingness while viewing nothingness
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itself as creative rather than as the negation that stimulates human
creativity:

“... non-existence” I call the beginning of Heaven and Earth. “Existence”
I call the mother of individual beings. Therefore does the direction
towards non-existence lead to the sight of the miraculous essence, the
direction towards existence to the sight of spatial limitations. (DDJ 1)

This passage helps to underscore an important point, for it makes noth-
ingness primary. From the perspective of Western tradition, which tends
to equate being with substance, this seems incomprehensible. But the fact
that nothingness is associated with the beginning in Daoism suggests that
the interconnectedness and oneness of all things assumes priority over the
divisions between them. This does not imply that existence and nothing-
ness are mutually exclusive, for as I will show, each is part of the other.
One of the foremost interpreters of Laozi, Wang Bi, suggests that the
notion of wu (nothingness) is central to an understanding of the Daode-
jing and uses it to describe the nature of the Dao itself. In his interpreta-
tion of the opening lines of the text, Wang Bi maintains that non-being
is a point of origin:

... all being originated from nonbeing. The time before physical forms
and names appeared was the beginning of the myriad things. After
forms and names appear, “dao” develops them, nourishes them, pro-
vides their formal shape and completes their formal substance, that is,
becomes their Mother. This means that the Tao produces and com-
pletes things with the formless and nameless."

Wang Bi’s analysis suggests wu is neither simply the negation of being
but rather has a kind of mysterious presence as the underlying unity of
all things. Alan K. Chan builds upon Wang Bi’s analysis to suggest that
wu has a fundamental substance which is both “ontologically distinct
from and prior to ‘being.’”'* In the work of Laozi which emphasizes the
interconnectedness and oneness of all things, “non-existence” is primor-
dial because it highlights the nondifferentiation between beings. Wi
cannot be named, but it is precisely that which ties the ten-thousand
things together and makes them one. Existence as distinguished from
nothingness is the site of particularity and the “ten thousand things.”

Indeed, Heidegger’s notion that nothingness is “more primary than
the not and the negation” may be partly indebted to Daoist thought which
also sees nothingness as a kind of beginning. By suggesting that nothing-
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ness antecedes heaven and earth, Laozi intimates that it is related to the
wholeness of the Dao. Existence, as distinguished from nothingness is the
site of particularity and the ten thousand things (wanwu J7¥)). While
existence depends on boundaries that allow us to differentiate things,
nothingness is the radical openness that allows them to connect. Without
differentiation there could not be connection. But at the same time, it is
important not to demarcate existence and nonexistence or being and
nothingness too sharply from one another. The Daodejing also emphasizes
that together the two which “are one in origin” and “different only in
name” (DDJ 1) constitute the whole. Things are unique not only because
they are differentiated from each other but also because they are undif-
ferentiated from each other. This is why there can be no being without
nothingness and no nothingness without being. Neither one is simply the
derivative of the other, for they are equiprimordial.

Because nothingness cannot be expressed in names, the Daodejing
begins with a series of what appear to be negations. This should not be
interpreted simply as an incorrigible skepticism but rather as a reverence
for that which cannot be spoken:

The Dao that can be expressed
Is not the eternal Dao.

The name that can be named

Is not the eternal name. ( DDJ 1)

Our finite names will always fall short of the infinite Dao which is being
spoken about. The criticism of language manifests a kind of respect for
the Dao and is intended to preserve a sense of wonder in relation to it. It
also opens up a path for nonverbal forms of knowing.

... day and night follow each other and we have no idea why. Enough,
enough! Morning and night exist, we cannot know more about the
Origins than this. Without them, we don’t exist, without us they have
no purpose. This is close to our meaning, but we cannot know what
creates things to be thus. It is as if they have a Supreme Guidance, but
there is no grasping such a One. (Zh 2, 10)

Heidegger might add that, by continuously undermining language it
is nevertheless compelled to use, Daoism avoids the illness of the west,
which was to transform /logos into ratio. In Heidegger’s view, the tendency
to equate logos with rationality obscured the original meaning of the term
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logos, which means “to gather things together.” Rather than trying to
ground things, Daoist language is self-critical in order to emphasize the
groundlessness of what it is describing. The Dao is something that will
always elude human expression because it can never be subjected to
limited human categories: “To use what has a boundary to pursue what
is limitless is dangerous; with this knowledge, if we still go after knowl-
edge we will run into trouble” (Zh 3, 22). The unity the Dao produces
is formless and therefore the metaphysical impetus to describe it must be
resisted for the use of words necessarily thrusts form upon it:

One looks for it and does not see it:

its name is ‘seed.

One listens for it and does not hear it:

its name is ‘small’.

These three cannot be separated,

Therefore, intermingled they form the One.. . .
It returns again to non-existence.

This is called the formless form,

the objectless image.

This is called the darkly chaotic.

Walking towards it one does not see its face;
Following it one does not see its back.

If one hold fast to the Dao of antiquity

in order to master today’s existence

one may know the ancient beginning,

This means: Dao’s continuous thread. (DDJ 14)

A suggestion of this sort surfaces even in the work of Nietzsche, who on
most occasions describes nothingness as the abyss. However, near the end
of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, there is an outpouring of joy that celebrates
the midnight hour precisely because it collapses the boundaries between
things: “a scent and odour of eternity, an odour of roseate bliss, a brown,
golden wine odour of ancient happiness, of intoxicated midnight’s dying
happiness, which sings: The world is deep: deeper than day can compre-
hend!” (Z1V: 19). Here, Nietzsche expresses his appreciation for formless-
ness, and midnight provides a perspective that the Apollonian day cannot
offer by revealing the deep undifferentiated unity of all things.

The experience of nothingness is necessary, in order to free us from
an excessive attachment to words, because it can help reveal a truth that
names all too frequently conceal. Words necessarily draw boundaries
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impelling human beings to forget that the nature of a particular being
can only be known through its interconnection with other beings. While
the maze of networks that any entity is entangled in is infinite, the ulti-
mate essence of a thing can never be postulated. This is why nothingness
makes us aware of the “thisness” of a thing, which is irreducible to
thought. For example, some of the most intimate moments in friendship
are often experienced in silence. There are occasions when speech would
ruin a kind of nonverbal understanding between people. It is in the inter-
est of preserving this nonverbal form of knowing that nothingness must
be safeguarded. When names are substituted for the direct encounter with
things themselves, we can sink into a comfortable familiarity which
nevertheless distances us from the things at hand. The Daoist exhortation
to foster nothingness reminds us that the phenomenological call to go “to
the things themselves” demands an attunement to nonverbal forms of
knowing that sharpen our sense of the particularity of a thing that is not
confined to words.

In contrast to Laozi, Zhuangzi’s writing puts less direct emphasis on
the cosmological understanding of nothingness as a kind of primordial
source. But Zhuangzi still invokes the concept in order to point to prob-
lems of our understanding. In the Zhuangzi, there is a brilliant passage
that underscores the interplay between being and nothingness, and also
describes the gradual movement away from attunement to nothingness:

In the beginning they did not know that anything existed; this is virtu-
ally perfect knowledge, for nothing can be added. Later they knew that
some things existed but they did not distinguish between them. Next
came those who distinguished between things, but did not judge things
as ‘being’ or ‘not being.’ It was when judgments were made that the
Tao was damaged, and because the Tao was damaged, love became
complete. (Zh 2, 14)

Here, a lack of knowledge is described as the most perfect knowledge
because nothing is yet seen as differentiated from anything else. Later, it
became known that things existed but no distinctions were made between
them, because they were still viewed in terms of their interconnectivity
rather than in terms of their separateness. Next distinctions were made,
but being and non-being were not separated from each other. This sug-
gests that non-being is recognized as an aspect of being because the
opening that connects one thing to other things is recognized. Therefore,
things are seen as distinct but not as isolated from each other. Finally,
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when judgments were made, and an account of things was given that
focused on their differentiation from each other, human beings strayed
furthest from the Dao. And yet, because the Dao was damaged, love
became complete because the irresistible pull of nothingness is still mani-
fested in the desire to return to the nondifferentiated oneness of all things.
The suggestion, that the most perfect knowledge is a lack of knowledge,
makes clear that, for Zhuangzi, it is the undifferentiated nature of things
that assumes priority.

Neither Laozi nor Zhuangzi would insist that we try to dispense with
names. But at the same time, we should maintain an awareness of noth-
ingness that reminds us of the nonoppositional nature of opposites: “If
all on earth acknowledge the beautiful as beautiful, then thereby the ugly
is already posited. If all on earth acknowledge the good as good, then
thereby is the non-good already posited” (DDJ 2). On one level, this sug-
gests that we think in dichotomizing terms. For example, we can only
know what heat is in relation to cold. If I plunge my hand into two pots
of water of differing temperatures, I will describe the difference between
them as hot and cold. At first glance, this appears to be simple negation,
because I identify one by virtue of the way in which it is 7oz the other.
Yet, at the same time, if hot and cold were not somehow connected to
each other through their opposition, then I would also be incapable of
comparing them. To say that hot and cold are experienced relative to each
other suggests that they are intertwined. And because of this entangle-
ment there is a sense that there is no difference between them. The argu-
ment, that they are absolutely distinct from each other, presupposes that
the fundamental relationship between things is one of division. But there
is another perspective which is no less valid. This constitutes the aware-
ness that each thing is also a confluence of all other things that exist. In
Indian philosophy this understanding is often described through the
analogy of the fishnet, where an individual life is portrayed as a single
knot which is both distinct from others and yet at the same time is
connected to every other knot in the net. Because it is connected to
everything else, it 7s everything else. From the perspective of intercon-
nectedness, all things are their opposites.

For Zhuangzi, moral judgments such as good and evil emerge out of
a worldview that sees things primarily in terms of their division from one
another. However, from the perspective of the radical openness repre-
sented by nothingness, everything is one, and so the distinction between
right and wrong also begins to fade away. When it is said that the sage
“manages to harmonize right and wrong” (Zh 2, 14), this is not a prescrip-
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tion for a kind of moral relativism in which anything goes. Rather it
means that from a standpoint which regards things as nondifferentiated,
the distinction between good and evil becomes less pronounced. However,
Zhuangzi is not implying that the sage is completely indifferent to the
course of events. Because he recognizes that things are both differentiated
from each other and not differentiated from each other, he must harmo-
nize between right and wrong rather than dispensing with morality
entirely. He must balance his knowledge of the separation between things,
with the understanding that they are also connected. Thus, Daoist phi-
losophy would deny the possibility that good can every completely triumph
over evil for without evil there could be no good:

With regard to what is right and wrong, I say not being is being and
being is not being. . . . But let us not get caught up in discussing this.
Forget about life, forget about worrying about right and wrong. Plunge
into the unknown and the endless and find your place there. (Zh 2,
20)

We might raise the objection that the sage’s activity leaves us with
few signposts that can help determine the proper moral course of action.
But it is important to emphasize that the Daoist opposition to moral
dogmatism is not intended to foster reckless moral abandon, but rather
allows the sage to resolve conflict in a more contextualized manner. An
attunement to nothingness can help foster a kind of moral pragmatism
which neither relies solely on the applications of abstract rules, nor depends
on an unthinking compliance with rigid moral rituals. For example, the
Daoist sage could avoid the kind of labeling which needs to define an
enemy in order to reassure itself of its own goodness. Furthermore, if my
enemy’s allegedly “immoral” behaviour is recognized as somehow having
been provoked by my own, the boundaries between good and evil also
become more blurred. If the dividing lines between good and evil are
drawn too sharply, then one creates the very enemies that one purports
to avoid. Nothingness can help to remind us of the divisive effects of
moral labeling.

When Nietzsche rails against Judeo-Christian morality, insisting that
the distinctions between good and evil disguise a latent power dynamic,
he is lodging a complaint that is not altogether different from that of
Daoist thinkers. In fact, the insights which Daoist texts provide can also
help to shed light on Nietzsche’s posture of going beyond good and evil.

The notion that Nietzsche is an absolute moral relativist who wants to
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tear all existing moralities asunder in order to allow creative flourishing
no matter what consequences might ensue is too simple. Nietzsche’s con-
demnation of morality also arises from the sense that all things are con-
nected to each other that comes across most strongly in his image of the
eternal return. Thus, an approach that aims to overcome morality does
not necessarily extol violence and bloodshed, especially if it is predicated
on an understanding that all things are connected. There is no suggestion
in the works of either Laozi or Zhuangzi that the sage employ violent
means to achieve harmony. On the contrary violence is explicitly shunned.
Having said this, it is also important to recognize that Nietzsche does not
abhor violence and indeed believes it to be inevitable because the bound-
aries which separate things are viewed by him to be as powerful as the
forces that connect them.

Daoist thinkers want to avoid precisely the kind of divisiveness that
Nietzsche thinks makes violence and conflict an inevitable part of the
process of life. For Daoist thinkers, boundaries are often considered a
source of anguish. While the two German philosophers are initially
preoccupied with self-making, Daoist philosophy is concerned to obtain
release from the self. When Heidegger emphasizes that the limits posed
by birth and death makes the self an object of our care or concern, he is
implying that such a commitment to self is desirable. Laozi and Zhuangzi
are less comfortable with such an attachment to the self, because they
insist that it is the cause of much division.

Having outlined the difference between these approaches, I would also
emphasize that they are not necessarily antithetical, since both manifest a
desire to come to terms with our finitude. While the authentic self of the
early Heidegger struggles to make a whole out of the self, the Daoist sage
tries to render his soul so open that it participates in the kind of openness
that is the Dao. Here too, the sage is grappling with the fact that he as a
finite being is “thrown” into an infinite universe. He becomes a kind of
non-self (wx ji #& TU) that does not cling to the self, but rather recognizes
that his selfhood emerges through his interaction with others. The sage
creates by letting-be and providing the spaces into which things can emerge.
His wisdom inheres in the ability to cultivate harmony and to succeed in
this endeavour, he must be attuned to the power of nothingness:

The perfect man, in contrast, concentrates his spirit upon that which
was before the beginning and rests in the strangeness of being in the
fields of nothingness. Like water he flows without form, or pours out
into the great purity. (Zh 32, 290)
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The Daoist sage “remains undeserted” because his nonaction allows other
things to go towards him. In this way, he is able to find fullness in
emptiness:

Thus also is the Man of Calling

He dwells in effectiveness without action.
He practices teaching without talking.
All beings emerge

and he does not refuse himself to them.
He generates and yet possesses nothing.
He is effective and keeps nothing.
When the work is done

he does not dwell with it.

And just because he does not dwell

he remains undeserted. (DD] 2)

This provides a striking contrast with Zarathustra who does not tiptoe
lightly through the world like the sage, but creates waves wherever he
goes. From a Daoist perspective, Zarathustra is constantly gripped by an
agonizing solitude because he has not learned the art of silence.

This type of activity the sage engages in is often referred to as wu-wei
(#%7%%), which is frequently translated as non-action: “In stillness they take
actionless action. . .. Through actionless action they are happy, very
happy; being so happy they are not afflicted by cares and worries . ..
(Zh 13, 107). However, this translation can be somewhat misleading for
Western readers, since wu-wei does not imply the cessation of activity,
but rather means that we should act in such a way that nothingness is
part of one’s action. Heidegger’s concept of letting-be (Gelassenheit) reso-
nates powerfully with the idea of wu-wei. One must provide an opening
for other beings through one’s action. This is by no means an easy task,
which is why only the very few will become sages. If I am to establish
accord between things, I must also be familiar with their de (&), or par-
ticular virtues, in order to provide the proper spaces that they can enter
into. A pot that is to hold liquids must be tailored to that which it is
intended to hold. Thus, nonaction is a very difficult skill to master,
because it demands a sophisticated attentiveness to the openings in the
world around one. Cook Ding expresses this when he describes his talent
for butchery: “Between the joints there are spaces, and the blade of a knife
has no real thickness. If you put what has no thickness into spaces such
as these, there is plenty of room, certainly enough for the knife to work
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through.” (Zh 3, 23). Yet the cosmological understanding of nothingness
and its practical application are not divorced. It is Cook Ding’s awareness
of spaces between things that allows him to work according to the spirit
of the Dao and thereby return to the Dao in this way. His practical activ-
ity is also a spiritual experience and imbues his experience with a sense
of oneness.

While Daoist writings are replete with the language of a spontaneous
harmonization, this does not mean it is easily achieved. As the title of the
second chapter in the Zhuangzi, “Working everything out evenly,” sug-
gests, harmony has to be actively cultivated. Harmonization allows us to
experience activity with the calmness of nothingness. The authentic
person or sage experiences and initiates movement but seems unaffected
by it:

He does not feel the heat of the burning deserts nor the cold of the
vast Waters. He is not frightened by the lightning which can split open
mountains, nor by the storms that can whip up the seas. Such a person
rides the clouds and mounts upon the sun and moon, and wanders
across and beyond the four seas. Neither death nor life concerns him,
nor is he interested in what is good or bad! (Zh 2, 18)

The connection between harmony and stillness is continuously reinforced
in Daoist thought: “Create emptiness up to the highest! Guard stillness
up to the most complete. Then all things may rise together” (DD] 16).
According to Laozi, movement must become so peaceful that it mirrors
nothingness: “Things in all their multitude: each one returns to its root.
Returning to the root means stillness” (DDJ 16). It allows us to emphasize
the harmonious rather than conflictual potential between things. This
offers a stark contrast to the frenetic movement of Nietzsche and
Heidegger’s authentic individuals, who are spurred to act because of the
threat that nothingness poses, as the cessation of all activity. In Daoism,
movement is experienced as stillness not because we are rendered passive,
but because the cultivation of harmony is intended to minimize conflict
and tension, thereby providing serenity in change. For Nietzsche, an
acceptance of change implies that we must embrace its turmoil. Con-
versely, Daoist thinkers prevail upon us to experience the seamless and
quiet nature of change.

The propensity of the Daoist sage to be inconspicuous would seem
to prize humility while Nietzsche appears to celebrate a kind of hubris.
However, one could argue that what is expected of the Daoist sage is
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much more difficult to achieve than what is demanded of the Ubermensch.
The Ubermensch must rebel against death because he admits discomfort
with his mortality. While he is asked to embrace his finitude in order to
open himself up to the interactive processes that create the cycles of eter-
nity, this is by no means an easy task because Nietzsche acknowledges
that the boundaries of the self isolate as well as bond. The Daoist sage’s
release from the self is more complete, demanding that he see his limits
only as openings: “just imagine what can be achieved by one who is in
control of Heaven and Earth and who encompasses all life, who simply
uses his physical body as a place to dwell, whose ears and eyes he knows
only convey fleeting images, who knows how to unite all knowledge and
whose heart never dies” (Zh 5, 39). Because he becomes indifferent to his
own mortal body, the sage achieves a kind of eternity.

Daoist thinkers might conclude that a failure to heed nothingness
precipitated the crisis of nihilism in the West by concealing the knowledge
that all things are connected. For Nietzsche, symbols of absolute power,
such as the Christian God or Platonic forms, camouflage the human
desire for omnipotence and perfection. Eventually the symbol was revered
in and of itself and a dangerous schism developed between life and this
“super-terrestrial” realm. That which the symbol leaves out is summarily
ignored and therefore there is very little possibility for the revitalization
of such abstractions. As a result, the symbols collapse and life is pro-
nounced meaningless. Daoist thinkers would agree with a diagnosis which
holds that abstract symbols had become too powerful in Western philoso-
phy. Daoist words act as pointers rather than essences, and thus the
expectations placed upon them are not as great. From a Daoist perspec-
tive, one could argue that what leads to the nihilism Nietzsche describes
is not the idea of god itself, but the notion that such a god could be
described. A discomfort with silence and speechlessness in Western
thought results in a gradual whittling away of the meaning in speech,
which becomes what Heidegger refers to as Gerede (idle talk). Further-
more, because many Western thinkers ignore the fact that a thing cannot
be grasped by the name, they ignore the irreducible thisness of the thing
that allows us to form connections with it. Perhaps an analysis of friend-
ship can help to underscore how this process works. On the one hand,
we become close friends with another person because we are alike. At the
same time, friendship is also based on the encounter with the “strange-
ness” of a friend who is radically other to me. This may in part be what
prompts Nietzsche to say that his enemies are his best friends: “In your
friend you should possess your best enemy. Your heart should feel closest
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to him when you oppose him” (Z I 14). It is the combination of strange-
ness and familiarity that allows us to become close, for it shows an
appreciation of connectedness that arises through the particularity of two
different things:

Have you ever watched your friend asleep—to discover what he looked
like? Yet your friend’s face is something else beside. It is your own face,
in a wrought and imperfect mirror . . . The friend should be a master
in conjecture and in keeping silence: you must not want to see every-
thing. Your dream should tell you what your friend does when awake.

(Z114)

When we attempt to expunge “strangeness” or “uncanniness” from experi-
ence then we also have a much harder time forming social bonds. If
nothingness is not part of our understanding of difference, we will begin
a precipitous fall towards social atomisation.

While there are many Western thinkers who readily acknowledge the
importance of difference and consequently admit that knowledge is per-
spectival, this observation is often tinged with despair. Not only is such
despair notably absent in Daoist thought, but human “limitations” are
greeted with jubilation and also laughter. Furthermore, because oneness
is seen as predicated on the connections between things, differences in
perspectives are not seen as limits to the understanding. When one per-
spective is assumed to be all encompassing, it becomes the source of a
joke. For example, in a humorous anecdote, Zhuangzi refers to a woman
who is revered by human beings for her beauty, but whose presence the
animals flee instantly upon sight:

Monkeys mate with each other, deer go with deer. People said that Mao
Chiang and Li Chi were the most beautiful women in the world, but
fish seeing them dived away, birds took off into the air and deer ran
off. Of these four, who really knows true beauty. (Zh 2, 17)

Zhuangzi suggests that this beauty is relative, and that the animals merely
have a different perspective of beauty than human beings. This is not
interpreted as misguided knowledge on the part of either human beings
or animals. Zhuangzi appears to place much more emphasis on the mul-
tiplicity of the world than Laozi, as is evidenced by the diverse panoply
of human beings and animals that parade through his stories.

There is a strong connection between the particularity of things and
nothingness. In a very complex passage, Zhuangzi elucidates this link:
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Nothing exists which is not ‘that,” nothing exists which is not ‘this.” I
cannot look at something through someone else’s eyes, I can only truly
know something which I know. Therefore ‘that’ comes out of ‘this’ and
‘this” arises from ‘that. This is why we say ‘that’ and ‘this’ are born
from each other, most definitely. ... When ‘this’ and ‘that’ do not
stand against each other, this is called the pivot of the Tao. Compare
birth with death, compare death with life; compare what is possible
with what is not possible and compare what is not possible with what
is possible; because there is, there is not and because there is not, there

is. (Zh 12)

Many layers of meaning can be gleaned from this passage. On the one
hand, it is clear that “this” and “that” are not one another. The fact that
there is nothing which is neither “this” nor “that” indicates that each thing
is radically distinct from the next and its particularity cannot be reduced
to words. Zhuangzi uses the vague terminology of the “this” and “that”
to point out that the specificity or “thisness” of a thing cannot be defined.
Yet, at the same time, what a thing is only makes since through that which
it 7s not since “this” and “that” are connected. Because of this connection,
each thing is both “this” and “that.” Each thing “is” what it “is not”
because of the connection between things made possible by the openness
of nothingness.

Furthermore, this passage illustrates that there is no contradiction
between the one and the many for the continuity between the myriad of
things makes the Dao one. Every single thing suggests and opens the door
for a multitude of other things to emerge. Rather than the “many” reflect-
ing the “one,” each “one” also reflects and points to the “many.” Further-
more, the one is and is not itself: “That which is One is One. That which
is not One is also One” (Zh ch 6). This is a powerful testament to the
unity in difference and the difference in unity.

An acknowledgement of differences in perspectives is therefore not a
source of disunity but rather allows us to recognize our “partness.” The
presence of nothingness in each thing allows it to become a vehicle of
interconnections. This is why an awareness of nothingness fosters a respect
for difference. One becomes aware of one’s own particularity by being
exposed to perspectives that are different from one’s own. Nothingness
reminds us that our boundaries are also openings and not simply limits.
While in much of Western thought, emphasis is often placed on com-
monalities as a basis for community, in Zhuangzi’s thought, differences
become the basis for unity. No one perspective in Daoism, including the
human, is seen as inherently superior:
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If someone sleeps in a damp place, he will ache all over and will be
half paralysed, but is it the same for an eel? If someone climbs a tree,
he will be frightened and shaking, but is it so for a monkey? Out of
these three, which is the wisest about where to live? Humans eat
meat, deer consume grass, centipedes devours snakes and owls and
crows enjoy mice. Of these four which has the best taste? (Zh 19,
158)

Nothingness refers to a kind of non-essentialism of all things. Without
the presence of nothingness, we would not be aware of the fact that one
thing is not the other. But the presence of nothingness also reminds us
that one thing is the other for all things are interconnected. As in Western
philosophy, there is a sense that the nothing differentiates, but this
differentiation is necessary for things to come together. Nothingness is
therefore present rather than absent:

Thirty spokes surround the hub:

In their nothingness consists the carriage’s effectiveness.
One hollows the clay and shapes it into pots.

In its nothingness consists the pot’s effectiveness.

One cuts out doors and windows to make the chamber.
In their nothingness consists the chamber’s effectiveness.
Therefore: what exists serves for possession.

What does not exist serves for effectiveness. (DDJ 11)

In the original Chinese, the term translated here as possession is Z, (F])
which does not strictly mean possession, but is also used to describe
benefit, advantage, effectiveness, or potential. Without the empty spaces,
the pot could not hold things, nor could the spokes come together to
form a wheel. In an essay entitled, “On the Thing,” Heidegger directly
appropriates these metaphors by emphasizing that the emptiness of the
jug is what makes it a container. He points out that the purpose of the
jug is to hold liquids as well as to pour, and therefore its nothingness not
only allows the jug to hold things in place, but also permits it to gather
things together. The empty space in a wine jug draws attention to the
wine which it holds. But at the same time, the act of pouring allows the
wine to become a source of interconnection. Both the distinctness
and nondistinctness of things come into play in Heidegger’s portrayal of
the jug.
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FroM NIHILISM TO NOTHINGNESS

From the perspective of Daoist thinkers, everything is interconnected and
therefore there is no such thing as a pure ending or pure beginning:
“There is the beginning; there is not as yet any beginning of the begin-
ning. There is what is, and there is what is not, and it is not easy to say
whether what is not, is not; or whether what is, is” (Zh 2, 15). Non-being
is not only pure absence but also represents potentiality. There is never
any pure beginning that is not an ending as well as a continuation. The
end of one particular thing marks the beginning of another. Because
endings and beginnings are always connected in Daoist thought, it shows
little trace of a kind of Heideggerian or Nietzschean Angst. Nothingness
marks the birth of all things, because it is no-thing in particular, and
therefore represents endless potential as well as harmony. Richard Wilhelm
points out that the deepest secret is wu ji: the non-beginning that is often
represented by a simple circle.” The circle is both whole and infinite
because each point along it can be seen as both beginning and end.

While nothingness in philosophical Daoism is seen as an opening,
in Western thought it is often associated with closure. This is indicative
of the individualist assumptions that undergird Western philosophy, for
if we live primarily for the self, then “the nothing” constitutes a haunting
spectre of finality indeed. Nietzsche’s tightrope walker perceives nothing-
ness as the horrifying abyss which signals the end of his movement. It is
literally the dead-end that forces him to focus fully on the activity he is
engaged in. Similarly, Heidegger’s authentic person must confront his
own death in order to remind himself of his potential as a being continu-
ously in process. This is why death becomes an important cornerstone of
the authentic experience in Heidegger’s view. The absolute finality of
death contrasts starkly with the open-endedness of Being, Yet, at the
same time, and from a Daoist perspective, one could argue that if death
were only an ending, then it could not draw attention to our potential.
Thus, it must also be an opening. Heidegger concedes that death is only
absolute from an individual’s perspective, since the process of mourning
allows the deceased to live on in the rituals of others. The act of mourn-
ing underscores the continuity that is made possible not only in spite of
death but also through it. When we worship or pay homage to our ances-
tors, we are not simply mourning their passing but are reconsolidating
the community’s bonds.

In Daoist thought, death is a reminder of the interconnection of all
things. There is no passing-away that is not also a coming-to-be. This is
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why the Daoist sage confronts his own death with relative equanimity.
He is not frightened by his mortality because he “simply uses his physical
body as a place to dwell” (Zh 5, 39). He knows that “death and birth
(being and non-being), are one and the same” (Zh 6, 52). Rather than
viewing his self in terms of the constraints he faces, he regards himself as
one thread in an infinite net. The boundaries of his body are perceived
not as limits but as openings. For this reason he transcends his limitations
not by struggling against them in a superman-like fashion, but by accept-
ing them through the acknowledgement that they are also points of con-
nection. The sage is described as a non-self not because he is devoid of
personality, but because he allows his personality to develop out of inter-
action with others.

There is an account of nothingness as opening even in Nietzsche’s
writings that is directly linked to his understanding of the eternal return
which reveals the fundamental connectedness of all things. However,
Nietzsche would not want to permanently overcome the sense of individu-
ation that divides things from each other. It is not only our interaction
with others, but also a tenacious commitment to our own boundaries that
makes us unique. Conversely, the Daoist sage does not experience noth-
ingness as his own and release from the individuated ego-self is his con-
stant aim: “Nothing seen; nothing heard. Embrace the spirit in quietness,
the body with its own rightness. Be still, be pure, do not make your body
struggle, do not disturb your essence” (Zh 11, 86). For the sage, individu-
ation is associated with turmoil, discord, and grief. Yet in a sense, he too
depends on the individuated beings that he is able to bring together in
harmony. His freedom from self only has meaning in a world where there
are beings who are not freed from self in quite the same way. In other
words, the sage also depends on the not-sage in order to be a sage.

However, to claim that the paradoxes of individuation are completely
ignored in Daoist philosophy would also be an unjust rendering of these
texts. Zhuangzi’s famous butterfly dream provides a subtle example. He
admits that he cannot know whether he is a butterfly dreaming he is a
man or a man dreaming he is a butterfly:

Once upon a time I, Chuang Tzu, dreamt that I was a butterfly, flitting
around and enjoying myself. I had no idea I was Chuang Tzu. Then
suddenly I woke up and was Chuang Tzu again. But I could not tell,
had I been Chuang Tzu dreaming I was a butterfly or a butterfly dream-
ing I was now Chuang Tzu? However, there must be some sort of
difference between Chuang Tzu and a butterfly! We call this the trans-
formation of things. (Zh 2, 20)
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Zhuangzi’s dream experience is significant for it recalls the transformation
of one thing into another that constitutes the Dao’s process. It is no acci-
dent that this vision comes to him in sleep which in itself dissolves the
boundaries of the ego-self. From the perspective of the Dao, it is irrelevant
whether or not Zhuangzi really is a butterfly or a man. Yet at the same
time, in the end he acknowledges that there must be a difference between
himself and the butterfly. Oneness can only be expressed in diversity,
therefore Zhuangzi and the butterfly must cultivate their distinct natures.
At the same time, without recognizing the insignificance of the difference
that separates them, one might be tempted to overlook the unity between
them. The paradox of Zhuangzi’s dream is that it celebrates both the
irrelevance and importance of this difference. Things are both one and
the same and not one and the same at the same time.

Nietzsche would take issue with the life proposed by the sage, because
in his view, nihilism is not to be permanently eradicated, rather, it must
be transcended, over and over again. The agonizing depths of nihilism
must be experienced in order for an affirmation of life to have meaning.
For Nietzsche, there could be no celebration of difference without a kind
of territorial division between self and non-self. Both a tenacious com-
mitment to one’s boundaries, and the self transformation made possible
by overcoming them, create the colourful differences between things.
This means that, for Nietzsche, conflict and harmony will be constant
companions, while the Daoist ideal is of a world where conflict is reduced
to an absolute minimum.

Heidegger, Nietzsche, Laozi, and Zhuangzi cross paths in their
understandings of nothingness. For both Nietzsche and the early Hei-
degger, an awareness of nothingness helps to overcome a paralyzing nihil-
ism in part because it helps shape the distinctive features of the individual.
It serves as a powerful force of individuation that prevents us from suc-
cumbing fully to the kind of amorphous blob that is the herd. The experi-
ence of nihilism is largely foreign to Daoist thinkers because they focus
on nothingness as an opening, thereby privileging interconnection over
individuation. Nevertheless, it is unfair to say that Daoist philosophers
completely ignore the importance of individuation, just as it would be a
gross oversimplification to maintain that Western thinkers are blind to
the importance of interconnection. Despite their differences, all four
thinkers would concur that nothingness makes possible a unity based on
the interconnection of particular beings, rather than a unity predicated
on homogeneity and sameness. It allows us to relish both the unity in
diversity and the diversity in unity.
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Chapter 4

Hierarchy and Equality

By linking the philosophy of Heidegger and Nietzsche with Daoism, I
lean towards highlighting those aspects of their thoughts that celebrate
interconnection, diversity, and openness. Undoubtedly, for many, this
account will appear skewed, in light of the darker political side that is an
integral part of both Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s legacies. Both have been
connected with the Nazi regime, albeit for different reasons. While the
allegations that Nietzsche was a proto-Nazi are blatantly unfair (given his
utter contempt for both militarism and German nationalism), his prefer-
ence for aristocratic politics, replete with notions of rank ordering and a
glorification of violence, certainly fly in the face of the democratic prin-
ciples many of us hold in high esteem. Heidegger’s political history is
more tainted than that of Nietzsche, because he lent his explicit support
to the Nazi regime, which he erroneously believed provided a political
vehicle for renewing modern humanity’s connection to Being,.
Undoubtedly this readily leads to the conclusion that both Nietzsche’s
and Heidegger’s distrust for absolute moral principles and truths eventuates
in a kind of politics where the unrestrained show of force is not only permit
ted but exalted, thereby revealing the danger inherent in a philosophy that
refuses to espouse clear moral precepts. However, here the comparison with
Daoist thinking is instructive. Daoism, while not appealing to absolute or
metaphysical principles, abhors political violence and coercion. Therefore,
no automatic link can be made between a nonmetaphysical posture and
political authoritarianism. Laozi envisions rule by a sage, but this rule is so
subtle that it is almost unnoticed, and its intention is to help cultivate the
particularities of the ten-thousand things, rather than brutally squash them.

159
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While this is easily associated with a kind of clever Machiavellianism, such
an interpretation presupposes that the ultimate objective of the sage ruler is
the perpetuation of his own power. However, the purpose of the sage ruler
is to create a dynamic whereby his rule would become unnecessary. Through
the power of his example, he would foster a spontaneous cooperation between
things that would eventuate in self-rule. The sage ruler is to become the
conduit for anarchic balance and harmony between individuals.

The stark differences between the political attitudes of Nietzsche
and Heidegger and the Daoist thinkers suggest that something besides
an anti-metaphysical posture explains the political leanings of the two
German philosophers. Furthermore, one must not ignore antiauthoritar-
ian streaks that surface in Nietzsche, and become more pronounced in
the later Heidegger as well. Heidegger’s later writings seem to represent a
reversal of the politics he espoused in the early 1930s, while Zarathustra
can also be said to offer a democratic vision of social relationships. This
suggests that the political positions of both Heidegger and Nietzsche are
ambiguous and do not necessarily see their embodiment in the brutal
Nazi politics of the 1930s.

I would argue that the authoritarian dimension of both Heidegger
and Nietzsche is largely the result of their contempt for the dynamics of
the herd. They both praise the individual who actively transforms himself
and thereby stands out from the crowd. Because such self-transformation
involves coming to terms with some of the most anxiety-producing aspects
of our existence, both thinkers assume this is an activity only the very
few would dare engage in. Furthermore, Heidegger and Nietzsche concur
that nothingness, as a force of negation, is what spurs on the self-
transforming activity of these exceptional individuals. The best political
regime, from this perspective, is one which facilitates the flourishing of
the few. Furthermore, hierarchical regimes do not shy away from conflict,
allowing the brave self to emerge out of a process of struggle. Heidegger
assumed that the destructive tactics of the Nazis were the mark of a
regime willing to constantly recreate itself through total mobilization.
Both Nietzsche and Heidegger seem oblivious to the fact that destruction
often sets off pernicious spirals of violence rather than laying the ground-
work for creative activity.

NIETZSCHE AND RANK ORDERING

As T have suggested in previous chapters, Nietzsche offers a very complex
portrait of the self which challenges the notions of subjectivity upon
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which much of Western thought has been predicated. Yet, he is often
accused of being a radical individualist preoccupied with how the self can
maximize its power in relation to others. This misunderstanding is in
part due to the nature of Nietzsche’s political positions, which seem to
belie the complexity of his philosophy of subjectivity. He is best described
as a neoaristocratic conservative who is not only a proponent of political
hierarchy, but also considers exploitation, violence, and domination indel-
ible features of the political scene.

Nietzsche’s perspectives on politics often seem crude, particularly
when evaluated against the corpus of his work. But it is important to bear
in mind that politics is only of secondary interest to him. Any cohesive
political unity demands a degree of social homogenization that he finds
suspect although he admits it is inevitable. Because Nietzsche isolates
cultural and religious factors from economic and social factors, his grasp
of social stratification is fairly simplistic. He is oblivious to many of the
power relationships that emerge out of the socioeconomic dynamic. His
main interest lies in cultural evaluation, and he insists that prevailing
cultural orientations represent the internalization of external norms that
are imposed by a dominant social group. Cultural innovation is the work
of the outsider, who does not simply succumb to existing trends but dares
to forge a path of his own. This is why genuine creativity always occurs
at times of political decline in Nietzsche’s view: “All great ages of culture
are ages of political decline: what is great culturally has always been
unpolitical, even antipolitical” (T1 1. 4). Thus, Nietzsche’s primary
interest in politics is not how to build the best social order, but rather
to ascertain which regime is most like to facilitate the emergence of
the independent creative genius who can effect cultural change. Politics
appears to be a cumbersome necessity for Nietzsche, and is not regarded
by him as a forum for developing the creative interaction between
individuals.

According to Nietzsche, the sovereign individual is most likely to
emerge from the womb of an aristocratic society:

Every enhancement of the type ‘man’ has so far been the work of an
aristocratic society . . . a society that believe in the long ladder of an
order of rank and differences in value between man and man, and that
needs slavery in some sense or other. Without the pathos of distance
which grows out of the ingrained difference between strata . . . that
other more mysterious pathos could not have grown up either—the
craving for an ever new widening of distances within the soul itself,
the development of ever higher, rarer, more remote, further-stretching
more comprehensive states—in brief, simply the enhancement of the
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type ‘man’, the continual ‘self-overcoming of man’ to use a moral
formula in a supra-moral sense. (BGE 257)

He bases this idea on a rather crude extrapolation of the theory of the
will to power. Because all life forms have a desire to establish boundaries
against others as well as to collapse them, the development of individual
sovereignty always emerges in the context of struggle: “life itself is
essentially appropriation, injury, overpowering of what is alien and
weaker . . . exploitation belongs to the essence of what lives, as a basic
organic function; it is a consequence of the will to power, which is after
all the will of life” (BGE 259). In Nietzsche’s view, aristocracy accepts
struggle and conflict as the norm of political life.

Yet, when Nietzsche tries to render his politics consistent with his
theory of the will to power, he willfully ignores many of his own insights
concerning human agency. Indeed, Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra
offers many images that would seem to hint at a much more serene and
peaceful social vision. I have pointed out in previous chapters that the
image of the eternal return in Thus Spoke Zarathustra constitutes a cele-
bration of the interconnection of all forms of life that celebrates the par-
ticularity of all things. Moreover the metaphor is a humbling one, because
it reminds human beings that they are not at the centre of existence but
rather just one minute part of an infinite cosmos.

Zarathustra is in search of companions who will be able to engage
with him in genuinely interactive relationships and not simply parrot his
views while following him blindly like sheep. His notion of friendship at
least, seems inherently democratic: “I now go away alone my disciples!
You too now go away and be alone! . . . Now I bid you lose me and find
yourselves and only when you have all denied me will I return to you”
(Z 1: 22). This suggests that Zarathustra seeks friendships wherein each
stimulates the other’s development and growth. This would not be pos-
sible if relationships between people were predicated on conflict alone and
Zarathustra repeatedly insists on the importance of love. Zarathustra
makes it clear that neither tyrants nor slaves can be genuine friends (Z 1
14). At the end of the book, the sign that comes to Zarathustra is not a
sword dripping with blood, but the lion, who has been transformed from
the rebellious nay-saying creature of the three metamorphosis into the
gentle loving companion encircled by doves:

... when it grew clear before him, there lay at his feet a sallow, powerful
animal that lovingly pressed his head against his knee and would not
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leave him, behaving like a dog that has found his old master again. The
doves, however, were no less eager than the lion with their love; and
every time a dove glided across the lion’s nose, the lion shook its head

and wondered and laughed. (Z IV 20)

However, the lion emits an intimating roar when confronted with the
higher men, suggesting that such tactics may be necessary to awaken the
community from its slumber. Thus, the gentle moments in Zarathustra’s
experience often do not surface in his encounters with the herd-like com-
munity. This implies that Nietzsche believes violence to be an inevitable
tool to shock the moribund community into creative action.

The struggle between the egotistical and non-egotistical aspects of
the self unfolds in Zarathustra’s account of the honey-offering. Zarathus-
tra hopes to use his honey to lure towards him the diverse creatures of
the resplendent sea which is “full of many-coloured fishes and crabs for
which even the gods might long and become fishers and casters of nets”
(Z 1V 1). However, in a parody of Christ he uses the honey as bait to
entice the creatures of his sea to approach his height: “And what belongs
to me in all seas, my in-and-for-me in all things—fish iz out for me, bring
it here to me: I wait for it, I the wickedest of all fishermen” (Z IV 1).
Others must be brought into the fold of the self in order to make Zara-
thustra happy. Yet, the honey is not Zarathustra’s gift alone because it is
gathered by his animals and produced by the bees and so in itself is a
celebration of the interconnection of all things.

Zarathustra warns against the very egoistic tendencies he himself
manifests in his account of friendship, insisting that the friend “should
be a master in conjecture and in keeping silence: you must not want to
see everything” (Z I 16). The other cannot simply be reduced to an exten-
sion of the self. At the same time, he insists that the other is a rough and
imperfect mirror in which one sees one’s own reflection (Z I 16). One
must willingly recognize that the other both is and is not the self. In
Nietzsche’s view we cannot do without the tension between individuals,
nor can we do without the bonds of love that unite them.

It is the difficulty in accepting the interconnection between individu-
als that accounts for the awkwardness of gift-giving. By giving a gift, one
must also acknowledge one’s indebtedness to those who enable us to give
it. Each giving is also a receiving: “You compel all things to come to you
and into you that they may flow back from your fountain as gifts of your
love” (Z 1: 22). Most people are averse to the idea of receiving, because
they are afraid of the porous boundaries that exist between self and other.
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This is why the hermit suggests to Zarathustra that the mob is not yet
ready to receive gifts: “‘Give them nothing,’ said the saint. ‘Rather take
something off them and beat them with it—that will please them best;
if only it be pleasing to you!”” (Z P: 2). In this way, they are comforted
by their distinct separation from others and they do not have to deal with
the uncertainty of interconnection and the possibility that the boundaries
between them are more nebulous than they are prepared to acknowledge.
Nietzsche’s analysis points to the irony inherent in the act of giving gifts,
particularly when it is based on the notion of a reciprocal exchange of
equivalents. Ostensibly one gives a gift to connect with others, but if a
payment in kind is insisted upon, then one assiduously protects the
boundaries of the self against the other. The exact exchange of equivalents
ensures that the connection between individuals does not undermine the
fundamental separateness of individuals.

Since Nietzsche’s concept of the self is multifaceted, it is worth explor-
ing why his politics, by comparison, are so one-sided. The references to
love and affirmation scattered throughout his texts seem to be driven
underground by his political vision, which excludes all social relationships
that are not based on struggle for the upper hand. In fact, one could argue
that his politics are almost a knee-jerk reaction to liberal democracy,
which Nietzsche holds in utter contempt. Because he sees only two alter-
natives (namely liberal democracy or aristocracy), Nietzsche’s preference
rests with the latter.

In Nietzsche’s view, liberal democracy was a direct outgrowth of
Christianity, therefore it was equated with the sinister process of social
leveling. While Christianity pretended to bestow respect upon each indi-
vidual soul, in reality it was contemptuous of the individual because it
demanded that each person become a replica of the other and engage in
a never ending process of self-flagellation. Furthermore, the idea that
Christianity developed communities was a chimera, in Nietzsche’s view,
for it forced each individual to bear the heavy burden of their guilt alone.
Nietzsche’s last men may huddle together for comfort, but they do not
intertwine their fates. In fact, priests depended upon social isolation to
maintain the power of God and church. Since guilt, before an omnipotent
God, was ineradicable, people would willingly turn to their spiritual
leaders and comply with their demands in an effort to seek some relief
from this guilt. For Nietzsche, the only bonds between individuals were
a common belief in God.

In Nietzsche’s view, liberal democracy is a secularized outgrowth of
this same power dynamic. Liberalism’s apparent exaltation of the indi-



Hierarchy and Equality 165

vidual invested with rights and inclinations is an appropriation of the
Christian concept of the soul. Liberal ideals of justice, equality, and peace
reflect the attempt to bring heaven to earth by preventing others from
exercising their power: “Christianity as a denaturalization of herd-animal
morality: accompanied by absolute misunderstanding and self-deception.
Democratization is a more natural form of it, one less mendacious” (WP
215). Thus, the ideal of equality, in Nietzsche’s view, is predicated on a
pernicious contempt for the other and a desire to arrest his or her growth:
“. .. one speaks of ‘equal rights—that is, as long as one has not yet gained
superiority one wants to prevent one’s competitors from growing in power”
(WP 86). While this is undoubtedly an oversimplification of liberalism,
the connection is useful, for it helps to unveil the latent power dynamic
of liberal democracy. In Christian practice, the individual soul was other-
worldly and cut off from its surroundings just as the liberal individual is
an abstract phenomenon that does not seem to have a social identity.
Nietzsche insists liberalism spreads its homogenizing poison: . .. now
it is the herd instinct, the mediocre nature which is of value from any
point of view, which gets its supreme sanction through Christianity. This
mediocre nature at last grows so conscious of itself (acquires courage for
itself—) that it arrogates even political power to itself” (WP 215). The
material, social, and economic factors, which contribute to the self’s for-
mation, are ignored in classical liberalism. Because of this, the individual
is held solely responsible for his social position, the alleged equality in
theory allows for a tremendous inequality in practice. However, Nietzsche
overlooks this aspect of liberal democracy since he mistakes an abstract
identity for a substantive identity.

However, Nietzsche’s political philosophy is instructive in demon-
strating how liberal democracy can eventuate in authoritarianism, for
he does not consider it surprising that an extreme nationalism and
authoritarian state emerge out of the womb of liberal democracy. Since
the Christian self is heavily burdened with guilt, it is rendered passive and
therefore is easily manipulated by the powers of the church. However, the
belief in God eventually wanes, in part due to the success of liberal
democracy in making life so comfortable that God is no longer needed.
This precipitates a crisis in meaning, because individuals who are isolated
need something to imbue them with a sense of belonging after God has
been dethroned. In Nietzsche’s view, it is the state that fills in this vacuum
by propagating a pernicious nationalism and celebrating nationalist icons.
Liberalism creates the very hollowness and social isolation that impels
individuals to look to a strong arm to fill the void. The social atomization
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cultivated by liberalism makes the authoritarian state possible. According
to Nietzsche, the modern state’s appetite would not be satiated until it
had devoured everything: “this lies and crawls out of its mouth: ‘I, the
state, am the people. .. On earth there is nothing greater than I: the
ordering finger of ‘God am I’-thus roars this monster’” (Z I: 11). Nietzsche
was prophetic in his suggestion that, as the new idol, the state would
usurp the place once occupied by the Christian God.

According to Nietzsche, liberal democracy, just like Christianity,
offers its opiate. While Christianity promises eternal life and peace, liberal
democracy promotes a mindless consumption, which prevents individuals
from seeing the power structure they are a part of. Thus, Nietzsche saw
what many liberal thinkers in the West still refuse to see; namely that
there may be a connection between liberal democracy and the authoritar-
ian regimes that emerge out of the social isolation liberal democracy
fosters. In short, liberal democracy is a chimera because individuals do
not thereby shape their own future but are tricked into believing that they
do: “Parliamentarianism—that is public permission to choose between
five basic public opinions—flatters and wins the favour of all those who
would like to seem independent and individual, as if they fought for their
opinions” (GS 174). Nietzsche would not have been surprised to see the
Nazi state emerge out of the Weimar republic and it is highly doubtful
he would have been supportive of a totalitarian regime. The “individual”
of liberal democracy is akin to the last man in Zarathustra who would
rather worship a braying ass than nothing at all, because he is in desperate
need for belonging. Indeed, he is separate from others, but he is not
unique. Because he lacks possibilities for interactive relationships with
others, the only possibilities (of belonging) open to him are worship of a
common idol. The choice of the “ass” as an icon in Thus Spoke Zarathustra
indicates that it no longer matters what form this idol takes.

Nietzsche condemns liberal democracy because of its totalizing
tendencies, which attempt to cut individuals off from possibilities of
growth. He does not believe in liberalism’s claim that it promotes self-
development. In fact, one could argue that he condemns liberal democ-
racy for the totalitarian streak he believes it harbors. He claims that liberal
institutions “cease to be liberal as soon as they are attained: later on, there
are no worse and no more thorough injurers of freedom than liberal
institutions” (TI: 9 38). The herd’s tentacles will leave no aspect of life
untouched and the tyranny of public opinion will take hold. For Nietzsche,
democracy is equivalent to mob rule: “The arming of the people—is
ultimately the arming of the mob” (WP 754).
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Nietzsche considers liberal democracy to be the outcome of attempts
by the weak to maintain their control. He does not consider the possibility
that such weakness is actively cultivated by those who hold the reins of
power in order to ensure that the masses remain pliable. In short, what
may be problematic about liberal democracy is precisely the aristocratic
element that is obscured through its alleged exaltation of the individual.
Thus, Nietzsche’s political analysis commits the rather facile error of
dividing society into weak and strong types, without thinking more
deeply about the dynamic out of which such weakness and strength
emerges.

Because Nietzsche cannot envision any alternative conceptions of
democracy, he considers aristocracy to be the best possible regime because
it is less likely to undermine creative flourishing. Lower types “must be
reduced and lowered to incomplete human beings, to slaves, to instru-
ments” (BGE 258) so that the strong are free to engage in acts of self-
creation. Nietzsche’s main preoccupation is not what would constitute
the best political regime, but which regime would allow the flowering of
creative types.

Contemptible though Nietzsche’s political views may be, it is impor-
tant to recognize that the kind of aristocratic hierarchy he has in mind
spurns modern class-societies, which are fuelled by the desire for material
and economic progress The kind of elitism we see today, in which an
economic elite maintains a stranglehold on society is also condemned by
Nietzsche, as it represents a culturally impoverished social order that is
motivated by the same desire for comfort he identifies in democracy:

It is clear, what I combat is economic optimism: as if increasing expen-
diture of everybody necessarily involves the increasing welfare of every-
body. The opposite seems to me to be the case: expenditure of everybody
amounts to a collective loss: man is diminished—so one no longer knows
what aim this tremendous process has served. (WP 866)

In fact, Nietzsche sporadically demonstrates sympathy for the working
classes, which are reduced to a mechanical, slave-like existence. He
argues that such a life results in “absolute regularity, punctilious and un-
thinking obedience, a mode of life fixed once and for all, fully occupied
time, a certain permission, indeed training for ‘impersonality, for self-
forgetfulness, for incuria sui” (GM III 18). At the same time, Nietzsche
is no champion of equality. He believes that such class differences are
necessary because there are always those who thrive at the expense of
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others. In Nietzsche’s view, physical survival necessitates that social orders
be founded on the backbreaking labour of the many: “A higher culture
can come into being only where there are two castes of society: the
working caste and the idle caste capable of true leisure; or to express it
more emphatically, the caste of forced labour and the caste of free labour”
(HAH 439). Because Nietzsche is primarily concerned with the develop-
ment of the “type-man,” the improvement of conditions for the masses
was completely irrelevant to him.

Nietzsche’s political analysis is not terribly sophisticated. He failed to
realize that a socially and economically stratified society, in and of itself,
could produce the kind of cultural leveling he is so quick to condemn.
The problem with Nietzsche’s analysis is that it is almost exclusively based
on cultural criteria and does not pay sufficient attention to either the
economic dynamics of the capitalist system (which take on a momentum
of their own), nor to the effects of the bureaucratization of modern
society. The mind-numbing work of the laborer cannot be explained by
the desire of the weak to survive, for if this were the case, surely they
would find a more rewarding means of doing so.

However, in revealing the lust for power that underlies the democratic
sentiment, Nietzsche’s analysis is useful for elucidating how a populist
impulse, combined with an authoritarian streak, is evident in the politics
of the New Right. These “new” authoritarians preach the virtues of
democracy, not because they truly value creativity, difference, and reci-
procity, but because they see the masses as a malleable instrument they
can use to give an air of legitimacy to their regime. By unveiling the
darker face of democracy, Nietzsche exposes its authoritarian underbelly.
For Nietzsche, it comes as no surprise that a regime, which professes the
virtues of democracy, is brutal in its repression of dissent for he sees the
cultivation of equality as the deliberate production of complacent clones.
He mistakenly assumes equality reflects the will to power of the weak,
but does not consider the possibility that as a formal ideal it is often used
by the strong to convince citizens that the responsibility for their suffering
lies with them alone.

Because Nietzsche places so much importance on culture (that in his
view usually is furthered through the extraordinary individual), he sees
aristocracy as the only viable political regime. The extraordinary indi-
vidual is also able to relinquish his boundaries in order to grow. However,
this is not important for fostering harmonious relationships with others,
but rather to precipitate self-development. Because he believes the excep-
tional individual is the motor of cultural evolution, Nietzsche condones
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regimes that would be morally suspect to many of us. In fact, Nietzsche’s
politics reveals that despite the important headway he makes in affirming
interconnection, it is still the process of individuation for which he reserves
the highest regard. Because of this, he is able to justify a life of misery
for the many so that the few who are comfortable with the constantly
changing nature of their existence can thrive. Only the extraordinary
individual accepts both the porousness of the self’s boundaries and the
separateness of his existence with others. Nietzsche’s aristocratic politics
does not necessarily thwart his metaphysics of subjectivity. Mark Warren
suggest that there is an irreconcilable contradiction in his work which
combines a postmodern philosophy with a premodern politics." In his
view, Nietzsche’s archaic politics does not pay tribute to the complex
subjectivity he describes. To some extent this is true. Yet, Nietzsche also
makes clear that the complexity of the subject can only be fully experi-
enced by the very few and this is why he favours aristocratic regimes,
which are not afraid of recognizing the fundamental inequality of human
beings.

Tue DARkK SipE oF HEIDEGGER’S NIHILISM

While the accusations directed against Nietzsche for being a proto-Nazi
are unfair, the same is not true of Heidegger, whose political history is
indelibly tainted due to the explicit support that he lent the Nazi regime.
In 1933, Heidegger accepted the position of rector at the University of
Freiburg, calling for a fundamental renewal of the university. In his
“Rektoratsrede” to mark the occasion, he argued that a “spiritual world
alone guarantees a nation its greatness” (RR 13), which he later claimed
represented an effort to shield the university from the onslaught of increas-
ing technologization. In order to accomplish this, the university would
have to subject itself once more to “the power of the beginning of our
historical-spiritual experience” (RR 8) by reflecting back on its Greek
roots. Greeks had made science (Wissenschaft) the “innermost determin-
ing center of the whole national-political existence” (RR 10). On one level,
this appears to be a plea to reintroduce meaning into a political life which
had abandoned Being.

The 1933 Rektoratsrede was speckled with references to Plato’s Repub-
lic, which became a kind of manifesto for Nazi philosophers of the time
and due, above all, to Plato’s attacks on democracy and his commitment to
distinct social ranks. Furthermore, Plato called for philosophical leadership,
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and Heidegger himself later confessed to Jaspers that he wanted to lead the
Fiihrer (den Fiihrer fiihren). But Heidegger also lent explicit support to
German militarism by outlining the three bonds that were to “permeate
the students’ whole life” namely “labor service, military service, and the
service to knowledge—equally necessary and of equal rank” (RR 17).

Analysts such as Richard Wolin contend that this reflects a funda-
mental flaw in Heideggerian philosophy, which refuses to posit eternal
truths and thus easily embraces the totalitarian trend of its time. Nietzsche
would probably interpret this differently by arguing that the twilight of
one idol, namely the absolute nature of the Christian God, had been
supplanted by another, namely the fascist state. There is no indication
that Heidegger’s philosophy necessarily culminates in totalitarian politics,
for the Heideggerian turn manifests a shift away from domination of
any kind that would seem to pose at least an implicit challenge to Nazi
doctrine. In the later writings the dominance of subject is questioned and
the nonviolent relationship between things is celebrated. Thus, there is
no inherent link between an antimetaphysical stance and political author-
itarianism and Heidegger’s philosophy is by no means politically one-
sided. As Reiner Schiirmann points out, it is possible to read Heidegger’s
philosophy not only through the lens of the Nazi era, but also through
his later philosophy, which could hardly constitute a more dramatic
departure from fascist ideology.”

I would argue that Heidegger shares some of the same presuppositions
as Nietzsche in his utter contempt for liberal democracy, which grew out
of his dissatisfaction with the Weimar regime. Just as Nietzsche turned
to aristocracy because he considered it the only alternative to liberal
democracy, Heidegger all too easily embraced the Nazi regime because
of the fierce challenge it posed to democratic regimes. Like Nietzsche,
Heidegger assumed that the authentic life was the exception rather than
the norm, and his demarcation between authentic and inauthentic types
translated into a rather facile political division between leaders and fol-
lowers. The few that were capable of confronting nothingness in order to
create themselves could only do so if the unthinking herd provided the
unquestioning and docile labour. At the same time, the masses would
derive meaning for their lives from the values that were bestowed upon
them by their masters. They would participate in the creation of meaning
only indirectly by providing the masters with the wherewithal to carve
out new paths. Thus, a hierarchical social order would allow those who
were willing to assume the responsibility for shaping their world the
freedom and the resources to do so.
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Heidegger does not consider the possibility that the mindless behav-
iour of das Man may be the response to social atomization that is pro-
duced by social inequality and an economic structure which isolates
individuals from another. In an economy fuelled by competition, there is
a decisive lack of trust, which eviscerates social bonds and prevents people
from connecting in a meaningful way. He does not contemplate the
possibility that genuine Mitsein could be undermined by inequality not
equality. Like Nietzsche, he associates cultural leveling with equality
itself, when cultural leveling is indeed compatible with drastic inequali-
ties. Indeed, cultural leveling is necessary to mask economic and political
inequalities and render them palatable.

Heidegger presents loneliness as the most authentic experience for it
allows the individual to contemplate his relationship to Being. While it
may be true that authenticity is more likely to be found in moments of
solitude (if the braying of the masses is too loud), neither Heidegger nor
Nietzsche considers the possibility that the desire for such loneliness is in
large part a reaction to the world of das Man. Das Man emits much noise,
but connections between people are very tenuous indeed and isolation is
widespread. Seen from this perspective, the loneliness extolled by both
Nietzsche and Heidegger does not merely constitute a condemnation
of a herd-like existence, but it is also a participation in its dynamic.
Nietzschean “eternity” and Heideggerian Being are experienced not
through others but in isolation. Would such loneliness be a necessary
precondition of authenticity in a non-herd-like community, wherein reci-
procity and interconnection, rather than mindless mimicry, are the norm?
Is particularity something that can only be experienced in utter isolation
from others, or could it be experienced in conjunction with the particular-
ity of another, that is different from my own? In this case, it would be
possible to imagine an experience of authenticity that did not demand
such painful isolation. The ravenous pursuit of the lost self referred to by
both Heidegger and Nietzsche may be a symptom of the social malaise
they criticize. While Heidegger and Nietzsche are willing to acknowledge
that the homogenization we associate with modernity is a sign of social
illness or decay, they do not consider that an obsessive quest for individual
authenticity may be a further symptom, and instead, they impute to it a
kind of transhistorical significance.

Heidegger is reluctant to posit clear ethical principles of any kind,
and this prompts Wolin to suggest that only the naked Nietzschean will,
stripped of all moral signposts, is left behind. However, this analysis is
predicated on the assumption that, without abstract norms, individuals
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would resort to a kind of brutal war of all against all, because egotistical
selfishness is an incorrigible aspect of human nature. The will is in danger
of “feeding off whatever choices happen to be served up by the contem-
porary historical hour.” This completely ignores the ethical dimension
of Heidegger’s philosophy which, as I suggested in Chapter 3, arises from
a sense that the self is also fundamentally interconnected with others.

Furthermore, one must examine what it was about Nazism that
appealed to Heidegger. Here, understanding the role that the crisis situa-
tion plays in cultivating authenticity is significant. Heidegger recognized
that the Germany of his time was gripped by depression and international
instability, but he argued that people were unwilling to confront the
existential meaning of their distress and preferred to flee from it. In so
doing, they missed the opportunity to reflect upon their relationship to
Being and refused to embrace their role as self-making human beings. In
short, according to Heidegger, when people should have seized the oppor-
tunity to reflect upon the cosmos, and create meaning for themselves,
they were preoccupied with mundane survival. The insensitivity of the
intellectual spared from some of the worst ravages of such suffering is
notable in this approach.

Nazi ideology in Heidegger’s view did capitalize on the crisis situation
in order to reshape German nationhood. The Nazis were willing to take
the tattered pieces of German identity and weave them into a whole that
became the German Volk. It was Nazi aggressiveness, in a time of crisis,
that appealed to Heidegger and set it apart from the phlegmatic Weimar
republic, which in Heidegger’s view, only perpetuated mediocrity. Nazis
were prepared to use distress to create greatness, and they did so not by
denying the nihilistic abyss but by confronting it. For Heidegger, this
represented an important attempt to seize the creative potential that the
nihilistic despair of the time offered.

Furthermore, Heidegger’s Nazi sympathies cannot be understood
without making reference to his utter contempt for das Man. To him, the
Nazi regime constituted an assault on mediocrity that he thought had
paralyzed modernity. Therefore, he saw hope for fulfilling a kind of
Greco-German destiny, which would resurrect Being and bring it into
the spotlight once more. National Socialism did not shy away from crisis
but rather fomented it, forcing human beings into limit situations that
Heidegger thought were conducive to authenticity. In some ways, the
emphasis Heidegger places in his speech to the university on labour
service, military service, and knowledge service, is incompatible with the
authentic individual resolve he celebrates in Being and Time. Heidegger
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makes the rather naive assumption that a confrontation with crisis neces-
sarily leads to creativity and authenticity. Heidegger completely underes-
timates the extent to which National Socialism depended on cultivating
the very herd-environment that he condemned. Here Nietzsche would
probably have been more astute, for he recognized that great idols relied
on the stupor and atomization of individuals. Furthermore, the notion of
Volk, in itself, was a chimera for the Fiihrerprinzip, which depends on the
common idolization of a single individual, rather than on the develop-
ment of a genuine community. An environment that encourages neigh-
bours to spy on each other and children to report their own parents, can
hardly be described as fostering community. Fascist regimes must con-
tinually foment crises in order to survive, because there is nothing holding
people together except the threat of the abyss or a common enemy. Nazi
solidarity was not based on openness toward the other but rather relied
heavily on the logic of closure toward the other. Of course, such a per-
petual war footing is exhausting, and eventually the regime collapses
under the weight of total mobilization.

Heidegger mistakenly believed that total mobilization would force
the individual to continuously reevaluate his relationship to Being. He
saw, in the Nazi regime, a politics of “ungroundedness” that would
prevent the individual from relapsing into the kind of mediocre slumber
propagated by the herd: “all faculties of will and thought, all powers of
the heart and capacities of the body must be unfolded #hrough struggle,
intensified 7z struggle and preserved as struggle” (RR 18). Because he
saw das Man as a social order that minimized struggle, like Nietzsche,
Heidegger assumed that struggle itself would fuel creativity. He did not
recognize that the Nazis regime created crisis situations in order to culti-
vate a herd mentality, which was the object of Heidegger’s disgust. When
individuals are under siege, they have a tendency to become less, rather
than more conscious, and seek quick and facile solutions.

Heidegger’s wholesale rejection of das Man and democracy opens the
door to what Wolin, following Carl Schmidtt, calls decisionism, namely
the legitimization of the decisions of an authoritarian leader who owes
his position of power to the ability to stand above the herd as an incarna-
tion of a kind of Nietzschean Ubermensch. Heidegger’s philosophy, with
its emphasis on death and limit situations that jolt individuals out of the
complacent slumber of the herd is very amenable to the kind of crisis
mentality fascism thrives on, perpetuating its gruesome cycle of war, vio-
lence, and militarism.* Heidegger believed Nazism was an embodiment
of the Nietzschean principle of active nihilism, which was prepared to
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destroy archaic and outmoded belief systems and clear the path for his-
torical greatness.

In Heidegger, Wolin identifies a kind of nihilism that makes war not
just a way of politics by other means, as Clausewitz had suggested, or the
unsavoury but inevitable tool of statehood as Machiavelli averred, but
rather an instantiation of a kind of metaphysical politics. In short, for
Wolin, fascism is the political underbelly of Heidegger’s philosophy of
Being. In this, Wolin lumps Heidegger together with the fascist philoso-
pher Ernst Jiinger who extols a kind of brinkmanship in war that allows
human beings to leave their mark on history:

No—war is not a material matter. ... When two civilized peoples
confront one another, there is more in the scales than explosive and
steel. . . . Values are tested in comparison with which the brutality of
means must—to anyone who has the power to judge—appear insig-
nificant. A strength of will, all-embracing and concentrated to the last
pitch in the highest untamed expression of life asserting itself even in
its own annihilation is brought into play.’

Perched at the threshold of war, a society would be capable of divesting
itself of the “softness” of the herd in order to obtain a more hard and
steely complexion. Peace was seen as a kind of ceasefire wherein prepara-
tions were made for war. All aspects of society were to be enlisted in this
drive for total war. In this way, the class divisions of a liberal political
system can be overcome, for only when under constant threat can people
unite behind the nation. This was Jiinger’s idea of a modern community.
Heidegger, while he did not share Jiinger’s militarism, embraced the
notion of struggle. University instructors were exhorted to accept
the “most extreme posts of danger amid the constant uncertainty of the
world” (RR 14), and invest hope in the authoritarian leader of the Fiihrer
to rescue social order from emasculation and reinstate an authentic com-
munity. Herein we can identify the problematic nature of Heidegger’s
notion of authenticity. Because authenticity was defined against the herd,
the revitalization of a moribund social order must fall to exceptional
individuals, who then act as its redeemers. The dreadful call of the
Nothing can only reach the few. Being stands opposed to the bland uni-
formity that, he argues, is characteristic of das Man. Rank ordering is
necessary as an expression of aesthetic beauty (IM 133). While Heidegger
does not advocate strife in the literal sense of warfare as does Jiinger (and
indeed distances himself from the fascist philosopher in this respect), he
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does argue that the call of Being compels “panic fear, true fear” (IM 149)
and therefore a hierarchical society, which will allow the terrifying voice
of Being to pierce through its sheltering walls is necessary: “The questio-
ning of Being in general wrings from the Volk of labour and struggle,
and forces it into its State to which the vocations belong” (RR 15).

The attentiveness to history, which Heidegger repeatedly emphasized
in Being and Time, was transformed in the Nazi years into a more macabre
Seinsgeschichte. Heidegger hoped the Nazi regime had the courage to
extricate Germany from its somnolence with respect to Being, and instill
in it a collective belonging, with an awareness of its own history. Only
total mobilization would overcome the petty rivalries characteristic of
bourgeois society. In the “Introduction to Metaphysics,” Being is presen-
ted as an ominous force that human beings must respond to, but that
nevertheless forces them to create a collective destiny for themselves.
Being dangles the prospect of unity before us, but robs us of it at the same
time and therefore a collective destiny must fill the void. The gentle,
elusive Being, that in large part characterizes Being and Time, is now
metamorphized into a Being that represents the “supreme antagonism”
(IM 131). Being itself puts human beings on a constant war footing. The
profoundly individuating and isolating confrontation with death that is
adumbrated in Being and Time, demands the formation of a collectivity
that can restore humankind to a sense of wholeness. Thus, Being is both
gentle and harsh because it creates the desire for wholeness, but also
deprives humankind of it, thereby compelling human beings to forge a
history in which this wholeness can be partially retrieved.

In this way, it forces beings to actively participate in the process of
Being, or in Nietzsche’s words, to transform a passive nihilism into an
active nihilism: “Where struggle ceases, the essence does not vanish but
the world turns away” (IM 62). Being’s duplicitous nature spurs human
beings to chisel out their destiny. Being toys with us, demanding that
human beings bring it out of hiding by creating a collective consciousness.
If Being is seen as a kind of conflictual force, that goads us into self-
creation, then war becomes the voice of Being.

THE SAGE-RULER AND ANARCHIC SOCIETIES

If Nietzsche and Heidegger’s antimetaphysical postures are accompanied
by political authoritarianism, the reverse is true for Daoist thinkers who
favour political regimes which are perhaps best described as anarchic. In
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fact, Daoist thought has always occupied a place at the fringe of the pre-
valent political order since it was distrusted by the Confucian establish-
ment for its politically subversive implications.® Daoist thinkers were not
indifferent to politics (as is sometimes claimed), but dreamed of a world
where political intervention would no longer be necessary. In fact, the
need for political force or political hierarchy was in itself interpreted as a
sign of moral decay in which human beings had lost sight of the natural
harmony of the Dao. Politics was reluctantly accepted as necessary,
although insufficient for it created an artificial order when the natural
one had disintegrated.

Given this disdain for political activity, the sage-ruler is assigned the
paradoxical task of ruling in such a way that politics will wither away. He
is suspicious of power, and acts in a way that to most political leaders
would seem counter-intuitive, for he rules without commanding: “when
a great sage is in command, he doesn’t try to take control of externals.
He first allows people to do what comes naturally and he ensures that all
things follow the way their nature take them’” (Zh 7, 61). Thus, the
purpose of the sage is to try to foster an environment where politics is
not necessary and where power relationships would evaporate.

The only thread which connects Daoist politics with Nietzsche and
Heidegger is the antipolitical element that underlies it. Zhuangzi, when
approached with the offer to rule lands, responds that he would rather
crawl about in the mud. While this can be portrayed simply as a passive
and irresponsible quietism, Zhuangzi’s aversion to political rule stems
from a repudiation of the egoism necessary to engage in power politics.
His distaste reveals what is an indelible dimension of the aristocratic
politics Nietzsche promotes, namely its connection to an egotistical
understanding of self that sees others as sources of opposition. When the
natural harmony of nature is abandoned, politics is necessary to prop up
a superficial order. But in doing so, it undermines a deeper harmony.
In Nietzsche, too, moments of interconnection are greatest when
Zarathustra is immersed in the natural world. Thus, it is merely a matter
of time before conflict rends the fabric of a political society. Political
power in Zhuangzi’s view can only furnish a temporary means of control,
for it works against the Dao and is thus bound to erupt in conflict. The
peace that political power provides is only fleeting,.

For Laozi, politics brings out the lowest aspects of human nature and
therefore the real sage would have little interest in it. Frenetic activity and
business create the kind of social tumult that makes politics necessary
because it impels one to lose sight of the nothingness that interconnects
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all things and little choice remains but to impose restrictions on a society
riddled with so much strife. Because political power represents the imposi-
tion of one’s will over others, it unleashes an unhealthy contest of wills:

But in order to win the world

one must be free of all busy-ness.

How do I know that this is the world’s way?

The more things there are in the world that one must not do,
the more people are impoverished.

The more people have sharp implements,

the more house and state tumble into destruction.
The more people cultivate art and cleverness,

the more ominous signs arise.

The more law and order are propagated,

the more thieves and robbers there will be. (DD] 57)

Both Laozi and Zhuangzi were extremely critical of the Confucian
tradition, which was predicated on an ethical system that focussed on the
cultivation of personality through the performance of rituals. Confucia-
nism recommended that the ruler maintain harmony by the force of his
personal example. In a chapter entitled, “Dealing with Emperors and
Kings,” the wisdom of such a posture is explicitly spurned: “That would
ruin Virtue. If someone tries to govern everything below Heaven in this
way, it’s like trying to stride through the seas, or cut a tunnel through
the river, or make a mosquito carry a mountain” (Zh 7, 61). From this
perspective, most forms of rule are seen as a form of political violence
that represents interference with attunement to the natural world. The
importance the Confucian tradition places on saving face and the horror
of losing it (diu mianzi FXTHI ) reflects an image of the self that is largely
defined by its social relationship to others. Zhuangzi, in particular, levels
several criticisms against the Confucian tradition for promoting hierarchy
and for prescribing rigid forms of behaviour that cannot take into account
the unique virtues of distinct human beings: “In this time of perfect
Virtue, people live side by side with the birds and beasts, sharing the
world in common with all life. No one knows of distinctions such as
nobles and peasantry” (Zh 9, 73). According to Zhuangzi, rituals and
tradition invite the kind of submission that generates conflict: “He brought
the cringing and grovelling of the rituals and music and infected all under
Heaven with his offer of benevolence and righteousness, which he said
would comfort the hearts of all” (Zh 9, 74). Zhuangzi’s repeated reference
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to various cripples, beggars, and thieves is intended to underscore this
point, for many individuals who are considered useless contribute to
society in unforeseen ways and living a full life. The insistence that eve-
ryone don the same robes would foreclose such possibilities. Cripple Shu
lived a long life and was able to make a living, since his deformities pre-
vented him from being recruited into the army and he was free to pursue
other things.

For Zhuangzi, there is little difference between a typical ruler and a
thief. He describes the similarity between Robber Zhi and Bo Yi:

Po Yi died for the sake of fame at the bottom of Shou Yang mountain,
Robber Chih died for gain on top of the Eastern Heights. These two
both died in different ways but the fact is they, both shortened their
lives and destroyed their innate natures. Yet we are expected to approve

of Po Yi and dispaprove of Robber Chih. (ZH 8, 69)

Self-aggrandizement tends to be the objective of both the ruler and the
robber and their dispositions make them fundamentally the same. The
only difference between them is that in the case of the ruler, the means
he employs are considered legitimate. Rulers that are generally thought
of as “lofty by the whole world” (Zh 29, 265) violated their “inner selves”
due to their rampant pursuit of profit (Zh 29, 265). Lords have armies at
their disposal and can impute a kind of legitimacy that robbers do not
enjoy. Thus, what effectively distinguishes the robber and the lord is the
level of success, the availability of arms, and the fact that the lord aims
much higher: “Minor criminals are locked up while great criminals are
made into lords and rulers” (Zh 29 268).

According to Zhuangzi, the real sage would have no interest in ruling,
but “someone who doesn’t wish to rule the country is exactly the person
to do so” (Zh 28, 249). With such a ruler, the hope is that a kind of
actionless rule based on wu-wei could be implemented which would align
political society more closely with the Dao of nature. For Daoist thinkers,
human beings can distort nature’s spontaneous relationships by misrepre-
senting things, and by regarding themselves as either superior or distinct.
Even Confucian doctrine, which is criticized by Daoists, stresses the
importance of making the self coterminous with others and a kind of
radical individualism or egoism perpetuates imbalance and strife. Daoist
thinkers differ from their Confucian predecessors in that they insist that
nature, rather than social propriety, should be the locus of a spontaneous
order. According to Laozi, the need for the Confucian principles of bene-
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volence and righteousness arises when relationships based on natural order
begin to distintegrate. In other words, Confucian morality is already a
sign of social degeneration:

Therefore if Dao is lot, then Life.

Then Te arises

When we neglect De,

Then benevolence arises;

When we neglect benevolence,

Then rightness arises;

When we negelect rightness

Then social norms and rites arise. (DDJ 38)

The Daodejing is a more political text than the Zhuangzi because it
gives instructions to potential rulers in an effort to undermine authorita-
rianism. It tries to convince leaders that domineering, violent, and aggres-
sive practices undermine the longevity of social peace. Natural order,
rather than political power in a traditional sense, should form the basis
of authority and so the ruler must emulate the Dao rather than try to
assert his own dominion over his subjects. The Daoist sage is to rule on
the basis of nonaction or wu-wei: “If a wholly Great One rules—the
people hardly know that he exists” (DD] 17). The ruler should remain
empty so that the natural virtues of others are drawn out: “Create empti-
ness up to the highest! Guard stillness up to the most” (DDJ 16). An
open environment is fostered in order to allow individuals to to realize
their unique potential:

If we do nothing

the people will change of themselves

If we love stillness

the people right themselves of themselves.
If we undertake nothing

the people will become rich of themselves
If we have no cravings

the people wi 1l become simple of themselves. (DD] 57)

Many passages in Daoist texts can be read as critiques of authoritarian
rule. In fact, the ruler is principally a conduit through which a kind of
radical democracy or anarchic self-rule is encouraged to develop:
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I have heard of leaving the world open to its own way and not inter-
fering but I have never heard of trying to control the world . . . So it is
that the noble master who finds he has to follow some course to govern
the world will realize that actionless action is the best course. By non-
action, he can rest in the real substance of his nature and destiny. If he
appreciates his own body as he appreciates the world, then the world
can be placed in his care. He who loves his body as he loves the world
can be trusted to govern the world . . . If he is unconcerned and engaged
in actionlesss action, his gentle spirit will draw all life to him like a

dust cloud. (Zh 11, 82, 83-84)

In contrast to both Nietzsche and the Heidegger that flirted with
Nazism, Daoist thinkers believe that creativity flourishes in an environ-
ment where each is open to the other. A herd-like existence should be
avoided because the virtue of one individual is developed through others,
and there is no vehement attempt to define boundaries. This is why the
ideal ruler works against the egoism of his populace. A ruler whose basis
for action is “might makes right,” simply cultivates a destructive egoism
that perpetuates conflict. Furthermore, the sage-ruler would shun the
Machiavellian prescription to covet glory and honour because this would
foster competition.

The Daoist ideal of anarchism is a kind of self-organizing system
which has little need for coercive state interference. Daoists envision a
return to a simple society where desires are reduced and government
encourages local autonomy. While undoubtedly this may not be a realistic
prescription for political order in an era where local bases of power have
been eroded, the Daoist tendency to spurn politics point to the conditions
that make political power inherently unstable. It unveils the dangers
endemic in a political realm where greed and egoism prevail.

Despite their markedly antiauthoritarian leanings, Daoist political
writings have been used to promote a very Machiavellian notion of power
politics. Han Fei Zi, a legalist philosopher suggests that the aloofness of
the sage-ruler described in the Daodejing was a prescription for being
above the law in order to wield absolute control. The ultimate purpose of
the leader was to maintain his own power base and protect the strength
and security of the state. One way of ensuring a ruler remains in a posi-
tion of authority, and incites both awe and fear, is to deliberately cultivate
elusiveness. His true intentions should remain shrouded in mystery.

Han Fei Zi insists that the ruler mimic the Dao by being indecipher-
able, thereby keeping people under control and preventing anyone from
discerning his genuine motives. In this way, he wards off threats to his
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power on the part of ministers whose greed and ambition (in Han Fei
Zi’s view) make them formidable threats to state security. The sage ruler
must become the consummate manipulator. The Dao to Han Fei Zi
represents nothing but inscrutability and is to become a source of fear
rather than harmony. What, in the Daodejing, is an admonition to the
ruler to limit his attachment to material rewards or to the notion of glory,
becomes secretive and deceptive in Han Fei Zi: “The ruler must not reveal
his desires; for if he reveals his desires his ministers will put on the mask
that pleases him . . . Discard likes and dislikes and the ministers will show
their true form; discard wisdom and wile and the ministers will watch
their step.”7 The Daoist exaltation of stillness in the sage, becomes a
means by which the legalist ruler tricks them into exposing their defects:
“The Way lies in what cannot be seen, its function in what cannot be
known. Be empty, still and idle, and from your place of darkness, observe
the defects of others. See but do not appear to see; listen but do not seem
to listen; know but do not let it be known that you know.”® Han Fei Zi
completely thwarts the meaning of the Daodejing by transforming its
antiauthoritarian writings into a manual for authoritarian rule.

DistrUsT OF PoLITICS

It is clear that the political visions of Laozi and Zhuangzi differ drastically
from Heidegger and Nietzsche. However, this does not imply there is no
overlap whatsoever in this regard. All four thinkers evince great distrust
for the political realm. For Daoist thinkers, it constitutes a corruption of
nature and becomes an unfortunate necessity when selfishness and egoism
prevail. A true sage-ruler would somehow manage to transform the spirits
of his subjects in order to attune them to the harmony inherent in nature
and the Dao, thereby ushering in an era where politics would become
unnecessary. Nietzsche does not hold to such high ideals but it is still
notable that the moments of the most profound tranquility in 7hus Spoke
Zarathustra occur when he is immersed in the realm of nature and has
found a refuge from the clamour and bustle of the town. The messages
conveyed by his animals are almost always of peace and a kind of nonvio-
lent play: “all things themselves dance for such as think as we: they come
and offer their hand and laugh and flee—and return” (Z III 13). Con-
versely, when he comes into contact with the inhabitants of the town,
he assumes a more confrontational posture, bellowing into the crowd.
Zarathustra responds to his animals that man is the cruellest animal
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who “enjoys tragedies, bullfights and crucifixions and when he invented
Hell for himself, behold it was his heaven on earth” (Z III 13). While
Daoist thinkers believe it is possible to reconcile the world of politics with
the realm of nature, Nietzsche clearly thinks this is not possible. This is
why the kind of tranquility Nietzsche, Laozi, and Zhuangzi hold in high
esteem can only be found in solitude.

Undoubtedly it is very easy to dismiss Daoist musings as unrealistic
in a setting where the tendency of both states and individuals to prey on
each other is ubiquitous. In a world of clashing egos, the nonegotistical
self is readily dismissed as an idealistic chimera. However, Daoist philoso-
phy highlights the fact that the political world we are most familiar with
offers a one-sided portrayal of human nature. This attentiveness to the
natural world is necessary to accentuate some neglected aspects of our
humanity. This is a message that also reverberates through Nietzsche’s
writings. He insists we are not the centre of the universe, and reminds us
of the fortitude required to learn how to feel small in the midst of its
vastness. While it is obvious Laozi and Zhuangzi cannot provide a blue-
print for political rule except perhaps in small communities, they at least
provide both the inspiration to put a brake on the pervasive egoism that
characterizes contemporary society, and offer a powerful critique of power
politics.

Furthermore, an exploration of Daoist philosophy may also cast light
on the dynamics of the herd that Nietzsche and Heidegger witness in
their own era. If struggle and conflict become the primary form of social
interaction, then this, in itself, may lead to the kind of social fatigue that
impels people to follow authoritarian figures for their redemption and
guidance. While Nietzsche, and to some extent Heidegger, assume that
egoism is an indelible part of human nature, they do not consider the
possibility that excessive egoism may be the source of the conformity they
inveigh against. As divided, we are afraid of others and thus unwilling to
become ourselves. We readily flock to a charismatic leader who claims to
furnish us with an identity.

Laozi and Zhuangzi suggest that the multicoloured sea Nietzsche
cherishes, thrives in a world where egoism is restrained rather than exalted.
The attack on the self that ensues from a conflict-ridden existence may
not always act as a spur to creation, but it can result in the very renuncia-
tion of self exemplified by the herd. This is why exaggerated egoism can
be easily coupled with mindless conformity. If the self is under siege, it
cannot develop the trust that permits an opening to another. At the same
time, it becomes tired of maintaining a defensive posture, and thus simply
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succumbs to prevailing norms or the power of an authoritarian figure.
This is a why a social order that allegedly celebrates individualism can,
at the same time, demand blinding conformity. We are reduced to mind-
less acts of mimicry by the very egoism that impels us to pay homage to
selfishness. Living in a world where we all too readily assume that com-
petition and conflict spawn creativity and uniqueness, Laozi and Zhuangzi
offer powerful reminders that this may not be the case at all. Excessive
egotistical desires need to be whittled away, not so that people become
mindless drones, but so they can be open to one another as unique and
social individuals.
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Chapter 5

Woman’s Eclipse'

The alternatives to prevailing metaphysical views propounded by
Heidegger, Nietzsche, Laozi, and Zhuangzi, have profound implications
for feminist theory, even if none of these thinkers espouse explicitly
feminist views. Nevertheless, one could argue that both an unspoken and
explicit debt to the feminine is an integral part of their metaphysical or
antimetaphysical orientations. Traditionally, the feminine has been
associated with the murky realm of the unspeakable, silent, and material
which could not, without some difficulty, be incorporated into a frame-
work that valorized clarity, rationality, and speech. By reinfusing these
forgotten, excluded realms with profound significance, all of these think-
ers provide the necessary rationale for reincorporating this so-called,
silenced “feminine” into philosophy. Yet, at the same time, their thinking
reveals the potential perils involved in wedding the feminine too closely
to these domains. By linking woman to all that is mysterious and unfath-
omable there is a danger that she assumes a quasi-metaphysical status,
which prevents her from participating as a human subject in the social
order. Her dehumanization out of reverence eventuates in a dehumaniza-
tion of disrespect. Because she is seen as more than human, she becomes
less than human; she is reduced to the being-through whom or even
against whom masculine self-creation takes place. Ironically, her falsely
perceived freedom from finitude robs her of her agency and subjectivity.
She wields a mythological power that undermines her opportunity to exist
or stand out into Being in the Heideggerian sense of the word.

Irigaray has pointed out that Western philosophical discourse has
been kidnapped by and for the masculine and to the exclusion of the

185
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feminine. The main function for women in this economy is as reproduc-
tive objects of exchange. The masculine subject represents all that is rec-
ognized and valued in our society: rationality, consciousness, culture, and
visibility. The feminine becomes the silenced Other against which the
masculine subject defines himself. This very need to assert “masculinity”
against woman is a tacit reminder that those qualities, which man reveres,
do not enjoy the status of self-sufficient truths that he arrogates to himself.
No matter how far woman is pushed into the background, the “qualities”
she allegedly represents will always return to haunt man.

While this may indeed be the legacy of much of Western philosophy,
this analysis can less easily be applied to Daoist philosophy, where “femi-
nine” virtues such as receptivity, openness and motherhood are openly
celebrated and rationality, clarity and logical consistency by no means
enjoy the highest status. Yin and Yang, which are associated with female
and male “virtues” respectively are said to complement and complete one
another. However, respect for the feminine does not necessarily translate
into respect for women and the main subject in Daoist philosophy remains
male. This suggests that there is more underlying the exclusion of women
than a direct denigration of “feminine” principles. In fact, a reading of
Daoist philosophy begs the question of how it can be that feminine prin-
ciples enjoy the utmost respect but women, who allegedly embody these
sacred principles, are silenced nevertheless.

While Heidegger himself makes no explicit connection between
Being and the feminine, Nietzsche and Laozi’s works abound with refer-
ences to it. On the one hand, this suggests that the transition to post-
metaphysical ways of thinking may provide an important opportunity to
revivify the forgotten feminine. Yet associating the feminine with primor-
dial mystery does not necessarily have emancipatory consequences for
women. Even Confucian philosophy, notoriously much less friendly to
women than Daoist philosophy, extolled virtues in male leaders that
would likely be considered feminine in the West. It is a primary example
of how the respect for femininity can be coupled with a devaluation of
women. Indeed, conflating the “feminine,” the “maternal,” and woman
can have deleterious consequences by sparking unjustified fear of women
and rendering her subject-less because she is associated with the inexpli-
cable powers of the universe. When a finite being is reduced to the status
of a symbol that has limitless power, she becomes powerless. Her symbolic
role provides conditions for the development of perfidious resentment and
fear against her. Because she is seen as more than human, she eventually
becomes less than human in an attempt to conquer this fear. There would
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be no need to develop a whole mythology devoted to excluding and
oppressing women if they were truly powerless. Women’s “weakness” is a
myth that was assiduously cultivated through millennia. Irigaray may be
right in her assertion that metaphysical philosophy has powerful gendered
connotations. In fact, the metaphysical edifice may very well, and in part,
be constructed as a revolt against women.

REVEALING HEIDEGGER’S SILENCE

According to Heidegger, the revitalization of philosophy requires that we
pay tribute to that out of which philosophy emerges: Being. His demand,
that thinking rather than philosophy or science, take center stage marks
the beginning of an attempt to encourage dialogue with the primordial
beyond the realm of proof and certainty. His lament, that Being has been
papered over at best, or forgotten at worst, echoes the complaints of many
contemporary feminists who argue that woman is the excluded and often
unspoken “other” of philosophy. In An Ethics of Sexual Difference, Irigaray
maintains that “[s]exual difference is one of the most important issues of
our age, if not in fact the burning issue. According to Heidegger, each
age is preoccupied with one thing and one alone. Sexual difference is
probably the issue of our age.” Just as Heidegger complains Being has
been neglected by philosophers for too long, Irigaray vituperates against
the sidelining of women in philosophical discourse. In fact, by reading
Heidegger and Irigaray in conjunction with each other, the propensity to
gloss over the question of Being can be integrally linked to the exclusion
of women. Heidegger insists the unspoken assumptions of philosophy be
brought to light, and this may provide an opening to explore its gendered
dimensions.

Indeed, one could argue that the veiled Being described by Heidegger
represents the silent feminine voice of philosophy, even if there is very
little reference to a female principle or women in Heidegger’s texts. The
few attributions that do surface are telling, since women appear only in
the form of goddesses such as Athena, Cura, and Aletheia. In one passage,
Heidegger recounts an ancient fable in which the goddess Cura was cross-
ing a river and noticed a piece of clay, which she then began to shape.
Jupiter came by and gave it spirit, but he refused to allow Cura to bestow
her name on it. Earth, who was herself a female figure, wanted her name
to be bequeathed to Cura’s creation. Saturn was invited in as the arbiter
of the dispute and decided that Jupiter would receive the spirit at its death,
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the earth would receive its body, but Cura, who first shaped the creature
should possess it as long as it lives. He decided to name the being “homo”
because it was made out of humus or earth (BT 242, 198). For Heidegger,
this passage reveals that human beings, throughout their temporal exis-
tence, are stamped by care who is personified as a woman. It is the human
relationship 7o others and 70 Being that is important and thus human
beings must always be outside themselves in order to be themselves. By
giving care such a prominent role, Heidegger challenges the myth of self-
sufficiency and individual atomization that has shaped much of modern
Western philosophy. In addition, he also tacitly inverts the Christian
account of human creation, where woman is made out of the rib of man.
However, what Heidegger leaves unquestioned is why cura and earth
assume the guise of women.

Despite Heidegger’s omission, Jean Graybeal argues that Heidegger’s
philosophy provides a tremendous opening for the feminine. Maintaining
that there is a close affinity between Heidegger’s thought and Julia Kriste-
va’s semiotic theory, she asserts that Cura is the repressed semiotic that
has been driven underground by the symbolic. In her view, Heidegger’s
pursuit of nonmetaphysical ways of thinking encourages a movement
away from the patriarchal symbol of God the father, and makes a space
for the expression of the feminine in language or /z mére qui jouit.’ The
semiotic in Kristeva refers to meanings and locutions, such as preverbal
gestures or intonations that are not simply derived from speech.” Kristeva
underscores the importance of rhythms and sounds that arise when two
bodies are fused into one. Thus, not only language is the locus of meaning
and communication; indeed, the semiotic prepares the way for the devel-
opment of language. While the symbolic is Apollonian in its assumption
of the essential separateness of things, the semiotic represents a self that
is always part of other. The propensity to ignore the semiotic represents
an account of existence that stresses the essential separateness between
things. Daoist thinkers also refer to primordial rhythms, not with respect
to mother-child relations, but rather to the rhythms of the cosmos which
are fused with meaning.

By invoking the goddess Cura, Heidegger underscores his point that
we are always beings, both towards the other and towards the earth.
However, this does not imply a simple unity. Rather, we are always beings-
towards because we are both part of others and separate from them. Cura,
or care, represents this combination of separateness and partness that
makes authenticity possible. Care is a kind of movement towards another
that is only possible because other is part of self and yet is separate from
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self. One would not care for something else if one were either identical
or completely separate from it. It accounts for the paradoxical unfamiliar
familiarity that characterizes the call of conscience, which Heidegger
argues emanates from both within the self and outside of the self. The
outside is never purely external, just as the inside is never purely
internal.

Kristeva’s insistence on the recognition of both the semiotic and
symbolic has social implications. The semiotic is not to silence the sym-
bolic, but rather to rein in its excesses. The idle talk of das Man is an
example of such excess for it enables human beings to get along and thus
become predictable without intertwining themselves. Its homogenizing
effects prevent us from coming to terms with both the strangeness and
familiarity of the other. This combination of the two, Heimlichkeit and
Unheimlichkeit, make self-making and authenticity possible. Kristeva pre-
vails upon us to recognize the extent to which the semiotic prepares the
way for the symbolic itself. Because we were once part of another, namely
the mother, we need language to go towards other beings. The symbolic
should not stifle its semiotic element.

There is a marked resemblance between Kristeva’s ideas and Hei-
degger’s account of our resistance to the notion that language is not just
a tool we use to describe Being, but the house of Being. As such, it is not
merely a human invention, but a response to the call of Being. If Hei-
degger implores us to pay homage to Being, Kristeva argues that we ignore
our debt to the maternal by driving a wedge between the semiotic and
symbolic realms. In addition, maternal associations act as a powerful
reminder that the subject-object split is by no means definitive of our
reality, for it is only achieved by repressing the infant’s fusion with the
mother’s body in the maternal space of the chora.” Without remembering
the mother, the multidimensional nature of the self as both individuated
and part of an other cannot be recognized.

Patricia Huntington takes this analysis a step further and suggests that
Heidegger offers a way out of the quagmire of castration logic, which
equates subjectivity with maleness. According to this Freudian myth, the
sight of a mother sans penis, incites in a son the fear of castration by the
father. This fear is what brings him under the father’s thumb and coerces
him into submitting to the rules of society, allowing him to become an
individual in a way that he could not have been had his ties to the mother
remained intact. According to this logic, male subjectivity demands a
sharp break from woman. As a result, woman is perceived as a threat to
individuality in general and furthermore is prevented from developing her
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own subjectivity because her rupture with her mother is by no means as
decisive. What is simply left unexplained, is why the son fears castration
in the first place, and what it is about the penis that allows it to evolve
into a symbol of coherence and power. A woman’s biology is deemed inher-
ently deficient as is underscored by Freud’s ludicrous assertion that the
clitoris is nothing but an inferior replica of the sacred penis. As it stands,
the story makes little sense, yet it has a frightening, pervasive influence.
Irigaray is quite correct in her assertion that Freud’s account allows for
only one form of sexuality, namely male, and her sarcastic use of the term,
“hom(m)osexual,” to describe this dynamic is quite appropriate.

Using Heidegger’s philosophy as a launching pad, one might attempt
to ascertain what led to the establishment of a sexual divide based on such
preposterous assumptions. Indeed, I argue that the split has less to do
with biology, than with the cosmic assumptions superimposed onto
biology. It reveals that Freud’s theory is more metaphysical and less
“scientific” than he was apt to assume. Heidegger acknowledges that our
position as beings, suspended between the divine and the earthly, creates
a perpetual sense of strangeness. But he encourages us to embrace, rather
than reject, this uneasy space we occupy. The uncertainty about Being is
to be celebrated rather than spurned, for the cryptic signals we receive
from it provide infinite possibilities not only to create ourselves, but to
establish our place within the cosmos or our relation to Being. Heidegger
insists that we are “in the fourfold by dwelling” (BDT 352), referring to
the earth, sky, mortals, and divinities. The fact that divinity touches us
but always hides from us is underscored by his insistence that gods are
always concealing and unconcealing themselves. Rather than being thor-
oughly frustrated with this cosmic game of hide and seek, Heidegger
insists that we enjoy the process of constant opportunity for discovery
that it presents. If Being did not hide as well as reveal itself, dialogue with
it would be impossible. It is important to bear in mind that Heidegger
claims Being can only reveal itself through us. Therefore, it is not a
uniform process in which we are simply the ones who chase after Being;
Being is not an omnipotent lord who wields his power over us.

If a connection can be made between the maternal and Being, then
Heidegger suggests a possibility beyond the resentment against the mother
that has left such a deep mark on Western philosophy. Rather than
expressing rage at a mother whose “house” we cannot return to, it allows
us to see this combination of separation and oneness as an opportunity
for ongoing dialogue. It occasions a constant returning to the mother that
obviates the need to be absorbed by her completely. Instead of becoming
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the omnipotent, abject mother who casts us into a world of suffering, she
becomes a constant interlocutor. If she is seen in this way, it enables us
to see her as something other than mother as well. In this reading, Hei-
degger’s philosophy presents an opportunity for going beyond resentment
of the mother and abandoning a castration logic, which, out of fear, hurls
the son into the arms of an austere father.

In addition to providing an outlet for a nonresentful return to the
mother, Heidegger’s philosophy allows us to discern reasons that might
explain the denigration of women in Western philosophy. Although Hei-
degger does not directly describe this dynamic, an analysis can be cobbled
together from his account of the dangerous anthropomorphism which has
scarred Western metaphysics. A feminist perspective contributes to a
further understanding of this anthropomorphism. In Identity and Differ-
ence, Heidegger criticizes the propensity to find an ultimate ground of
existence and to equate Being with logos (thought) and language (ID 59).
This need to reach a terminus, is the disease that infects Western meta-
physics. According to Heidegger: “In all that surrounds and concerns it,
human cognition seeks reasons, often only the most proximate ones,
sometimes even the more remote reasons, but in the end it seeks first and
last reasons” (PR 3).

Heidegger suggests that at some level we recognize that Being is the
source of everything and this is why our inability to conceptualize it
engenders so much frustration and leads to an attempt to master the
natural world. The return to origins is an ineradicable aspect of philo-
sophical questioning. He does not insist that we resist this temptation but
beseeches us to recognize this origin cannot be found but rather must be
continuously questioned. The source is not singular and will always resist
efforts to hunt it down. Being conceals and unconceals. This preoccupa-
tion with the source provides the clue to women’s subordination. There
are striking parallels between Heidegger’s depiction of the treatment of
nature and the treatment of women. The most obvious origin of an indi-
vidual’s life is the mother. She is thus very easily connected to the source
of all life or Being, which frustrates us by refusing to reveal its ways.
Woman becomes the scapegoat for metaphysical frustration and she is
attributed with exaggerated powers of life and death over men. All suf-
fering is attributed to her. Heidegger complains that the assault waged
against Being is also waged against her. Indeed, I argue that the assault
against Being is closely connected to the assault on woman. Therefore,
woman becomes the target of blame for man’s ontological predicament

and this fantasy has shaped much of Western philosophy.
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In “Age of the World Picture,” Heidegger argues that the modern
drive for certainty reflects an inability to distinguish between reality and
fantasy. Just as reason claims to be the foundation of all that exists, man
constructs, for himself, the delusion that he is in command of his world.
Woman must be denied a voice in order to sustain this fantasy, but at the
same time, her connection to the primordial is preserved through images
of the eternal feminine. Thus, the eternal feminine is the silent challenge
to what Irigaray calls phallocentric philosophy, as well as the means by
which the fantasy is reproduced. Woman cannot be extinguished com-
pletely because man’s drive to master the earth derives from both his
resentment and love for her. He wants to recapture the lost wholeness of
the mother, but at the same time blames her for its loss. Unwittingly, she
fuels his striving, but she cannot be allowed to undermine his effort, and
so the eternal feminine must always be silent. In this way, the eternal
feminine is akin to the image of Helena that the ceaselessly striving Faust
glances upon in the mirror. She both challenges his restlessness as well as
spurs him on, but she has no voice.

Heidegger laments the loss of spiritual depth that occurs when reason
is allowed to eclipse everything. Irigaray argues that accompanying this
is a sexual pallour that refuses to recognize the existence of two sexes.
Since sexuality represents the yearnings of a finite being, the mother, in
her quasi-divine form, is assumed to be sexless. Women are saddled with
a sexuality, or asexuality that is not of their own making. As a result, the
sexual woman is seen as the antithesis of the mother, such as the whore
or prostitute. Woman is falsely dichotomized as the quasi-divine Maria,
unblemished by sexual urges, or the whore who is deemed unfit for
motherhood.

For Heidegger, one of the most catastrophic outcomes of metaphysi-
cal and anthropomorphic thinking is its assault on nature. (I will provide
an outline of his argument and point to the strong correlation between
the attack on nature and the subordination of women.) Heidegger main-
tains that “mastering” reality is dangerous because it stifles the voice of
Being. When there is enforced symmetry between human reason and the
material world, little dialogue is possible, and we cannot create but can
only produce:

The essential unfolding of technology threatens revealing, threatens it
with the possibility that all revealing will be consumed in ordering
and that everything will present itself only in the unconcealment of

standing-reserve. (QCT 339)
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The essence of technology is nothing technological (QCT 340), rather,
it is metaphysical. He claims that the meaning of the ancient Greek term,
techne, was very different. In Heidegger’s view, the ancient Greeks were
willing to acknowledge their indebtedness to Being when they created
things, and therefore there was no sense that the human subject was the
sole agent in the creative act. The Greek word for cause, “zitia,” is a kind
of occasioning, which is lost in its translation as “cause.” The artist is not
only the progenitor but also the medium for creation:

For what presences by means of physis, has the irruption belonging to
bringing-forth, e.g., the bursting of a blossom into bloom, in itself (en
heautoi). In contrast, what is brought forth by the artisan or the artist,
e.g., the silver chalice, has the irruption belonging to bringing forth,
not in itself but in another (en alloi), in the craftsman or artist. (QCT

317)

Techne should therefore be seen as something which provides an oppor-
tunity for emergence. This is why Greek craftsmen paid more attention
to how the sculpture fit into their environment, for it was a way of letting
the environment show itself.

This meaning of zechne is lost in the modern word “technology,”
which is interpreted as a mere means: “Technology is therefore no mere
means. Technology is a way of revealing” (QCT 318). According to Hei-
degger, modern technology, in its present exploitative form is a “challeng-
ing which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy,
which can be extracted and stored as such. But does this not hold true
for the old windmill as well? No its sails do indeed turn in the wind; they
are left entirely to the wind’s blowing. But the windmill does not unlock
energy from the air currents in order to store it” (QCT 320). There is a
direct parallel between this and what Irigaray describes as a type of
hom (m)osexual monoculture which forecloses avenues for an interchange,
both sexual and intellectual, with women. Just as nature is reduced to the
standing-reserve, ready to be exploited by human beings, woman is
reduced to her reproductive function in a hom(m)osexual economy which
instrumentalizes everything. She becomes chattel, exchanged like an
object among various communities for the purposes of reproduction, and,
like nature, is reduced simply to her “function.” What is frightening about
this scenario is that it is considered “natural” and “realistic” even when,
as Heidegger argues, it is the outcome of fantasy. Heidegger’s objective is
to reveal the mythological underpinnings of such “realistic” postures. The
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domination of nature and the domination of women are intertwined,
because both become victims of an attempted metaphysical conquest.

Huntington points out that what Heidegger calls fantasizing, in
Irigaray becomes fetishization.® The symbolic dimension of the power of
the phallus is forgotten, as stark realism becomes the reification of fanta-
sies. We erect symbols that become determinants of social action and then
become so engrossed with them that we forget that they are merely
symbols. This is why Heidegger’s notion, that technology is the outcome
of fantasy, is so significant. His plea, that we return to origins over and
over again, also serves as a reminder to use our own symbols with caution.
Here, Heidegger echoes the warning of the Daoist thinkers not to take
our words too seriously.

The macabre success we have had at forcing the world into the
mould that our symbols provide lays the groundwork for not only the
“Europeanization of the earth and of man” (OWL), but for the “mascu-
linization” of humanity. Eventually everything is reduced to its function,
whereby woman becomes an agent of reproduction, and man becomes a
merely functional labourer. Yet, what is silenced (namely Being), in the
case of Heidegger, or woman, in the case of Irigaray, can never be com-
pletely effaced. I would argue that both nihilism and castration anxiety
refer to the feeling of meaninglessness that accompanies our sense of loss.
We must rethink the beginning again in order to counter the effects of
nihilism in Heidegger’s view. Just as we must return to Being, we must
constantly return to our mothers. Sadly, rather than occasioning dialogue
between the sexes or with Being, nihilism often eventuates in a more
violent and determined assault upon both woman and the earth.

IRIGARAY'S CRITIQUE

Thus far, I have focused on the emancipatory potential of Heideggerian
thought. However, the fact that neither the feminine, nor women, surface
in his texts is indicative of its limitations. Irigaray focuses on these limi-
tations in her critique. She suggests that Heidegger’s concepts of both
Being and nothingness represent an erasure of woman and a refusal to
acknowledge man’s debt to her. Furthermore, she claims that as a result
Heidegger is cloaked in metaphysical and conceptual garb to a greater
extent than he realizes. Nevertheless, Irigaray’s project would not be
possible if woman did not surreptitiously emerge from the very language
that is used to camouflage her, and it is Irigaray’s aim to tear down the
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masks that attempt to prevent her emergence in the critique /’Oubli de
[Air.

Irigaray accomplishes this by tracing Heidegger’s ideas back to what
she considers their true roots: namely the relationship with a forgotten
(m)other. If Heidegger insists in Being and Time, that Western philosophy
has papered over the question of Being, then Irigaray asserts that Western
philosophy, including Heidegger’s, has veiled woman. Heidegger’s attempt
to rescue Being from oblivion inspires Irigaray to save woman from a
similar threat of obsolescence. Without such a rescue operation, Hei-
degger cannot move beyond metaphysics, for woman’s enforced exile
necessitates the kinds of abstractions that ignore the materiality of the
earth. A postmetaphysical age needs to allow women to shape the hal-
lowed halls of philosophy.

Heidegger’s reconception of nothingness represents a dramatic shift
in Western philosophy. It represents a less domineering approach towards
one’s environs. Furthermore, his concept of nothingness, as openness,
underscores the interconnection of all things and celebrates difference
rather than singularity. Irigaray’s critique suggests that while Heidegger
takes an important step in the right direction, his notion of nothingness
is still mired in the abstractions endemic to Western philosophy. She
insists that the idea of nothingness has a material base, experienced as the
first gasp of air that marks a child’s first contact with the world. By for-
getting the material roots of nothingness, Irigaray avows that Heidegger
fails to free himself from the grip of logos, despite his claims to do so.
She introduces the metaphor of air to remind us of the material dimension
of his spirituality. The symbol of air expands Heidegger’s concept of
nothingness, and suggests that for Irigaray, Heidegger’s openings are not
wide enough.

Heidegger’s notion of nothingness constitutes a plea to acknowledge
the spaces into which all things emerge. Irigaray argues that he forgets
the first spaces, namely the womb and the air which a child draws its first
breath. Heidegger therefore ignores the first “ .. house of Being.” A
woman’s body provides man’s (and woman’s) first dwelling without
demanding payment in kind. In this way, she is like air, which we take
from freely but do not give back. Moreover, closed spaces are as important
as open ones, and the interaction between the opening and the enclosure
is what gives us the gift of life: “the first envelope empties into another.
This creates a double envelope or buckle. Is it the sign of the infinite? The
bridge is where the two envelopes cross and intersect. In this space, the
inside passes into the outside which returns to the inside after having
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wandered around.”” Irigaray suggests that emergence from the womb is
both painful and exhilarating and that the taste of freedom is matched
by the feeling of deprivation of the warmth that the womb provided. If
nothingness has both an emancipating effect and fills us with Angst, it
is because of the buried memory of the terrifying and exhilarating emer-
gence from the womb.

This space into which we first emerge is not empty, insists Irigaray,
since it consists of the air from which we draw sustenance. She acknowl-
edges that air can easily be mistaken for nothingness, because it is silent
and formless, and thus is easily displaced by the sun, whose effects are
visible rather than tangible: “Air remains still—that which gives back life,
bug, first of all, in the form of an absence . . . This fountainhead of life,
this mediation and space of life, gives itself without appearing to do so0.”®
Western philosophy privileges the sun by assuming that it is the well-
spring of truth, life, and goodness, when in fact it is air (which is always
present, both in darkness and in light), that is more primordial. The
convergence of what Heidegger calls the fourfold, or earth, sky, mortals,
and gods would not be possible without air. Nothingness is abstracted
from air and this is what impels Irigaray to claim that Heidegger is riveted
to logos despite his continuous efforts to avoid succumbing to its abstrac-
tions. Playing on the French expression for nothingness, she insists that
this nothingness does not exist, which in French is also the manner in
which itis said that “nothing” is: “This nothing is (not) (Ce rien n'est) . . . it
maintains itself more in language than in the living body.”

By using air as a metaphor, Irigaray brings us back to the forgotten
mother. The muffled voice of the (m)other is contained in Heidegger’s
concept of Being. Playing upon Heidegger’s suggestion that Being calls
us, she reminds him that the first call was that of the mother’s voice:
“Her voice, like air was the first thing that entered into him. Was this a
call? Or was she responding to a call.”" Since this voice is absent, it
pushes him into the throes of anxiety. The presence of her absence
spawns nihilistic tendencies: “She cries from whence there is no longer
a name.”"" Irigaray suggests that Heidegger cannot successfully extricate
nothingness from the shackles of nihilism without remembering the call
of the mother. If man does not turn to the direction from which this
call arises, there will be no relief from his anxiety. Heidegger’s warning,
that we must learn not to spurn the shadows, impels Irigaray to heed the
voice that cries out from the darkness: the feminine voice. Through
woman man was given the first taste of Being, and therefore he should
not ignore her. Only disguised as a goddess is she allowed to return to
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Heidegger’s philosophy. The problem is that one cannot easily speak with
goddesses.

Irigaray argues that the pull of the mother is also what propels him
to build a home: “Living in a living house, a living body, that envelops,
protects, nourishes, gives him existence without demanding recom-
pense.”"? The insistence on man’s self-making marks his unacknowledged
tribute to the mother. In an ironic inversion, Heidegger suggests that it
is death that allows him to shape the variegated strands of his being into
a whole. He becomes a being-toward-death in order to deny that he was
first of all a being that is born. The wholeness made possible by death
reminds him of the enclosure of the womb, but he refuses to see the
correlation.

Indeed, one could argue that Heidegger’s refusal to pay homage to
the mother who has given birth to him is what impedes his ability to fully
incorporate the social into his philosophy. He takes tentative steps in this
direction, by insisting on the importance of care and by emphasizing that
we are already thrown into social situations that are not exterior to us,
but are integrally woven into our social and individual fabric: “Dasein-
with of the Others is disclosed within-the-world for a Dasein, and so too
from those who are Daseins with us, only because Dasein in itself is
essentially a Being-with” (BT 156, 120). Yet, if Heidegger were aware of
the connection between Being and the mother, he would not insist on
the isolating nature of the quest for authenticity. There would be more
emphasis than there is on being-towards as a being-with. If the connection
between our sense of Being as a whole, and our connection to our mothers
were acknowledged, than sociality would be more firmly entrenched in
our understanding of Being. It would allow for a social ontology that does
not divorce metaphysics from psychological and social concerns. Mitsein
would be an integral part of the openness of Being and could help to
prevent our spiraling descent into nihilism.

However, there is also an alternative interpretation of Heidegger’s
later philosophy, which challenges Irigaray’s reading. Rather than viewing
the groundlessness embodied in the notion of emptiness as exclusionary
towards the feminine, it can be seen as accommodative of it. The abstrac-
tion of nothingness does not foreclose the feminine, rather, it guarantees
equal validity with the masculine. For example, Carol Bigwood suggests
that Heidegger’s emphasis on the importance of both concealment and
unconcealment incorporates both allegedly masculine and allegedly
feminine elements.”” By insisting on the complementarity of the two,
Heidegger opens up the possibility for an equilibrium where neither the
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masculine or feminine is able to achieve predominance. From such a
perspective, Irigaray’s emphasis on the mother may not provide a way
beyond the resentment that has had such deleterious consequences for
women.

NIETZSCHE'S WARRIOR MOTHER

If Heidegger’s philosophy obscures the connection between his re-
orientation of metaphysics and the maternal, Nietzsche’s philosophy
makes this connection abundantly clear. Maternal references abound in
the writings of Nietzsche, and while this represents a more inclusive
approach towards feminine characteristics on the one hand, it decisively
relegates women to the periphery on the other. Nietzsche’s writings reveal
the dangerous results that an over-emphasis on the mother can have. It
is possible to co-opt the feminine into one’s discourse in order to enrich
one’s philosophical vocabulary, while at the same time refusing to admit
women, qua subjects, as interlocutors into the philosophical conversation.
From this perspective, Nietzsche’s blatant misogyny does not contradict
his way of including the feminine but rather grows out of it. In fact, if
men can adapt the traits of women, then Nietzsche’s fantasy is that he
can relish the fruits of the feminine without a need for women. Although
Nietzsche seems more welcoming of the feminine than many other phi-
losophers, he is no more friendly towards women. His philosophy vividly
illustrates the danger of simply conflating the feminine and women. The
eternal feminine can be revered while women are silenced. This is made
poignantly clear in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In his conversation with the
old woman, Zarathustra avers that “one should speak about woman only
to men” (Z I: 18). In other words, women can be represented in philoso-
phy, but they are not allowed to be part of the conversation.

In addition to simply equating the feminine and women, Nietzsche
also associates the feminine with the maternal. The maternal powers of
women become the justification for their ostracism. What is underem-
phasized by both Nietzsche, and some of his feminist critics, is that
women are not only the mothers of men. If the nonmaternal aspect of
women were recognized, the power of the mother might be somewhat
demystified. Nietzsche’s philosophy exhibits an overwhelming fear of
women: “Perhaps I am the first psychologist of the eternally feminine.
They all love me—an old story—not counting abortive females, who lack
the stuff for children. Fortunately, I am not willing to be torn to pieces:
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the perfect woman tears to pieces when she loves . . . Ah, what a danger-
ous, creeping subterranean little beast of prey she is” (EH III: 5). She is
the one who threatens to dismember him and who is unthinkable,
unspeakable, and unfathomable because she is a woman.

It is very telling indeed, that Nietzsche depicts both life and wisdom
as women. Unlike many misogynists of his ilk, Nietzsche recognizes that
his hatred of women grows out of both his fear and his love. In an unusual
move, he has women ridicule his positions in his dialogues. Thus, he is
perhaps one of the few Western thinkers who displays a critical posture
towards his own misogyny. In one story relayed in Thus Spoke Zarathus-
tra, life, impersonating as a woman mocks him for portraying her as the
unfathomable: “‘All fish talk like that ... What #hey cannot fathom is
unfathomable. But I am merely changeable and untamed and in every-
thing a woman, and no virtuous one’” (Z II: 10). On the one hand, this
citation suggests that Nietzsche is simply repeating the time-worn narra-
tive, which depicts women as more natural and more wild than men, who
are the bastions of culture. But this cannot be the case, because Nietzsche
does not depict merely life as women but also wisdom, suggesting that
women straddle the nature and culture divide. Traditionally, in Western
thought, women have been dissociated from culture and relegated to the
sphere of nature. Nietzsche admires women for their ability to be at home
in both realms and for recognizing that the two need not be made syn-
onymous. Indeed, Nietzsche’s philosophy, while much more openly
misogynistic than Heidegger’s, suggests that women are more comfortable
with the murkiness and unpredictability of life than are men. Nietzsche’s
life is not a virtuous one, not because she is the frenzied force that poses
a constant threat to civilization, but rather because she has no need to
impose rigid codes on a world. Nietzsche is making the bold suggestion
that women know how to live and think while men do not.

In Nietzsche’s view, women take for granted that they cannot com-
prehend the whole, and thus flit more gracefully and calmly through life
than do men. They are content at the surface, because they realize that
the subterranean depths do not contain a definitive essence. They are
comfortable with the fragility of truth, while men are the warriors, who,
in the absence of clearly defined boundaries, are forced to create them.
When Nietzsche proclaims, that when going to woman, one must bring
one’s whip, he is not only unleashing a venomous hatred for women; he
is expressing his own weakness. The boundaries between men and women
must be sharply drawn so that he can remain comfortable in his mascu-
linity. Nietzsche’s suggestion that men must be warriors ascribes to men
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the power over death because women have the power over life. He asserts
that “man should be trained for war and woman for the recreation of the
warrior: all else is folly” (Z I: 18). He must enshrine the power to kill
over the power to give life, because of his awe before the life-giving powers
of women. Conversely, women display the calm reminiscent of the Daoist
sage: “When a man in the midst of Azs hubbub, in the midst of the break-
ers of his plots and plans, he there sees perhaps calm; enchanting beings
glide past him, for whose happiness and retirement he longs—they are
women” (GS 11: 59). She accepts her limitations; he does not and thus he
is always in the midst of his hubbub. He cannot ride the tide of change
with the same sense of equanimity so he must become a warrior. It is
because of this that Nietzsche depicts life and wisdom as two women
engaged in a dance, where both differences and similarities are
celebrated.

Nietzsche depicts the changes of life as producing constant turmoil.
The tumultuous mood swings of Zarathustra attest to his emotional
instability in the face of change. This implies that he is not as comfortable
with the changeable nature of life as he would like to be, precisely because
he clings to his individual boundaries. Women are more at ease with this
and thus life and wisdom can dance with each other as equal partners.
There is no attempt by one to dominate or subsume the other. In fact,
life and wisdom tease Zarathustra for not knowing which one he is
seduced by and suggest that a love of one entails a love for the other.
When Zarathustra informs life that he loves wisdom, she suggests that
this is equivalent to his adoration of her: “But whom are you speaking
of ... of me surely” (Z II: 10).

Perhaps nowhere is the connection between women and the cosmos
made more powerfully than in Nietzsche’s metaphor of the eternal recur-
rence of the same. It is also here that his resentment against women for
their position rises to the surface. The idea of the eternal return portrays
human beings’ ambivalent attitude towards their finitude. Each moment
is a point at which present and future conjoin, and therefore is intercon-
nected with all other moments. But it is only through the moment, and
the convergence that it represents, that we get a taste of eternity. It is to
be derived not from a birds-eye view of the cosmos, but rather through
the experience of the interconnection. In this way, the metaphor shares
much in common with Heidegger’s notions of openness and Gelassenbeit,
which suggests that each particular provides a space in which other par-
ticulars can show themselves, and this is how we become attuned to

Being.
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From this perspective, one could argue that the eternal return offers
a very feminine understanding of the cosmos, which is not predicated on
the comprehension of it, but rather on the sense of connection to other
particulars: “From this gateway Moment, a long, eternal lane runs back:
an eternity lies behind us. Must not all things that can have run have
already run along this lane? Must not all things that can happen have
already happened, been done, run past?” (Z III: 2). The sameness empha-
sized in the eternal return could also be an implicit reminder of the act
of giving birth, where a new life emerges by repeating the same process
over and over again, but differently. Nietzsche is not literally suggesting
that all things that occur are identical to each other. Rather his insistence
upon their sameness suggests that they are all part of the same process.
Each singular event is a confluence of past events and therefore harbours
remnants of the past. By reminding us of their sameness Nietzsche
admonishes us to recognize that we are nothing special on our own but
are part of an infinite cosmos.

Yet, at the same time, Nietzsche is clearly uneasy with his finitude,
and this disquietude is coupled with his fear of women. He proclaims
that he wants to marry, not a woman, but rather eternity: “Never yet did
I find the woman by whom I wanted children, unless it be this woman
whom I love, for I love you, O Eternity!” (Z III: 16). There is no more
blatant testament to the connection Nietzsche makes between woman
and the cosmos than this statement. On the one hand, he identifies
women with eternity and on the other he wants to marry eternity so that
he would have no need for women. Ironically, women creep into his phi-
losophy in celebration of the connection between nature and culture,
but are transformed into mere abstractions (such as the personification of
eternity), so that corporeal connection with woman can be dispensed
with.

To Nietzsche, women represent the cosmos because of their power to
give life. At the same time, she represents the frustrations of a divided
self, because it is through her that he first experienced the pain of indi-
viduation. Because she represents both unity and the lack thereof, he
characterizes woman as inherently deceptive. Although Nietzsche espouses
a philosophy whereby the contradictory nature of truth is embraced, his
ostracism of women reveals the limits of his ability to do so: “Perhaps
truth is a woman who has reasons for not letting her see her reasons?
Perhaps her name is—to speak Greek—Baubo?” (GS P: 4). Because he
views her as the wellspring of life, forgetting, as Mary O’Brien points out,
that man too is an agent in reproduction,' he also imputes to her powers
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of death which she does not have. This is why she always threatens him
with dismemberment: “Fortunately I am not willing to be torn to pieces:
the perfect woman tears to pieces when she loves. . . . Ah, what a danger-
ous subterranean little beast of prey she is” (EH III: 5).

Irigaray questions the circular metaphor of the eternal return. For
Irigaray this suggests that Nietzsche is incapable of abandoning the realm
of metaphysics. He becomes mired in abstractions because he cannot
accept the sexual body of women. In Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche,
she presents herself to Nietzsche as a lover, not to appear subservient, but
as a reminder of what he has cast aside, and also to ensure that she is a
participant in a dialogue. Philosophy must accept the voices of two sexes,
and not simply the one:

And farther away than the place where you are beginning to be, I have
turned back. I have washed off your masks and make up, scrubbed
away your multi-coloured projections and designs, stripped off your
veils and wraps that hid the shame of your nudity. I have even had to
scrape my woman'’s flesh clean of the insignia and marks you had etched
upon it.”

For Irigaray, the circle represents an enclosed space from which
woman is barred. Whether it is in the form of the coils of the serpent, or
the glorious sun, in Irigaray’s view it emerges out of Nietzsche’s paranoid
egoism which refuses to admit woman into its realm. His worship of the
sun as the perfect star, which in the rhythm of rising and setting evokes
the eternal recurrence, is a testament to his predilection for the repetition
of the familiar. However, she emphasizes that even the sun creates dark-
ness and shadows: “But this torch, your lamp, makes shadow. Even
(méme) at noon. Even/self (méme) seeing itself. Your noon leaves in the
darkness the other side of the earth, and its inside, and the depths of the
sea.”'® Given that Nietzsche constantly oscillates between the heights of
the mountain and the valley below, and revels in both light and darkness,
such a claim is perhaps somewhat exaggerated on Irigaray’s part. Yet, it
is clear that, as Irigaray claims, Nietzsche refuses to accept woman as an
interlocutor and therefore must be mired in abstractions for he imagines
a world where birth can take place without women. Nietzsche insists that
God represents a kind of transcendence that demands an ascetic assault
on the sensuous body. If this is the case, then he is guilty of a similar
transgression. His notion of self-creation and birth demands both an
assault on and a denial of woman’s body and also reflects a kind of asceti-
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cism that only allows for one form of sexuality. The fact that he wants to
become the masculine mother is extremely telling in this regard: “But
blessed is he who is pregnant! And in truth he who wants to kindle the
light of the future must hang long over the mountains like a heavy storm!”
(Z 1I: 16). He wants to give birth to himself without need for woman.
In Irigaray’s view this prevents him from truly listening to the secret
voices of the earth: “And nothing is in store for him at mid-night except
what, at his midday, he stored away. And if mid-night be even darker than
his day had imagined, that is the way his star still rises to perfect his
circle.””” Irigaray suggests that Nietzsche spurns the primordial waters of
life for the mountains, thereby rejecting the maternal fluids of life. Zara-
thustra remains condemned to give birth to abstractions because he tries
to shield himself from material reality. Because Nietzsche does not admit
woman into his realm, the nature-culture divide that he is assiduously
struggles against, remains intact.

Although Nietzsche presents a philosophy centered on self-
overcoming as an alternative to metaphysical orders, a feminist analysis
suggests that Nietzsche’s divorce from metaphysics is not as complete as
one might suppose. Indeed, Irigaray regards the Nietzschean obsession
with self-overcoming as an extension, rather than a repudiation of Western
metaphysics, for it signals resistance to the fact that man is born of
woman. To hide this truth from himself and from woman, he promul-
gates the myth of the self-made man, and engages in the frenetic activity
of constant overcoming in order to arrogate the act of giving birth to
himself: “And in your will to destroy, the will to reduce to nothingness
anything'® that might tie you to me by a necessity of first and last hour.
To destroy actively what you had to give up in order to become a man.
To annihilate the body that gave you life and that still keeps you living.”"”
Irigaray intrudes upon his enclosed circle and reminds him of the forces
of the sea using the French word “mer” with its homophone mére. In this
she points Nietzsche in the direction of the primordial waters of birth,
which do not clearly demarcate and cannot be broken, despite his prodi-
gious efforts to do so:

Even as the ships cross over her, yet she remains. The same. Incorrupe
ible. And she laughs as they move onward, seeking the secret of their
truth. When they get close to it, they don’t notice it. They just keep
moving on, in search of something that offers a solid resistance and
opposition to their wandering. That offers a rampart to beat back their
thought.”
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Irigaray accepts Nietzsche’s portrait of woman as the indefinable,
which resists appropriations by truth:

And the voice of her abysses is not to be folded and gathered up into
a single thought. Rather it (¢/le) will bring down every sail already
chartered if it makes itself heard.”

Derrida also appropriates Nietzsche’s identification of woman with the

undecidable:

It is impossible to disassociate the questions of art, style and truth from
the question of the woman. Nevertheless the question “what is woman?”
is itself suspended by the simple formulation of their common prob-
lematic. One can no longer seek her, no more than one could search
for woman’s femininity or female sexuality. And she is certainly not to
be found in any of the familiar modes of concept or knowledge. Yet it
is impossible to resist looking for her.””

Here Derrida points to a troubling paradox when it comes to women. On
the one hand, it is impossible to uncover some kind of “woman’s essence”
that will define her in perpetuity. Nietzsche’s concept of womanhood is
much like Heidegger’s notion of Being, which we must always pay tribute
to, and search for, all the while remaining content that we will never find
what we seek. But at the same time, the need to sharply define sexual
difference appears strong in the writings of Nietzsche, and if woman
remains the indefinable, than she is at risk of being defined by man. His
resistance to concepts reaches its limits at the door of woman, as his self-
proclaimed need for the whip attests to. Being indefinable or unthinkable
does not rescue woman from the violence of man; it makes her susceptible
to it.

Nietzsche’s philosophy may point to the dangers of the idealized
vision of woman he puts forward. His account of the interplay between
Dionysian and Apollonian forces suggests that while Dionysian disindi-
viduation is both intoxicating and necessary to remind us of our connec-
tion to all that is living, it must have Apollo as its counterweight, for our
particularity can only be preserved if boundaries are established as well
as collapsed. Woman too must be allowed to express her Apollonian side.
If she is represented by an image of the eternal-maternal wherein self-other
boundaries are falsely assumed to be irrelevant to her, then she will always
remain voiceless. This is why Irigaray insists woman needs her own lan-
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guage, for only an individuated being can establish itself as a subject.
Cura too insists on the importance of bestowing a name upon her cre-
ation. The symbolic must not be seen as an exclusively masculine category
any more than the semiotic should be seen as an exclusively female pre-
serve. Woman cannot be too closely identified with Being, otherwise she
becomes subjectless. We must take care to ensure that Irigaray’s admoni-
tion, to go back to the mother, does not simply produce another vision
of the eternal feminine. The limitations and particularity of the mother
must also be expressed. If men are seen as individuated, and women are
symbols for the absence of boundaries, then women will always only
provide the silent backdrop to men. And subject-less beings, no matter
how highly they may be revered, will always be condemned to an eerie
silence.

This silence is often obtained through acts of violence. In a disturbing
role reversal, Nietzsche describes a male warrior who becomes the well-
spring of life to woman, wisdom. She is nourished by the male figure who
provides the depth to her surface:

And woman has to obey and find a depth to her surface. Woman’s
nature is surface, a changeable stormy film upon shallow waters. But a
man’s nature is deep; it’s torrent runs in subterranean caves: woman
senses its power but does not comprehend it. (Z I: 18)

Man becomes the mother to woman, because death and destruction
become primordial. In his role as agent of death, man can gain prepon-
derance over woman, who is now reduced to the task of creating future
warriors. She becomes what Heidegger would call the standing-reserve to
man: “Man should be trained for war and woman for the recreation of
the warrior. All else is folly” (Z I: 18). In a grotesque irony, death becomes
the master of birth so that man can have power over woman. (The ten-
dency to give nuclear weapons names such as “fat boy” are a testament
to the frightening pervasiveness of such a tendency.) The glorification of
violence becomes Nietzsche’s response to the life-giving powers of woman.
O’Brien’s insistence, that man be reminded of his role in reproduction,
assumes a great urgency in light of the terrifying tendency Nietzsche’s
philosophy has exposed.

Nietzsche’s resentment towards woman provides a useful lens with
which to analyze the undercurrent of resentment against woman that
ripples through Western philosophy. This resentment is made more
explicit in psychoanalytic philosophy, which maintains that the split



206 NierzscHE, HEIDEGGER, AND Daoist THOUGHT

from the mother, necessary though it is to create individuality, is trau-
matic. Zarathustra is a testament to the powerful hold such trauma has
on his psyche. He fears losing the self in the dismembering whirlwind of
Dionysus. Yet, the extremes of Apollonian individuation that are mani-
fested in his isolation point to the stagnation that can ensue from solitude.
He falsely accuses woman of wielding tremendous power over him by
tempting him with a morsel and then taking it away. Her rhythm of
concealing and unconcealing, to use Heideggerian language becomes the
source of an intense frustration. This condemns him to a life of perpetual
wandering, where he oscillates between Apollonian heights and Diony-
sian depths, and between despair and jubilation. There appears to be no
way out of his quandary. The gratitude and resentment against the mother
is powerfully revealed in Nietzsche’s writings.

Zarathustra’s agony begs the question of why he cannot handle the
contradictory nature of life that he celebrates. Nietzsche writes that
women are more at ease with these contradictions. Perhaps sexual differ-
ence provides the clue to understanding Zarathustra’s torment. Resent-
ment towards the mother is not limited to boys alone but it may be more
muted in girls because of their sexual likeness to the mother. Because of
their identity with the mother, they can more readily accept the identity
in difference and the difference in identity. Furthermore, males are more
sensitive to the potential power difference between the sex that gives birth
and the sex which does not. Vagina envy transforms into penis envy. The
demystification of the act of giving birth may well help to prevent
the overestimation of women’s powers that led to their underestimation.
The finitude of woman must be recognized.

The schism evident in Western philosophy between culture and
nature may in fact be the outcome of a sexual division. Women are
unjustly expelled from the realm of culture so that man, in response to
her birth-giving power, can claim a sphere for himself. Women are then
accused of being fickle mistresses of deception because they never easily
assume the role that has been thrust upon them. Even the blows of the
Nietzschean whip cannot render them completely silent. The difference
between men and women should neither be underemphasized nor over-
emphasized. Irigaray rightly argues that Western philosophers have refused
to embrace the otherness and difference of woman, but what she under-
emphasizes is that they have failed to recognize the common humanity
of men and woman. The power of the mother ought neither to be denied
nor inflated.
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LAozI AND THE MOTHER OF THE WORLD

Daoist philosophy has had a much better reputation than Confucianism
for its positive characterization of the feminine. If Heidegger can be criti-
cized for neglecting some of the gendered undercurrents in his thinking,
this accusation cannot be leveled against Laozi, who makes the feminine
a centerpiece of his thought. The references to the feminine are not just
accidental; they are at the forefront of his philosophy. There is a clear
sense that the inattentiveness to the Dao is matched by a pervasive oblit-
eration of the feminine. Revitalizing the Dao necessitates greater receptiv-
ity to the feminine, which Laozi suggests is closer to it in spirit. Conflict
and struggle are assumed to be the upshot of an untrammeled ascendancy
of the masculine.

Although not a feminist text (in that the emancipation of woman is
not its aim), Laozi espouses views very similar to those of Irigaray in
arguing that the feminine has, for too long, suffered neglect. A singularly
masculine world is prone to discord. While Heidegger’s thought provides
an opening for an implicit link between a feminine voice and Being, the
link between the neglect of the Dao and the neglect of the feminine is
made explicit in Laozi’s work. Rather than extolling the masculine virtues
of aggression, assertiveness, and strength, the book venerates receptivity,
openness, and weakness—which are commonly associated with women.
Although these linkages in themselves may be problematic from a femi-
nist perspective, it is important to recognize that they are not necessarily
associated with passivity. Weakness, for example, is not the absence of
strength but rather signifies a kind of openness that refrains from impos-
ing itself on the world. Indeed, Laozi assumes that weakness will prevail
over strength precisely because of its expansiveness, flexibility and endur-
ance. Strength eventually exhausts itself while the energy of weakness is
boundless:

Man, when he enters life,

is soft and weak.

When he dies

he is hard and strong.
Plants, when they enter life,
are soft and tender.

When they die

they are dry and stiff.
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Therefore: the hard and the strong

are companions of death;

the soft and the weak

are companions of life.

Therefore: when weapons are strong they are not victorious
When trees are strong they are cut down.

The strong, the great, is below.

The soft, the weak, is above. (DDJ 76)

In one passage, Laozi pays homage to water, which is the fountain of life.
In this, we are reminded of Irigaray’s exhortation to Nietzsche not to
forget the primordial waters of life:

In the whole world there is nothing softer

and weaker than water.

And yet nothing measures up to it

in the way it works upon that which is hard.
Nothing can change it.

Everyone on earth knows

that the weak conquers the strong

and the soft conquers the hard—

but no-one is capable of acting accordingly. (DD]J 78)

Water is associated with an enduring power exemplified by its ability to
slowly erode the face of rocks. The formless not only prevails over form,
it creates it.

Laozi’s reminder has some very interesting implications for feminist
theory. The symbol of the phallus in traditional psychoanalytic theory is
praised for its Apollonian features. It has definite form, and its power
derives from its visibility. The vagina, on the other hand, is both visible
and invisible. Its boundaries are not as well-defined, and it is both singular
and multiple. Irigaray resuscitates the vagina to point out its “ambiva-
lence,” which ought to be celebrated rather than scorned. It symbolizes
both separation and connectedness. It is both one and multiple. The
power of water alluded to by Laozi is similar in both its formlessness and
its capacity to give form. By insisting that it is more powerful than rock,
he implies that eventually the feminine will endure and that the victories
of the masculine over the feminine can only be temporary. Continuous
power struggles are not a signal of strength but rather of frailty since
conquest by force is never long-lasting:
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Whoever knows how to lead well

is not warlike.

Whosoever knows how to fight well

is not angry.

Whosoever knows how to conquer enemies
does not fight them.

Whosoever knows how to use men well
keeps himself below.

This is the life that does not quarrel;

this is the power of using men;

this is the pole that reaches up to Heaven. (DD] 69)

Laozi’s use of the symbol of water can also help to uncloak some of
the important gendered presuppositions that underlie Nietzsche’s thought.
Upon first glance, the Dionysian might have much in common with
Laozi’s depiction of water in terms of its formlessness, fluidity, and
strength. But this is where the similarity ends. There are many images of
the Dionysian as a frenzied and disorderly force that violently smashes
the boundaries between things. Laozi’s serene depiction of water as a
connective force helps us to see that Nietzsche’s thought, in spite of its
proclamations, leans heavily towards the Apollonian. The violent imagery
that he uses to depict the Dionysian is symptomatic of the stranglehold
that the Apollonian has over his consciousness. Dionysus’s activity is
represented as disindividuation rather than as connection and therefore
is considered primarily destructive. Only a world in which Apollo reigns
would focus on the destructive rather than the connective potential of
Dionysus in this way. Furthermore, while the Dionysian seems to at least
open a small crack through which the feminine can emerge, it also
excludes the feminine. It is no coincidence that Nietzsche invokes two
male gods to form the pillars of his philosophy. Dionysus does not emerge
from a woman’s womb but rather from the limbs of Zeus. In doing this,
Nietzsche tries to deliberately camouflage our female origins.

Laozi, on the other hand, cannot be accused of turning a blind eye
to our female origins. The feminine is associated with the murky and
primordial forces out of which all life emerges:

The spirit of the valley never dies.

It is called ‘the female’

The gateway of the dark female

is called ‘the root of Heaven and Earth’
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Uninterrupted as though persistent
it is effective without effort. (DDJ 6)

The fact that the feminine is considered to be the root of heaven and
earth has interesting implications. In the Book of Changes, the female is
associated with earth and the male is associated with heaven. In the
Daodejing, the female is considered the source of both. Thus, Laozi
imputes more power to the feminine than does the Book of Changes. The
sexual imagery reflected in the notion of the gateway is obvious and it is
clear that a connection is made between the origins of the universe and
the act of giving birth.

Because she gives birth, woman is also associated with eternity. Laozi
points out that he who goes back to the mother never dies. The connec-
tion between beginnings and eternity is not unique to Laozi. Heidegger
insists that we must repeatedly rethink the beginning in order to experi-
ence the vast openness of Being. Nietzsche establishes the link between
woman and eternity by personifying eternity as a woman whom he wishes
to marry. For Laozi, eternity is linked to a feminine openness. Whereas
the more masculine mountaintops cannot hold things, the valleys are
receptacles that allow for the proliferation of many forms of life. It is in
the valleys that communities flourish, and that dazzling fields of flowers
can be found. The mountaintops tend to be shorn of life. Laozi suggests
that not enough attention has been paid to the power of the feminine
valley, just as Irigaray accuses Nietzsche of refusing to descend from his
lofty mountaintop towards the primordial waters of birth.

Respectful though Laozi’s link between the feminine and eternity
might seem, it has some disturbing implications from a feminist perspec-
tive. The connection made between the act of giving birth and the Dao
can also impel us to overlook some of important aspects of reproduction.
This is not to say that Laozi is trying to equate the act of birth with the
motion of the Dao, but it is important to bear in mind Zhuangzi’s
reminders not to mistake the symbol too readily for that which it is sym-
bolizing. In fact, when the symbol of the feminine and woman become
readily conflated, it can have some deleterious consequences for women.
While the Dao may generate the ten thousand things effortlessly, it can
hardly be said that the act of giving birth for women is effortless. One
must distinguish between birth as an eternal process, and the finite
woman who gives birth. The complaints of pregnant women, that their
body is no longer their own, ought to be listened to as much as the voices
of women who speak of emitting a new radiance. These different experi-
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ences of the birth process attest to the fact that a woman also experiences
the pains of individuation. She is not simply at one with the cosmos.

Furthermore, this seeming effortlessness with which the feminine
principle appears to operate may obviate the need for woman to have a
voice of her own:

There is one thing that is invariable complete.
Before Heaven and Earth were it is already there:
so still so lonely.

Alone it stands and does not change.

It turns in a circle and does not endanger itself.
One may call it ‘the mother of the world.” (DD] 25)

As Zhuangzi reminds us, all limited beings need words. Only the limitless
Dao has no need for them. Laozi and Zhuangzi continuously enjoin us
to keep the limitations of names in mind because of the distortions that
they inevitably produce: “Use words sparingly, then all things will fall
into place” (DDJ 23). This is not to imply that we should desist from
speaking but rather suggests that silence must not be forgotten while we
are speaking: “As all life is one, what need is there for words? Yet I have
just said all life is one, so I have already spoken, haven’t I” (Zh 2, 15).
The passage reminds us to exercise caution when using words but also
underscores their inevitability. Indeed words do not just undermine the
harmony of the Dao, but embody it:

Flowing words are spoken every day and they harmonize through
the influence of Heaven, continuing for ever and so extending
many years. If nothing is said about them, they remain in agree-
ment, and agreement is not affected by words: words are in
agreement but agreement is not words. So it is said, ‘say nothing’.
Words say nothing so you can talk all your life and say nothing.
In contrast you can live your life without speaking and have said

things of great worth. (Zh 27, 244)

By associating woman with the great beginning as the “Mother of
the world” Laozi also implicitly links her to nothingness: “non-existence
I call the beginning of Heaven and Earth.” In doing so, he may be unwit-
tingly furthering the tendency to deprive her of a voice. Woman, because
she is primordial has no need to speak. The absence of a voice robs her
of her humanity. As Heidegger points out, the ability to use language as
a way of both addressing Being and heeding the voice of Being makes us
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human. By being associated too closely with what Heidegger would call
Being, or what Laozi calls the Dao, woman is prevented from establishing
her relationship to it. Even though woman is rendered speechless because
of her power, in effect this speechlessness makes her powerless. Ironically,
forgetting that woman is also a finite being-toward-death can eventuate
her dehumanization. She too has need for words, yet in the texts of Laozi
and Zhuangzi, women do not speak. In the Zhuangzi, women appear
only as the wives of men or symbols of beauty. While the feminine is
visible, women are silent. This should neither simply be dismissed as an
oversight nor ignored because it is in accordance with the conventions of
the time. Daoist thinkers were willing to defy convention in many other
ways.

Both Laozi and Nietzsche allow women to appear in their texts as
mothers, while Heidegger and Zhuangzi make scant references to them.
These two tendencies are connected. It is the overestimation of their role
as mothers that impels them to forget women are also daughters, lovers,
and sisters who, together with their mothers, are finite beings. By over-
emphasizing their difference from men, they overlook their similarity.
Giving birth does not make women immortal. Women are not immune
from the dilemmas of finitude. Heidegger exhorts human beings to cele-
brate their finitude and insists that without doing so, we cannot engage
in the authentic act of creation. By refusing to recognize the finitude of
women, men bar them from engaging in creative activity. Furthermore,
men are supposed to drink from the well of their mothers in order to
experience eternity. Women, on the other hand, are provided with no way
of relating to the eternal:

If one possesses the mother of the World
one gains eternal duration.

This is the Dao of the deep root,

of the firm ground,

of eternal existence

and of lasting sight. (DDJ 59)

In becoming the fountainhead of man’s eternity, woman is left with no
wellspring of her own. Her relationship to her own mother is completely
ignored. Not only men but women must be allowed to return to their
mothers. In this way, women can be seen as something other than a
mother. One should not underestimate the significance of Irigaray’s
reminder that not only the mother-son relationship but also the mother-
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daughter relationship must be celebrated. It affirms the importance of
mothers, but also sheds light on the woman who is 7oz a mother.

At the same time, the importance of the passage in the Daodejing
which insists that one must return to the mother in order to know the
son should not be dismissed:

The world has a beginning:

that is the Mother of the World.

Whosoever finds the mother

in order to know the sons

whosoever knows the sons

and returns to the mother:

he will not be in danger all his life long. (DDJ 52)

Feminist thinkers who contend that the mother is all too easily forgotten,
can take some solace from this passage. It is a reminder that all men come
from a mother and are not, like Dionysus, born from the thigh of Zeus.
Men are urged to respect rather than shun the female side of their being.
In contrast, monotheistic religions build their theological edifice around
the notion that all beings owe their existence to a single male God: a
theoretical construction which represents a deliberate erasure of the
mother. Laozi cannot be accused of such crafty subterfuge to push the
mother into the abyss of oblivion. Yet, it is important to recognize that
daughters are entirely left out of this passage. The mother herself is merely
a medium to obtain knowledge about the sons.

Too much emphasis on the mother can therefore result in her occlu-
sion. We must recognize that women do not form the completely perfect
self-sufficient circle Laozi describes. As O’Brien reminds us, men must
become aware of themselves as partners in the process of giving life. If
women are seen as complete in themselves, they are easily left out of the
dialogue altogether. Rather than being treated with respect, they are
assumed to have no needs of their own and thus are treated with con-
tempt and resentment. If women are seen as more than finite, this allows
men to blame women for the agonies of their finitude and impels phi-
losophers such as Nietzsche to impute to them responsibility for men’s
mortality.

Even though women themselves have no voice in either Laozi’s or
Zhuangzi’s philosophy, they are seen as potential panaceas for an ailing
world. There is a clear indication that a world which has been dominated
by the masculine finds itself in constant turmoil:
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All men are so shining-bright

as if they were going to the great sacrificial feast,
as if they were climbing up the towers in spring.
Only I am so reluctant, I have not yet been given a sign:
like an infant, yet unable to laugh;

unquiet, roving as if I had no home

All men have abundance,

only I am as if forgotten.

I have the heart of a fool: so confused, so dark. . ..
I alone am different from all men:

But I consider it worthy

to seek nourishment from the mother. (DDJ 20)

The arrogance of men, who are preoccupied with appearances and who
parade through the world emitting a lot of noise, is noted. This is very
reminiscent of Nietzsche’s claim, that men are in the midst of a hubbub,
while women glide elegantly and peacefully across the surface. The speaker
claims that he is not at home amidst this cacophony of men and so is
condemned to the exile of the wanderer. Thus, he who is more attuned
to the mother faces a life of ostracism and perpetual solitude. And while
he rejects the aggressive behaviour of those men around him, he is not
entirely at ease with his difference from them.

There is also a danger in only making women the cure for men’s woes
as man’s perpetual caregiver. This propensity becomes evident in the
depiction of the sage who must seek nourishment from the mother and
thereby cultivate his feminine and masculine characteristics:

Whosoever knows his maleness

and guards his femaleness:

he is the gorge of the world.

If he is the gorge of the world

Eternal Life does not leave him

and he becomes again as child. (DD]J 28)

In effect, the sage is androgynous. A feminist perspective can help to
shed light on the qualities of sagehood. In chapter 2, I point out that the
journey towards sagehood is a difficult one, since it is by no means easy
to be able to live life effortlessly. Throughout the Daodejing, the effortless
existence of the feminine is alluded to. From the qualities Laozi attributes
to the feminine and masculine, it would appear that a sage-like existence
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would be more feminine than masculine. The suggestion that the sage
must know his maleness and guard his femaleness is telling, because it
implies that the journey he makes from being a limited being, with all
the pain and limitation that this entails, to mirroring the openness of the
Dao is highly significant. It is not just the fact that he reflects the open-
ness of the Dao that makes him a sage, it is the self-overcoming that it
took to get to this stage that accounts for his remarkable nature. Woman
cannot be a sage because she did not have to go there; it is assumed that
she 7s already there. While the dark female or the root of heaven and earth
is “effective without effort,” the sage or “man of calling” had to travel a
great distance to be able to become like “woman.” This is why his achieve-
ments are formidable and hers are merely natural:

Thus also is the Man of Calling:
He disregards himself,

And his Self is increased.

He gives himself away

And his Self is preserved. (DDJ 7)

The suggestion that the man must achieve what the woman effort-
lessly is seems flattering to women. However, the fact that there are no
female sages in either Laozi’s or Zhuangzi’s texts suggests that there is a
high premium placed on man’s achievement. Women cannot speak about
sagehood because they did not have to become like the sages. Woman
has no limitations to overcome and therefore she cannot teach mortals to
appreciate the Dao. She cannot lead us back to the Dao because she has
not strayed from it. Because she allegedly lacks the experience of individu-
ation, she cannot partake of the male’s wisdom. She is immune from the
dilemmas of finitude and thus cannot turn finite heads in the direction
of the Dao.

Throughout the Daodejing, androgyny is praised. However, it is
assumed that only the male can be androgynous, while the female remains
female, and has no need to adopt the characteristics of the male. This by
no means constitutes a radical departure from traditional Chinese phi-
losophy. The Confucian ruler too is praised for his androgynous charac-
teristics and he is to rule not in an imperialistic manner, but so that his
rule is hardly noticed. Nevertheless, this position is not incompatible with
the exclusion of women. Just as Nietzsche can become the masculine
mother and thereby tries to divest himself of the need for women, this
kind of praise of feminine characteristics offers no guarantee of either
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women’s inclusion or equality. If man can adopt the traits of both sexes,
then he still remains the superior being, while the woman remains mired
in her femaleness. The ability to transcend his limitations accounts for
man’s higher social status. Because he not only knows his maleness but
also knows how to overcome it, he can work to achieve harmony between
people who are infected with too much “maleness.” Friction and strife are
no strangers to him, while they are presumed to be foreign to woman. As
long as she is equated with the valley of the world, her power will be
restricted to that of a metaphor. The sage does not exclude women with
the force of a Nietzschean whip but rather does so quietly. While he draws
upon the power of the female, he still does not share power with her.

Tue (M)otHERS TURN

A feminist perspective casts light on the unspoken dynamic that may
be at work in both metaphysical and postmetaphysical philosophy. The
aggressive tendencies, which Heidegger argues characterizes metaphysical
orientation, may in part arise from a deep-seated resentment against
women qua mothers. Without understanding this, much of the Western
metaphysical project remains shrouded in mystery. The strong connection
between Heidegger’s account of the abuse of Being, the rape of nature,
and the often violent silencing of women is by no means accidental.
Woman may not only be the victim of such metaphysics but the being
against whom its edifice was constructed. Heidegger’s plea not to reduce
everything to an instrumental rationality and to respect the shadows as
well as the light undoubtedly provides a port of entry for the feminine.
Metaphysics, as Irigaray implies, was at least in part an attempt to deny
sexual difference. A postmetaphysical philosophy must not only include
women but allow itself to be shaped by women; sexual difference ought
to be accommodated rather than spurned.

Philosophers such as Irigaray and Kristeva caution us to acknowledge
our debt to our mothers so that we become aware of the way in which
the spiritual and material as well as Self and other are entangled. By so
doing, they hope that we avoid the pitfalls of a rigidly bifurcated world,
where the spiritual and material, as well as self and other stare at each
other across an unbridgeable divide. Furthermore, they argue that without
such a return, we deprive ourselves of the knowledge about one very
importance source of belonging, meaning, and enquiry, namely the
mother. Through the mother we become aware of our dual needs for
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wholeness as well as individuation. We recognize that we are individuals
as well as being-with-others and that the two are inextricably intertwined.
The memory of the mother helps to ensure that our relationship to Being
is a social one.

But at the same time, one must return to the mother with caution.
What is unspoken in Heidegger becomes explicit in Nietzsche and Laozi,
namely a latent tendency to identify woman as mother with the power of
the cosmos itself. To say that without our mothers, we could not have a
sense of either the Dao, Being, or eternity is not to claim that one can
simply equate woman with these realms. Nowhere does this become more
blatantly obvious than in the philosophy of Nietzsche, who not only con-
nects the maternal with the eternal but also provides a vivid depiction of
the misogyny that can ensue from it. His philosophy unwittingly helps
us to provide an account of the dehumanization and voicelessness to
which woman is subjected. Rather than including woman, he appropri-
ates her femininity only in order to render it unnecessary. His need to
chase her into exile brandishing his whip in itself demonstrates the
foolishness of his misogynistic mission.

Laozi is more respectful of the feminine, and unlike Nietzsche does
not argue that the violence of the warrior should become the way of the
world. Instead, he insists that feminine peace, receptivity, and openness
to others are more lasting than masculine conflict and brutish strength
can ever be. The Daoist sage absorbs the feminine without defining
himself against it in the manner of Nietzsche. And yet, Laozi still excludes
women, even though he does not use the force of the whip to do so.
Because woman is associated with the silent and effortless ways of the
Dao, she does not bear the mark of finitude that allows her to engage as
a human subject among other subjects. It is her perceived lack of finitude
that ensures the domain of the sage will always be the realm of the male.
Revering the feminine too much can be as damaging to women as rever-
ing it too little. While the cosmos cannot be understood without woman,
we should also avoid the temptation to make cosmos and woman
synonymous.
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Chapter 6

Being(s) in Between

The rationalism of the West has often been contrasted with the mysticism
of the East, and this dichotomization has frequently been invoked to
affirm the superiority of one tradition over the other. On many occasions,
the hegemony of the West is deemed justifiable because the rationality
that it purportedly appeals to entitles it to enlighten peoples whose mysti-
cism is the mark of a more primitive form of philosophical consciousness.
Hegel is one notorious example of a Western philosopher who perempto-
rily dismisses Chinese and Indian philosophical traditions due to their
prerational understandings that can lay no claim to a comprehensive grasp
of either reason or freedom. Ideas of subjectivity, which are the trademark
of much of Western philosophy, are inadequately developed in Hegel’s
view.'

The comparison between Laozi, Zhuangzi, Heidegger, and Nietzsche
helps unsettle such rigid dichotomozations. Heidegger demonstrates that
philosophy has always been motivated by the desire to think a whole that
cannot be adequately defined and resists linguistic formulations. These
mystical origins of philosophy have been driven underground by a tradi-
tion that impugns the unspeakable, overlooking the fact that philosophy
could not have emerged without them. Heidegger maintains that even
the rationalism of the West has mystical beginnings, and their forced
obfuscation is reflective of an irrational desire to render everything subject
to human control. He insists upon “beginning the beginning again” and
repeatedly refers to the “other beginning of philosophy” in order to dis-
tinguish it from the Platonic and Aristotelian penchant for clarity and
form. By ignoring its mystical element, Western philosophy helps to seal
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its own death warrant, for it cannot survive indefinitely without drawing
sustenance from that which cannot be thought. Heidegger is one of the
few modern Western philosophers to make the revolutionary suggestion
that philosophy must celebrate the unknowable. His invocation of the
gods in his later writings does not signify his abandonment of philosophy
but rather represents his effort to revitalize a tradition that had become
moribund because it had cut itself off from its wellspring.

The Daoist thinkers Laozi and Zhuangzi also pay homage to a whole
that cannot be fathomed. They insist that the unknowable Dao should
be continuously evoked, although never defined. This is neither an unre-
alistic nor a world-denying posture since it is very reasonable to suggest
that a finite human being cannot possibly grasp an infinite cosmos.
Rather than encouraging withdrawal from the world, it inspires a trans-
formed relationship to it. Instead of seeing things primarily through their
separateness from each other, their interconnection is underscored. Such
interconnection is both in particular beings and beyond them, and there-
fore the Dao is seen as transcendent and immanent at the same time. By
correlating immanence and transcendence, the concrete world is imbued
with wonder.

While Nietzsche is often assumed to be the antispiritual thinker par
excellence, this constitutes a misinterpretation stemming from the assump-
tion that his disdain for Christian religion signifies a repudiation of
spiritualism altogether. It is no accident that Eastern thinkers such as
Nishitani have often been more receptive to the spiritual dimension of
his thought than Western commentators who are more inclined to equate
spirituality with Christendom. The idea of the eternal return exhibits a
mystical understanding that is very close to that of Daoist thinkers, since
it refers to a kind of wholeness rooted in the earth, and celebrates the
interconnection between all living things. Like Laozi and Zhuangzi,
Nietzsche admits that our sense of belonging depends in part upon our
willingness to concede that we constitute but a small speck in an infinite
cosmos. The sense of cosmic unity is not achieved through a kind of
transcendent denial of the concrete world, but rather emerges from the
affirmation of life’s interconnectedness. Nietzsche’s eternal return col-
lapses the transcendent/immanent dichotomy and offers the paradoxical
possibility of experiencing transcendence through an affirmation of the
particular moment.

It has often been claimed that Heidegger, Nietszche, Laozi, and
Zhuangzi are all unethical thinkers because of the acerbic critiques they
level against moral dogma. Nietzsche’s diatribes against Christian moral-



Being(s) in Between 221

ism have led many commentators to presume that he favours a morally
relativistic universe where anything goes. Daoist statements that good and
evil are one and the same are also alleged to represent a kind of moral
indifference. The absence of a direct moral message in Heidegger’s
thought, coupled with his history of collusion with a sinister Nazi regime,
has impelled many readers to cast doubt on his moral sincerity. Such
prejudices overlook the ethical importance that the nonhuman world
assumes for all of these thinkers. According to Heidegger, the most
dangerous legacy of modern metaphysics is a triumphant humanism,
which assumes that human beings alone bestow meaning upon existence.
Because we fail to acknowledge the nonhuman realm of Being, we lack
the openness that enables us to respect diversity and other beings on their
own terms. Rather than constricting the moral realm, one could argue
that Heidegger’s thought provides the rationale for its expansion, since he
also insists that the world of nature must be sheltered and protected by
human beings. Furthermore, by participating in the openness of Being,
and recognizing that the agency of human beings is not absolute,
Heidegger hopes we can learn to relate to the world without falling victim
to a kind of master-slave dynamic in which the only alternatives available
are either domination or submission.

Similarly, Daoist thinkers are critical of moral dogma, which they
insist presupposes a kind of divisiveness between beings and ignores the
world of nature. If anything can be said to constitute a source of Daoist
“ethics,” then it would be nothingness. Nothingness is the radical open-
ness that allows the sage to treat all beings with respect because it enables
him to focus on the connections between things rather than on the bar-
riers that divide them. Nothingness is the space between things that
makes them distinct from each other, and the space within things which
links them. As the “space between,” nothingness draws attention to the
particularity of things, and as the “space within,” it draws attention to
their essential sameness.

Both Laozi and Zhuangzi are critical of Confucian moral rigidity.
They argue that rituals, which are simply followed, prevent people from
relating to each other on more direct terms. As a result, the links between
individuals become artificial and tenuous and do not allow the uniqueness
of one person to cultivate uniqueness in the other. The natural potential
(de) of individuals is undermined and therefore such a morality must
always be buttressed by instruments of force. Daoist thinkers maintain
that the sage, attuned to openness, would not need to rely upon coercion
to achieve social peace. He does not forcefully mould people into the
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shape he desires, but rather provides an environment in which they can
become what they already are.

While Nietzsche’s eternal return also affirms the interdependence of
all beings, he is nevertheless the most morally ambivalent of these think-
ers. Both Daoists and the later Heidegger focus on the connections
between things, thereby celebrating mutual openness and condemning
division and conflict. Nietzsche by no means repudiates such a moral
vision, and indeed, he repeatedly reveals his respect for the virtues of
reciprocity and interconnection, which make friendship possible. He too
casts doubt on the idea of an isolated subject that can make itself purely
on its own. Nevertheless, Nietzsche claims that there is a role for conflict,
and insists that tensions between individuals cannot be avoided. While
accepting that we have a profound need to become part of something
larger than the self, he insists that we have an equally powerful desire to
individuate ourselves and to maintain and establish our boundaries
against others. Just as it would be a mistake to claim that Nietzsche rejects
harmonious living, it would also be erroneous to not take his self-
proclaimed antimoralism (or immoralism) seriously. For Nietzsche, the
Apollonian desire to individuate and the Dionysian desire to collapse
these divisions are equally important and he has no intention of granting
victory to either one or the other.

If there is one matter that all of the thinkers of this study agree upon,
it is that the whole should be conceived of as process rather than sub-
stance. The word “Dao” makes this very clear, for it can mean path, way,
and thought. Heidegger’s term “Being” is deliberately ambiguous as both
noun and verb, while Nietzsche’s metaphor of the eternal return under-
scores the importance of unity in movement. This has important ramifi-
cations for the way we relate to each other: for a whole that is interpreted
as process, need not result in the diminution of the particulars that com-
prise it. There can be no process without the interaction of finite beings.
As Zhuangzi repeatedly reminds us, there is no need to choose between
the one and the many for the unity in diversity and the diversity in unity
must be celebrated together. In his later writings, Heidegger insists that
the irreducible “thisness” of beings must be affirmed and that Being
withdraws in order to make this possible. Zhuangzi’s assertion that things
are always both “this” and “that” reminds us that they cannot be reduced
to conceptual categories. Nietzsche’s plea that we affirm the moment both
in its specificity and as a part of the cycle of the eternal return conveys a
similar message.
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The insistence upon the singularity of things is by no means indica-
tive of atomization. When Zhuangzi stands on the bridge and revels in
the frolicking of the fish, he admits that, although he cannot know what
it means to be a fish, he nevertheless can be attuned to the Dao through
them. Without the Dao, De could not exist, but without the De, Dao
could not exist. The particularity of a thing does not develop in isolation
but rather through its connections with other things. Nevertheless, one
thing cannot be reduced to the other. Not only the Dao but also each
particular is one and multiple. This is why Laozi suggests that “three”
and not the “one” gives birth to all things.

Heidegger and Nietzsche offer trenchant criticisms of the metaphysi-
cal tradition in Western philosophy. They argue that the rigidity of con-
ceptual thought has obscured the importance of process and resulted in
the brutal annihilation of difference. This is epitomized for them in the
mass culture of modernity. The problem with metaphysics lies not in the
fact that it pays tribute to the whole, but rather in its compunction to
define the whole and distill it into a single essence. Therefore, it is unfair
to claim that Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s attempts to overcome metaphys-
ics, constitute a complete annihilation of its legacy, for there are some
aspects of its heritage that they wish to preserve. For one thing, the notion
of thinking the whole is not abandoned. Heidegger’s idea of Being, and
Nietzsche’s metaphor of the eternal return, attest to its importance.
However, meaning is no longer derived from grounding or defining the
whole, but rather arises out of the process of connecting to it on an
ongoing basis.

According to many commentators, Nietzsche’s cynicism leaves behind
only the possibility of a kind of power politics where nothing can act as
a check on the brutal competition for mastery. Aside from constituting
an obvious exaggeration, such assessments also represent a rather facile
understanding of Nietzsche’s notion of power, which is not rooted in the
individual and is both a source of division and connection. Indeed,
Nietzsche laments that Western languages do not furnish him with the
proper vocabulary for expressing this insight, for they do not allow him
to speak of agency without at the same time implying that there is a
subject behind it.

While Laozi and Zhuangzi cannot be considered antimetaphysical
since, unlike their Western counterparts, they did not confront a meta-
physical legacy that they felt compelled to undo, they do offer critiques
of conceptual rigidity. They issue repeated warnings against the dangers
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of over-naming and also resist all forms of social and moral dogmatism.
If the limits of the name are ignored, one risks becoming blind to the
particularity of things and impedes the process of spontaneous arising.
Zhuangzi’s skepticism and his tendency to shamelessly play with language
is not just the mark of irreverence, but remind us of the respect which we
owe to that which cannot be known.

However, it is important to bear in mind that metaphysics represents
something far more dramatic than an overestimation of the power of
names since it assumes that the truth of concepts is timeless. There is no
such concept of universal legitimacy in Chinese philosophy. Although
Confucian practices may have become ritualized, virtues such as /i and
benevolence or ren are not turned into de-contextualized transcendental
categories that are blessed with universal significance. Even though /i and
ren may occasion unthinking compliance, the understanding of the terms
is still always contextual. It would be a mistake to identify in Confucian-
ism the seeds of the metaphysical impulse that Nietzsche and Heidegger
identify in thinkers such as Aristotle and Plato for whom ideas and con-
cepts enjoy a truth and validity independent of the world.

Zhuangzi’s philosophy has often been compared to the deconstruc-
tive thinking of postmodern philosophers such as Derrida and there are
indeed important similarities that can be observed in the methods of the
two thinkers. Zhuangzi constantly challenges preconceived notions of
right and wrong, and delights in pointing out contradictions that under-
mine knowledge-claims. However, there is also an important difference.
Zhuangzi’s purpose is not only to deconstruct but to facilitate the experi-
ence of oneness with the Dao by pointing to the divisiveness of language.
Many postmodern thinkers are repelled by the idea of unity and oneness,
because they assume that a totalizing tendency is always implicated in
these notions. Oneness and sameness are equated. They thus reveal the
metaphysical bias to which they are still wedded which assumes that we
must choose between either oneness or difference. For Laozi and Zhuangzi
no such choice is necessary.

While Daoist thinkers do not react against universalism per se, they
do urge caution against a tendency to impose a single perspective on a
continuously evolving and multiperspectival reality. In the Zhuangzi,
there is a wonderful story about Lord Hundun, or chaos, which illumi-
nates some of these dangers. Lord Hundun was renowned for his hospi-
tability and managed to bring kings of various states together. In a well-
meaning outburst of gratitude, some of his guests decided to reward him
by boring holes into him in order to equip him with the same orifices



Being(s) in Between 225

that human beings enjoyed. As a result chaos died. It had been his very
formlessness that accounted for his hospitality and the attempt to saddle
him with a human form was the cause of his destruction. This story issues
a powerful warning about the dangers of trying to recreate the world in
our image that is not altogether dissimilar from Heidegger’s warnings
about the dangers of a humanist metaphysics of subjectivity. Nietzsche
also condemns metaphysics for its temptation to impose limits on the
limitless. While the use of concepts cannot be avoided, the attempt to
cling to them too fiercely ushers in a slow death. On Nietzsche’s account,
when the belief in God had managed to render the behaviour of human
beings too predictable, life begins to lose meaning,.

While cautioning against absolute truths, thinkers must be equally
weary of proclaiming that there is an absolute falsehood. Heidegger would
insist that the errors of metaphysics also have something to teach us since
there is no concealment that does not at the same time offer the possibili-
ties for unconcealment. According to Heidegger, the primary metaphysi-
cal error was the attempt to render Being and “being” synonymous by
reducing Being to a kind of ultimate being from which other beings derive
their meaning and significance. Metaphysics is “onto-theo-logical,” in his
view, because it tries to think the whole as a single being which can easily
be encapsulated by the categories of thought. When Kant maintained that
permanent laws were not to be found in the world but rather in structures
of the mind, he had inadvertently stumbled upon an important truth of
metaphysics, which is that it manifests an attempt on the part of the
subject to retreat into the prison that it has built for itself.

Yet this mistake can be used to point to a truth about Being, even if
it does so in a circuitous manner. According to Heidegger it is due to
Being that we have some kind of intuitive preunderstanding of cosmic
wholeness, which means that human beings are at every moment already
beyond themselves as creatures of the outstanding (Ausstand). We are
burdened with the task of becoming and making ourselves what we are
rather than simply being what we are. Thus, we are not entirely mistaken
in our conception that we are always somehow incomplete, even if com-
pleteness is destined to be forever beyond our grasp. Nietzsche also sug-
gests that we have an appetite for eternity, and are prone to anxiety, as
beings who uncomfortably straddle the realms of the finite and the infi-
nite. After all, the physical body not only provides us with an awareness
of openings but also with the experience of enclosure. In short, the
in-between-ness of our existence is very uncomfortable. When Goethe’s
Mephisto accuses God of condemning Faust to a life of misery by enticing
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him to crane his neck towards the heavens, while at the same time
wedding him to earth, he illuminates the perpetual anxiety to which
human beings are condemned. This is why Nietzsche maintains that our
presence in the cosmos can never be devoid of suffering, but, paradoxi-
cally, that this suffering is also accompanied by joy. Zarathustra’s “sacred
yes” will always be accompanied by a rebellious “no.”

If we acknowledge that such in-between-ness is often painful, the
metaphysical tendency to render the cosmos accessible to the self does not
seem as unnatural as Nietzsche’s diatribes often suppose. Metaphysics
may be interpreted as an effort to reduce the suffering and anxiety associ-
ated with the in-between-ness of the human condition. Daoist philosophy
also seeks to minimize suffering although it proceeds in a very different
manner. The sage completely accepts the in-between-ness of his existence
and does not cling to the self. He learns to reconceive of his boundaries
as openings to others and to become indifferent to his physical body. In
short, he refuses to heed the body’s messages that he is also enclosed.
Repeated reference is made to the fact that the sage does not suffer. If
Western metaphysics can be said to resist kinesis, Daoist philosophers
refuse to acknowledge the possibility of closure, except as a prelude to
further opening. The sage is indifferent to his death because he refuses
to accept his ending as 4is ending, and sees it only as the potential for
other beginnings. According to Nietzsche, this would also constitute a
form of nihilism that arises out of the attempt to shield us from pain. For
Nietzsche, pain is a necessary aspect of our being, and will always be the
companion of joy. Heidegger’s later philosophy demonstrates a similar
resistance to the idea of closure. Concealment is not disaffirmed but rather
is presented as the prelude to further openings. Although Heidegger
suggests that truth inheres in the movement between concealment and
unconcealment, there is nonetheless a strong suggestion that the move-
ment from the forest into the opening is the more pleasurable one. After
all, he does not talk about a movement from the clearing into the
forest.

Both the feeling of pain and the desire to eradicate it can give birth
to nihilism. According to Nietzsche, there is a kind of primary nihilism
reflected in the need to deny life because of the pain it produces. The
Christian God or the Platonic forms are for him the most paradigmatic
examples of such nihilism. Yet, there is also a kind of secondary nihilism,
which overcomes us when we realize that the truths which we assumed
to be stable, have been discredited, and we conclude that as a result life
is meaningless. This by no means necessarily marks the end of a life-
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denying posture for the most comfortable response is to simply engage in
acts of mimicry which provide predictability but no longer furnish us
with value. As one of the higher men remarks to Zarathustra, it is prefer-
able to worship a braying ass than nothing at all. However, for truth to
be valuable, it must bring about a change in our condition and allow us
to reconnect with the world in a new way.

Nihilism plays an important role in its own self-overcoming for the
realization that there is no absolute truth also provides endless opportuni-
ties for creation and interconnection. There is a link between this under-
standing of nihilism and the Daoist conception of nothingness as opening
rather than negation. Nothingness is a force that draws things out of
themselves and therefore cannot be reduced to the concept of absence.
Heidegger clearly appropriates such an understanding of nothingness in
his later writings, wherein he maintains that nothingness is more primary
than negation. But if Western thinkers are often blind to the positive
potential of nothingness, then perhaps Daoist thinkers are equally dismis-
sive of the importance of nothingness as negation. Most human beings
do not confront the knowledge of their death with the equanimity of the
Daoist sage. Indeed, we resist it knowing full well that such resistance is
futile. Heidegger notes that as beings-towards-death we attempt to sculpt
ourselves into a whole while knowing we will ultimately fail in our efforts.
Nevertheless there is an understanding here that our particular individu-
ality develops as a result of the negative pull of nothingness.

For Nietzsche these contradictory pulls on the self are experienced
first and foremost through the body. It has clearly defined boundaries that
are constantly under siege. Yet, visible and tactile sensations also remind
us that no body simply stands on its own. The body is torn in multiple
directions and this, in part, accounts for the anxiety that figures such as
Zarathustra must repeatedly confront. Nietzsche would deny that human
beings ever willingly become the straw dogs destined for sacrifice. Con-
versely, the sage can observe the transformations of his body with an
uncanny calm that Zarathustra can seldom maintain for long. Daoist
thinkers reject the kind of clinging to the boundaries of the self, which
Nietzsche suggests that such grasping is sometimes necessary. From a
Nietzschean perspective, the sage lacks the pathos of a being that grapples
more directly with its contradictory nature.

Heidegger would probably concur with Nietzsche that the discomfort
stemming from contradictory pulls on the self can ever be entirely elimi-
nated. His book, Contributions of Philosophy, extols the virtues of both
“reservedness” and anxiety. Although Heidegger maintains that the self’s
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homelessness is both inevitable and necessary, he does not want to elimi-
nate entirely the commitment to home. While the sage wanders, he never
feels displaced because he is not riveted to one place or another. Heidegger
too suggests that we must leave home, but that we must be prepared to
undergo the pain of our departure. Without the pain of exile, there could
not be the same joy in returning. Heidegger also insists that the act of
leaving allows us to experience our home anew and we thereby return to
a familiar place differently. The newness of the familiar is what gives our
lives meaning. Wandering is an essential aspect of authenticity but this
does not mean that Heidegger extols perpetual groundlessness. Ground-
lessness is to allow us to return to home ground in a new way, rather than
impelling us to abandon it altogether.

Another forceful complaint which Nietzsche and Heidegger launch
against metaphysics is that it resists kinesis and attempts to freeze the
dynamic pulse of life into static and immutable categories which are then
crowned as self-evident truths. And yet, Daoist thinkers, who take for
granted that the cosmos is always moving, also underscore the virtue of
motionlessness, which Heidegger incorporates in some of his later writ-
ings as the ideas of Gelassenheit and reservedness that demand an attun-
ement to the stillness of the cosmos. Throughout the Daodejing, the most
graceful motion is the kind that appears motionless, as is evidenced by
the sage who wanders in such a way that he appears to sit still. Motion-
lessness is associated with a kind of harmonizing. Even Nietzsche, who is
the philosopher of striving par excellence, occasionally draws attention to
Zarathustra’s meditative moments. This is more than just accidental.
Asian philosophies which accept the inevitability of change are also more
attuned to the art of meditation and the value of stillness. Western culture
on the one hand struggles to identify timeless truths, and on the other
hand refuses to realize the value in standing still. A year without increas-
ing economic growth is considered catastrophic news. Heidegger astutely
points out that the frenzied pursuit of material goods does not represent
genuine change, but rather more of the same. Perhaps the incessant striv-
ing Nietzsche deems to be meaningful, is as much a product of metaphys-
ics as a rebellion against it. Forcing a changing world to conform to
abstract ideals requires a great deal of overcoming. Nietzsche himself
admits this, when he acknowledges how difficult it must have been ini-
tially to implement the denaturalizing principles of Christianity. Perhaps
it is precisely because such abstract ideals are alien to Daoist thinkers that
they do not advocate frenetic striving, but rather a gentle movement which
mirrors stillness through continuous adaptation to surroundings. One
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could argue that the dramatic mood swings and frenetic activity of
Zarathustra arise from an inattentiveness to the stillness of the cosmos.

Not only is wandering an essential part of authenticity, but truth is
wandering. Nevertheless the effects of such journeying are described very
differently. The calmness of the sage-wanderer contrasts sharply with the
exuberance and despair of Zarathustra. Heidegger’s accounts of anxiety
are alien to both Laozi and Zhuangzi. And yet, all these thinkers would
maintain that our wandering is in part propelled by our interplay with
an elusive divine. Heidegger suggests that we are thrust into a game of
hide and seek with the gods who are far and close at the same time. They
both taunt us and entice us through their acts of appearance and
disappearance. Their existence can neither be affirmed nor denied, and
Heidegger has no intention of trying to resolve this ambiguity. He wants
to avoid the kind of dynamic that Nietzsche argues arises out of Judeo-
Christian notions of godhood, which posit a being so far beyond human
beings that their connection to him is eventually lost. At the same time,
Heidegger does not want the gods to come too close, for then we are
tempted to replace them with our own subjectivity. Contrary to what
many commentators assume, Nietzsche is as critical of a brutal material-
ism which repudiates the spiritual as he is of an ascetic spirituality which
denies the natural. For him, both are equally stubborn in their efforts to
drive a wedge between the earthly and the divine. He claims that children
are much wiser in this respect because they know that we are a composite
of body and soul, while overly educated scientists claim that we are only
soul and not body, and Christian believers want to rid themselves of the
body altogether:

Body am I and soul—thus speaks the child. And why shouldn’t one
speak like children?
But the awakened one who knows, says: Body am I entirely, and
nothing more: and soul is only a word for something about the body.
The body is great reason. . . .
Your small reason, my brother, which you call “spirit”, is only a
tool of your body. A small tool and toy of your great reason . . .
Behind your thoughts and feelings, my brother stands a powerful
commander, an unknown director—who is called Self. He lives in your

body, he is your body. (Z I 4)

Daoist thinkers draw attention to the divinity in our existence, although
they less frequently use the language of gods and indeed suggest that the
Dao is more primordial than the gods. This perhaps reflects a conscious



230 NierzscHE, HEIDEGGER, AND Daoist THOUGHT

intention to avoid the kind of anthropomorphism that characterizes the
worship of gods. They want to steer away from the tendency to attribute
to the Dao anything resembling a divine will that would allow human
will to masquerade as divine. The spiritual experience in Daoist texts does
not take the form of divine revelation but rather reflects a kind of graceful
attunement to the rhythms of the Dao.

The reluctance to accept the in-between-ness of our existence in
Western philosophy cannot be understood without rethinking our rela-
tionship to our mothers. While Heidegger implores us to think the begin-
ning again, there is one beginning that is conspicuous in his thought only
by its omission and this is our birth. Nietzsche’s philosophy shows that
there is often an unspoken link made between the cosmos and women
and his desire to marry eternity who is in the form of a woman is a pro-
found testament to this. Because the mother first gave us life, there is a
risky tendency to identify her with the cosmos itself, since we owe our
existence in big part to her. There is a buried recognition in all of us that
we were once indistinguishable from our mothers and this may give rise
to what Nietzsche refers to as the Dionysian reconciliation between
human beings and nature. It is not only the break with the mother that
allows us to become individuals, but also the means by which we try to
“return” to her. The mother too reminds us of our position in-between.

While there is a clear link between the primordial union with the
mother and the mystical experience of unity with the cosmos at large, it
is important not to simply equate the two, for woman is not the cosmos
or Being but rather a being. Indeed, the dyadic unity between mother
and child which we often appeal to is not devoid of pain for the mother,
who as an individuated being must undergo the pain of pregnancy and
birth. Nevertheless this early fusion is often idealized and the attempt to
render being and Being synonymous may in part have its roots here.

To claim that the first cosmic or spiritual experience that we have is
through the body of the mother is not the same as to identify the mother
with the cosmos. Unfortunately for women, this is a mistake that is made
all too often. Superhuman powers are ascribed to her, and thus she
becomes a target of both resentment and neglect. If the Dao and Being
are voiceless, women are forcefully denied a voice. As Irigaray astutely
points out, women become those beings without a language of their own.
The frustrations at our in-between-ness are directed at her as she is held
up as semi-divine but at the same time is blamed for our miseries.
Nietzsche’s references to women as both the “subterranean beast of prey”
and as the emblems of truth, attest to this. These seemingly contradictory
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tendencies are connected. Woman is revered in images of the eternal
feminine but brutalized at the same time. It is because she embodies the
truth of existence for Nietzsche that he feels the sickening need to approach
her with the whip.

Above all, we must recognize that woman too is caught in the exhila-
rating and painful position of a being that is always in-between. As I have
already demonstrated, Nietzsche’s philosophy makes the cosmic attributes
that are superimposed onto women abundantly clear through his depic-
tion of woman as eternity, Life and Wisdom. His jealousy is revealed in
his desire to become the masculine mother so that he can be the eternity
that eludes him. And yet, at the same time, Nietzsche also suggests that
woman is more comfortable with the in-between-ness of her existence.
She is represented as both life and wisdom and uses the language of phi-
losophy at a distance in order to engage in conversation rather than to
master. Wisdom does not attempt to dominate Life but rather participates
in a dance with her. While man is always embroiled in a tumultuous
storm, woman, like the Daoist sage, glides calmly over the surface.

Daoist texts also implicitly suggest that our first cosmic experience is
through our mothers by referring to the Dao as the “mother of the uni-
verse.” While they recognize the important feminine and maternal dimen-
sions of the cosmos, women do not appear as interlocutors or sages in the
texts of either Laozi or Zhuangzi. Because Daoism imputes a cosmic sig-
nificance to woman, she is compared to the receptive valley which allows
for a profusion of life forms. Moreover, Laozi maintains that the miseries
of the world can in large part be attributed to the failure to pay attention
to the significance of the mother. Only by going back to the mother, who
is eternal, can the sons be understood.

The condition of women serves as a powerful reminder of the dangers
inherent in trying to eradicate the in-between-ness of our existence.
Woman is assumed not to be a creature in-between and thus she is treated
in an inhumane fashion. Because she is perceived to be more than human
she is treated as less than human. A compassionate relationship with
others demands that the in-between-ness of existence be recognized as
the source of both our anguish and our joy. When we assume that certain
peoples, races, or genders are incapable of suffering, we begin to treat
them as “straws dogs destined for sacrifice.”

Furthermore, only a creature that is in-between, in this way, feels the
compulsion to find meaning in its existence. Such meaning is derived
from establishing interconnections between things and making oneself
part of the world to which one already belongs. This process of self-
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transformation is by no means an easy task, and human beings cannot
simply turn a blind eye to the fact that they are not only beings replete
with possibilities, but beings who are trapped within confining walls.
Individuals are distinct from each other in part because they are separated
from each other. Laozi and Zhuangzi point to the joy that can be gleaned
from the process of spontanecous harmonizing, which not only fosters
connections between things but also allows the self to become the unique
being that it is. Heidegger and Nietzsche point out that there will always
also be tension and suffering in a world that is both one and multiple.
Despite these important differences of perspective, these thinkers would
concur that oneness and difference do not stare at each other across an
unbridgeable chasm but rather are irrevocably intertwined.
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