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case “i,” includes the everyday phenomena of ordinary skills like
hammering, typing, or driving. Interpretierung, translated as “Inter-
pretation” with an upper case “I,” includes thematized, discursive
articulation and theorization. Interpretierung is itself said to be a
derived form of Auslegung, but Heidegger obviously does not mean
to denigrate Interpretierung since that is what Being and Time is.
An Interpretierung is a reflective working through of phenomena,
such as is done in philosophy and philology. So Heidegger claims the
status of philosophical Interpretierung and not “knowledge” or “ex-
planation” as a description for what he is doing.

Whereas the ordinary interpretations are more or less automatic,
philosophical Interpretation of these ordinary interpretations is re-
flective in two senses. First, it is reflective in that it must explicitly
articulate or thematize what goes on more immediately and less
explicitly in everyday coping. Second, it is logically self-reflective in
that it must itself be one possible manifestation among others of
primary understanding; it will not be a representation of something
that is of a different order from it, but it will be of the same kind as
what it captures. Philosophical Interpretation can be “true to” the
phenomenal activity of ordinary world interpretations because it is
itself a form of the same phenomenon, although a more articulated
or explicit form. So philosophical Interpretation is not simply arbi-
trary, and not threatened by the problem of relativism, because it is a
case of the primary understanding that it is trying to capture. Philo-
sophical Interpretation may be refined, or it may be supplanted by
later redescriptions of what philosophy should be, but if it is agreed
that there is a primary understanding of the world, then the philo-
sophical articulation of that understanding will be binding to the
degree that it is adequate to phenomenal manifestations of under-
standing, which include philosophy itself.

Is there any way to test Heidegger’s philosophical Interpretation?
Such an Interpretation will aim not merely to clarify ordinary usages
of terms like “understanding,” “explanation,” and “knowledge,”
but will reinterpret or reorder them. This reordering is what goes on
when Heidegger argues that something is derived from something
else. If Heidegger can argue successfully that explanatory knowledge
is a derived case of understanding, he will thus be in a stronger
philosophical position than traditional hermeneutics, where under-
standing is simply an alternative mode of cognition. Heidegger’s
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“derivations” are reminiscent of Kant’s “transcendental deduction”
in the Critique of Pure Reason, where Kant claims to demonstrate
and justify our assumption that our experiences are not simply sub-
jective but objective. Heidegger points to Section 31 as an attempt to
go deeper than Kant did by explaining what Kant left unexplained
(BT 184). One metaproblem with Kant’s attempt to explain the possi-
bility for our scientific knowledge of nature is the status of the
synthetic a priori knowledge claimed by the Critique itself. That is,
Kant is often accused of trying to give philosophical explanations of
scientific explanation without reflecting sufficiently on whether the
philosophical knowledge propounded in the first Critique had the
same conditions as scientific knowledge.

Heidegger can avoid this problem by consistently claiming that
Being and Time is an Interpretation. This Interpretation does not
eliminate ratiocinative operations like explaining, deliberating, re-
flecting, and deciding, but situates them within a more general ac-
count of how they fit together in a primary understanding that also
includes our everyday interactions in and with the world. Heideg-
ger’s account tells a story about how cognitive explanation always
inheres in a context of intelligibility that is projected in understand-
ing. Heidegger’s account is thus properly construed not as a single,
decisive transcendental argument, but as an Interpretation, that is, a
reasonably complete and plausible reconstruction of the conditions
that obtain if the things of the world make sense, and if beings like
ourselves are also part of the world. Understanding is among these
conditions and is the projection of an inclusive context or pattern of
intelligibility as the background against which particular instances
of sense making succeed.

In sum, contrary both to Kant and to traditional hermeneutics,
Heidegger is trying to show us that we need not take “knowledge” as
primary and see “understanding” and “interpretation” as derived,
but that we can reverse this derivation. Even if the reversal is suc-
cessful, however, a further problem arises if this result tells us sim-
ply that either direction of derivation is equally valid. The entire
strategy of reordering or deriving would be undermined if that were
the only conclusion, and relativism would again threaten. But
Heidegger thinks that since traditional philosophy has come up
against unsolvable antinomies and unbridgeable dichotomies, his
reordering acquires greater plausibility to the degree that it avoids
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such difficulties. Also, Heidegger can urge that by starting from the
more primary phenomenon of understanding, he can make better
sense than the tradition of how knowledge is really possible. Tradi-
tional philosophy from Descartes to Kant wanted to offer not only a
definition of knowledge (for instance, as correct representation of
the real world), but also an account of how the knower is connected
to the known. Heidegger’s strategy is different from the Cartesian
strategy, which starts by assuming a basic ontological disconnection
(e.g., between mental and physical substance) and then looks for
instances of epistemological connection that cannot be doubted
(e.g., the knowledge of the existence of a thinking subject). Heideg-
ger’s strategy is to see Dasein as already in the world, which suggests
that what needs to be explained is not the connection, which is the
basis, but the disconnection. Instances of disconnection happen obvi-
ously and frequently, as when humans make mistakes, not only
cognitively but practically. The Cartesian strategy runs into diffi-
culty when it fails to explain (e.g., to skeptics) connection. The
Heideggerian strategy must show that it does not run into similar
problems when it tries to explain how apparent disconnections
could arise, as in the breakdown of a ready-to-hand tool and its
transformation into a merely present-at-hand object or piece of junk.
A crucial part of Heidegger’s account of the connection of Dasein
and world is the section on understanding as the projection of possi-
bilities, and I will now focus on how the details of that section
contribute to the hermeneutic turn.

UNDERSTANDING, PROJECTION, AND POSSIBILITY

One question that arises if philosophy is itself a mode of interpreta-
tion is, How can one such Interpretation be said to be better than
others? Is it “true”? Are there other such Interpretations that could
be “true” in the same sense? To clarify these questions Heidegger
distinguishes two senses of truth. One is the ordinary philosophical
sense of truth, where an assertion uncovers or discovers some fact
about the world. Heidegger usually describes truth in this sense as
being about things that do not have the character of Dasein (BT 118),
using the term Entdecktheit (discoveredness). The contrasting term,
“disclosedness” (Erschlossenheit), suggests that the total context is
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opened up through understanding. Understanding thus does not con-
sist only of making assertions about the world, but also of grasping
the entire mode of being-in-the-world. Understanding grasps the
world as such, without which the discovery of particular features of
the world would not be possible. However, understanding grasps not
only the world, but also Dasein’s way of being in the world. So an
understanding of the world is always also a self-understanding.

To speak of self-understanding can be misleading, however, if it
suggests a Cartesian or Kantian ego, which stands at a remove from
the objective world as if it occupied a different, subjective world.
Heidegger says instead that disclosure involves both the world and
Dasein at the same time. Dasein’s understanding of its world is thus
not distinct from its understanding of itself, but is at the same time
an interpretation of itself. This self-interpretation thus does not dis-
cover facts about the properties of a mental substance or a noumenal
self, but discloses how Dasein has dealt with and is dealing with the
question or “issue” of its own existence. A student of physics, for
instance, is not simply learning some facts about the physical world,
but is learning how to do physics. The student is thus becoming a
physicist, at least to some degree. Being a student is generally best
described neither as finding innate abilities in oneself nor as acquir-
ing a mass of facts about the world. Instead, being a student on
Heidegger’s account is learning how to go about in the world in a
certain way, for instance, as a physicist or as a philosopher, where
who one is and what one does are inseparable.

Understanding involves, therefore, more than the discovery of
facts about particular features of the world. Understanding is more
primordially the disclosure of what Heidegger calls possibilities.
Heidegger suggests that the disclosure of possibilities could not be
derived from the discovery of factual features. His philosophical
Interpretation is trying to show that both discovery and disclosure
are necessary to human activity. Focusing on the discovery of facts
alone (e.g., as empiricist philosophers might} will obscure the dimen-
sion of disclosure. So Heidegger’s Interpretation shows that if the
dimension of disclosure is recognized, then both discovery and dis-
closure can be accounted for, since disclosure makes the phenome-
non of discovery intelligible. The isolated, atomistic discovery of
one fact after another would not generate an understanding of a
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world that was significant and intelligible, but only of a discon-
nected aggregate. An interpretation is precisely not a heap of facts
but an account of how these facts are possible.

Possibility for Heidegger is not simply logical possibility, since
understanding is of real relations and situations. Possibility also
does not mean not-yet-actual, since Dasein is itself currently one
possible way of existing and understanding. Dasein exists as “defi-
nite” or concrete possibilities (BT 183), which it does not choose
arbitrarily. Dasein finds itself as already having these possibilities.
We can begin to see what Heidegger means by returning to my exam-
ple of what it is to be a student. Heidegger is not describing the
process of explicitly planning to be, say, a physicist or a philosopher,
and possibilities are not the abstract thoughts a student might have
about what it would be like to be a physicist or a philosopher. Possi-
bilities are recognized only in the concrete activity of doing physics
or philosophy and are what limit the range of what it makes sense to
do or to try to do in those activities. What it is sensible to do in a
particular situation is already laid out in advance in a genuine under-
standing of the concrete possibilities. Dasein may not be explicitly
aware of those possibilities it has let go by, or even of the ones that
currently characterize it. Dasein can also be mistaken about its possi-
bilities, for instance, by trying to fix them so rigidly that it takes
them as necessities instead of as possibilities, thereby misunder-
standing itself and becoming disconnected from a more primary un-
derstanding of itself (BT 183).

Dasein’s understanding of itself as possibility, and its “knowl-
edge” of those possibilities of which it is capable, is thus a matter of
degree. This “knowledge” is often more implicit “know-how” than
explicit “knowing-that,” and it is more a grasp of the worldly situa-
tion than a reflective turn inward. Insofar as Dasein finds itself al-
ready thrown into a situation that is not of its own making, it has
“in every case already gone astray and failed to recognize itself” (BT
184). Dasein thus does not “know” itself from the start, but if it is to
recover or “find itself,” it must come to understand what it can do
given its own possibilities in its particular worldly situation.

Understanding thus involves possibilities, and these are not sim-
ply subjective or inner phenomena, but are always tied to worldly
situations. Heidegger wishes to distance himself from the tradi-
tional idea that these possibilities should be thought of as spontane-
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ously free choices, and he rejects the “liberty of indifference” (BT
183). So he avoids making “choosing” the starting point for his analy-
sis of primary understanding, and instead starts from what he calls
“projecting.” Projection involves an understanding of what matters,
and there will always be two sides to what matters. First, there must
be a context of significance, of meanings that are really possible in
the “current world.” Second, nothing could matter or make a differ-
ence unless it mattered or made a difference to beings who cared, so
Heidegger suggests that Dasein’s own being is also projected as that
“for-the-sake-of-which” whatever matters or makes a difference.
Projection is not simply reasoning from a list of all the particular
possible choices that one has, as well as the pros and cons for each
choice, to some decision. Listing all the “facts” about oneself and
one’s situation would be an interminable process, and the idea of
specifying all that could be known about anything may even be
unintelligible. Furthermore, “facts” about humans are always al-
ready meaning-laden and interpretive. Heidegger thus draws a dis-
tinction between “factuality” and “facticity.” Factuality has to do
with nonhuman things, discrete facts about which could be entered
in a list. Trying to draw up such a list for any particular instance of
Dasein would always fall short of characterizing that Dasein, and
thus Dasein itself always is something “more” than it is {factually).
But a central aim of Heidegger’s account of understanding is to show
Dasein’s inherence in the world, which is to say that Dasein is not
some free-floating spirit that transcends its material situation. As a
projection (Entwurf, from the German stem “to throw”}, Dasein
finds itself “thrown” into a world, and it finds itself as already pro-
jected or “thrown” into a situation with concrete possibilities. Possi-
bilities that are concrete {or definite, bestimmte) differ from purely
logical possibilities in that they come with concrete limitations. So
Heidegger speaks of these limitations as Dasein’s “facticity,” in con-
tradistinction to the other kind of fact that he calls “factuality.”
Now exactly why something matters or makes a difference may be
difficult to say or explain, either to oneself or to others. Hence,
Heidegger wants to distance his concept of projective understanding
not only from spontaneous choice, but also from deliberate deci-
sions, conscious planning, or the weighing of alternatives. He denies
that projection consists of making explicit plans or of grasping its
possibilities “thematically” as explicit contents of the mind. Does
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explicit planning or conscious weighing of alternatives and deciding
never enter human action? In Being and Nothingness Jean-Paul Sar-
tre takes the strong position that conscious reflection (or delibera-
tion) has little to do with real choice, and that one is really just
fooling oneself by such reflection to put off the inevitable need to
act. As Sartre says, “a voluntary deliberation is always a deception,”
one that really postpones a choice that has already been made; so
conscious decision always comes too late, and “les jeux sont faits”
(the dice are cast).3

Heidegger need not make such a strong claim, precisely because
he has a different Interpretation of what understanding is. Under-
standing involves a holistic projection of a context in which particu-
lar possibilities first become intelligible. Much of what we under-
stand thus remains largely inexplicit. However, it does not follow
that when Heidegger says that understanding does not grasp its possi-
bilities “thematically” that he must be denying that understanding
is ever thematic in any way. Unlike Sartre, he need not assert that
thematizing (deliberating and deciding) is only ever a way of postpon-
ing the need to take action and is thus inefficacious. The point is
instead that more reflective operations such as explaining, deliberat-
ing, or deciding would ever be possible only by supervening on a
larger background of features that could never be explicitly thema-
tized, but that nevertheless were part of the understanding and thus
of the concrete possibilities.

In contrast to Sartre’s claim that “les jeux sont faits” Heidegger’s
argument is focused on a different claim, “Become what you are”
(BT 186). This slogan has an ancient tradition, going back to the
Greeks, but it also features famously in Nietzsche. The imperative
that one should become who one is seems paradoxical, for one
would seem able to become only what one was not (yet), and a being
that already was what it was could not even try to become that way.
Heidegger’s solution is to say that the paradox may indeed hold for
beings that do not have the character of Dasein. But he asserts that
not only can Dasein become what it is, it can also fail to become
what it is. The facticity—factuality distinction thus clarifies how
“Become what you are” expresses an imperative that is genuine.
Dasein is not its factuality, so it is not what it is factually. However,
because Dasein is understanding, and understanding involves projec-
tion into a concrete “current world,” Dasein is what it is factically.
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But because the projection also involves concrete possibilities,
Dasein can become what it is by becoming what it is already possi-
ble for it to be. There is a genuine alternative here, for Dasein can
equally well fail to face these possibilities, and thus it can become
disconnected from itself by failing to own up to all that it has been
and can be.

INTERPRETATION

Becoming who we are requires interpretation for two reasons. First,
we cannot become who we are unless we have an interpretation
both of who we are and of how we can continue to be who we want
to be. Second, what we are interpreting is already interpretive. How
we get to be who we are is through interpretations, not only of
ourselves but also of the possibilities inherent in the public world,
which is already interpreted meaningfully for us. A question that
has plagued hermeneutics, however, is, What makes some interpreta-
tions better than others? Are some interpretations true and others
false?

Since interpretations involve possibilities and not simply facts,
the true—false distinction may not be the most pertinent one to use
when judging interpretations. If an interpretation of any sort can be
said to be “true,” one must be using truth in a different sense from
that in which a statement is said to be true. Interpretations typically
contain or imply many statements, so in speaking of the truth of the
set of statements, the sense of truth is extended. One might say that
an interpretation is true only if all its assertions are true, but this
reductive claim seems to misconstrue what is meant by calling an
interpretation true. An interpretation may consist of more than sim-
ply those assertions that are uttered, since a good interpretation
frees up the possibility of uttering many other significant assertions.
There is also no reason to think that the set of possible assertions
generated by an interpretation is closed. Furthermore, two interpreta-
tions could conflict with each other on some central claims while
each one contained many other claims that either interpretation
would grant to be true. In sum, interpretive understandings may be
better judged by labels other than true or false, and Heidegger in-
vokes such contrasting normative terms as authentic or inauthentic,
genuine or not genuine, and transparent or opaque.+
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Already this traditional philosophical obsession with the truth or
falsity of interpretive claims may be on the wrong track in trying to
understand Heidegger’s account. In Section 32 of Being and Time
Heidegger is not primarily concerned with explicit, deliberate Inter-
pretation (Interpretierung) but with the phenomenon of Auslegung,
that is, with interpretation of a practical sort that may not always
involve articulated judgments or thematizing. Contrary to present
tendencies to think of the reading of texts as the paradigm case of
interpretation, Heidegger’'s paradigm cases are everyday activities
like opening a door or hammering. Even Heidegger’s philosophical
Interpretation is an interpretation not of a text, but of Dasein. But
these cases are analogues of texts insofar as Heidegger’s point is that
even the most obvious ordinary objects taken by themselves do not
have their characteristics inscribed in them. Instead, the characteris-
tics of the tools come into being in the concrete interpretation mani-
fested in the activity of using them.

Contrary to an empiricist epistemology that presupposes that we
first “perceive” objects with their particular properties and only sec-
ondarily apply or use them, Heidegger’s suggestion is that this type
of perception is not primary. Seeing is not simply perceiving the
properties of external objects with the bodily eyes (BT 187). Instead
of construing seeing as seeing that an object has such and such a
property, Heidegger construes seeing as already interpreting some-
thing as something (e.g., seeing something as a hammer, as a door, or
as a table). Another example of such “seeing-as” {not Heidegger’s
own) is found in the hermeneutic phenomenon of reading. When we
read a text, we do not first perceive black marks on a white page and
then construe their meaning. Instead, the meaning of the text, and
indeed the text itself, comes to be only in the reading. Hence, for
later hermeneutic theory the text and the reading form the paradigm
case of the hermeneutic circle. While the early Heidegger does not
emphasize textuality to the same degree, his account does under-
write the shift of philosophical attention from the epistemological
model of perception to the hermeneutic model of reading.

Since reading involves grasping the meaning of the text, it is appro-
priate that Heidegger features the notion of meaning (Sinn) centrally.
He does so in a way that will be congruent with this hermeneutic
model and that will block some traditional problems that arise from
construing meanings as private, internal, mental states. Meaning for
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Heidegger is not something that one imposes on an object, and it is
neither a distinctive object of perception nor an intermediary be-
tween the subject and the object. Strictly speaking, says Heidegger,
what is understood is not the meaning but the entity. There is thus a
sense in which Heidegger eliminates the traditional philosophical
notion of meaning from his vocabulary. He thinks that we grasp
entities as entities in their webs of relations with other entities, not
as aggregates of perceptual qualities. Thus, we do not first see some
colors or hear some noises and only secondarily infer that we are
seeing or hearing a motorcycle. Instead, we first encounter a motor-
cycle, and only secondarily (if at all) do we abstract its properties
{(perhaps to hear its “noise”).

“Meaning” for Heidegger thus involves the holistic way in which
something can become intelligible as something in a web of rela-
tions (BT 193). Independent of the web of meanings, entities are not
meaningful (in this special sense). Since this web of meaning re-
quires Dasein, only Dasein can be said to be meaningful or meaning-
less, as Heidegger understands the notions. In other words, unless
objects inhere in an interpretive context, they could not be under-
stood. So they cannot be said to have meanings that are prior to and
independent of their interpretive uses.

The context of meaningfulness is thus what makes it possible to
interpret something as something. For the most part this context is
not explicit, but makes up the background of understanding, or what
Heidegger calls the “fore-structure” of understanding. For an explicit
interpretation of something as something to occur (e.g., in picking up
the hammer and hammering), there are three levels at which under-
standing must be running in the background. First, there must be a
general grasp of the whole situation (e.g., of the workshop as a whole).
Heidegger calls this the “fore-having” (Vorhabe), where, before mak-
ing any particular object explicit, we have a background grasp of the
totality of possible practices involved. But to have a grasp of the whole
is not yet to make any particular feature explicit, so the second level
required before anything can become explicit is “fore-sight” (Vor-
sicht), where we see in advance the appropriate way in which things
can appear. But for something to become fully explicit in an act of
interpretation there would have to be some particular concepts under
which it would be appropriate even to begin interpreting it. So the
third level required before an explicit interpretation can occur is the
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“fore-conception” (Vorgriff), where we grasp conceptually in advance
the appropriate way to interpret something.

Each of these levels brings the interpretation closer to being ex-
plicit, but none of them is fully explicit. Should we infer from this
insistence on the fore-structure of understanding that it is “prior
to,” whether genetically or logically, the explicit articulation of an
interpretation? That Heidegger might be giving a priority to the
prereflective and prelinguistic levels is perhaps reinforced by his
examples, which come from everyday activities such as using ham-
mers and opening doors, not from more explicitly cognitive activi-
ties like reading texts. Heidegger warns us, however, not to break
interpretation up “into pieces” (BT 192}, and we should not infer
that the implicit levels of the fore-structure of the understanding
would function independently of explicit interpretations. The fore-
structure of understanding goes together with the as-structure of
interpretation, and the levels of Vorhabe, Vorsicht, and Vorgriff are
all in play at once in any given act of interpretation.

Furthermore, while Heidegger wants to show that interpretation
takes place in areas of activity other than those where language is
involved, he would not need to claim that understanding is more
essentially prelinguistic than linguistic. While not all interpretation
involves uttering sentences or making assertions, Heidegger’s point
is not to deny but to affirm that asserting is itself an interpretive
practice. He will have a separate argument in later sections that
although not all interpretation involves explicit linguistic thematiza-
tion, the being who is Dasein and is able to interpret would also need
to be a being who could thematize and assert. In this section, more-
over, he does include textual interpretation as a case of interpreta-
tion. If he says that philological Interpretation is a derivative case,
he is not making a derogatory claim about textual interpretation (BT
194). On the contrary, he objects to the philosophical tendency to
contrast the “textual” disciplines like historiography and literary
studies with the natural sciences and to conclude that the former are
“less rigorous” than the latter. While he recognizes that natural
science is a “legitimate task” (BT 194), as we have seen, he thinks
that science is a subspecies of understanding. So instead of thinking
that science is a separate domain of knowledge, and then puzzling
about whether history and literature should count as knowledge,
Heidegger is giving an account of human understanding that will
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accommodate these different disciplines as subspecies. Hence, he
does not see them either as unrelated enterprises or as a family in
which the humanities are poor cousins of the natural sciences.

To make this case he need not privilege the textual disciplines
over the sciences. So he does not invert the hierarchy and privilege
historiography over mathematics. Mathematics is “narrower,” he
says (BT 195), which is not to say that it is poorer, but simply that it
has defined its limits in a different way than the humanities. Histori-
ography on his model is not criticized because it is incapable of
precise definitions and rigorous demonstrations. Instead, when prop-
erly practiced, it can highlight the possibilities, and not simply the
factual consequences, of human action. Historiographic understand-
ing is circular, but this circle is not the vicious one of an allegedly
rigorous deduction that succeeded only in proving what it already
presupposed. Instead, all understanding is circular, says Heidegger,
in the sense that “any interpretation which is to contribute under-
standing must already have understood what is to be interpreted”
(BT 194). This “hermeneutic circle” thus characterizes all under-
standing, for there must already be a context of intelligibility for any
discovery to be made, or for any conclusion to be proved.

This insistence on the circularity of understanding raises the prob-
lem of whether one is always trapped within one’s own assump-
tions, or whether there is some way to get out of the circle. The
solution to this problem will depend on how “getting out” is con-
strued. Heidegger, of course, believes that interpretations can make
discoveries and that they can correct their own inadequacies. Heideg-
ger grants that we do not simply prove things that we already know,
or limit ourselves to “popular conceptions.” Genuine, primordial
understanding will see that these popular conceptions or standard
assumptions are hindrances to better ways of interpreting (BT 195).
However, Heidegger's way of explaining how fanciful interpreta-
tions and popular conceptions are to be avoided may confuse some
readers. He says that the task is to check our prior understanding of
the subject matter against “the things themselves” (BT 195). This
phrase “the things themselves” might suggest that there is a domain
outside the circle against which our beliefs can be tested. However,
Heidegger’s main point is to undermine this strong philosophical
assertion of a radically independent “outside.” His point is instead
that beliefs can be checked only against other beliefs. Understanding
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is holistic and includes a dense pattern of interlocking beliefs and
skillful know-how, so the idea of “getting out” of it is not really
intelligible. Heidegger thus insists that interpretation is never a “pre-
suppositionless apprehending” of some given (BT 191).

Even if one is willing to abandon the idea of an independent given
“outside” the circle of understanding, one still might object to the
holism in the thesis that all understanding is interpretive.s That is,
one might think that understanding is prior to interpretation. This
claim could mean that there is an understanding of something, and
that this understanding then gets “interpreted,” for instance, by ap-
plying that understanding to a particular situation (as when a judge
interprets a statute by applying it to a case not explicitly covered by
the abstract legal language). Or the claim might be that when we
really understand something we do not describe ourselves as inter-
preting it, since to say that we were interpreting would suggest that
there were features that we had not yet grasped correctly or ade-
quately. Either way expresses the feeling that there must be some-
thing “beneath” interpretation, such that interpretation is not a cir-
cle but an “arch” that remains firmly grounded in its object.¢ Behind
this insistence on the priority of understanding over interpretation
would be an epistemological intuition, since the worry would be
that understanding needs to be adequate to its object, which some-
how anchors interpretation.”

Although many philosophers before Heidegger started from this
epistemological worry, Heidegger’s own project is to show that this
problem can only arise within the circle of understanding. To start
from the problem is already to disconnect the interpretation and
that which is being interpreted to such a degree that it becomes
impossible to reconnect them. Heidegger’s insistence on the circle
sees a particular misunderstanding arising only against a tacit back-
ground of shared understanding. While any interpretation may in-
volve particular points of misunderstanding, it would be a mistake
to infer that all readings are misreadings or that, as Jonathan Culler
characterizes the literary theories of Paul de Man and Harold Bloom
(but not Jacques Derrida), “understanding is a special case of misun-
derstanding.”® Understanding must generally be a successful prac-
tice before particular aspects of the interpretive understanding could
even emerge as mistakes or misunderstandings. Of course, in the
process of interpretive understanding, the interpreter has the sense
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that there is something “out there” that is to be understood.
Heidegger himself insists on this phenomenon and gives the follow-
ing explanation of what is really happening: “If, when one is engaged
in a particular concrete kind of interpretation, in the sense of exact
textual Interpretation, one likes to appeal to what ‘stands there,’
then one finds that what ‘stands there’ in the first instance is noth-
ing other than the obvious (selbstverstindliche), undiscussed as-
sumption (Vormeinung) of the interpreter, which necessarily lies in
every interpretive approach as that which has already been ‘taken for
granted’ in interpretation as such, that is, as that which is pre-given
through the fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception” (BT 192;
translation modified). So Heidegger does not deny that interpreta-
tions include some apparent givens, commitments, or purchase
points. However, these points do not lie outside the circle of under-
standing, but are already at play within the circle as tacit aspects of
our prior understanding of our world and ourselves. The world is
itself in the circle, both in general as its horizon and also concretely
as the commitments of any successful practice of understanding.
Any particular assumption may become problematic, and therefore
move from being tacitly taken for granted to being explicitly called
into question. Then the assumption may show itself to be merely a
popular misconception or a fanciful, superficial glossing over of diffi-
culties. But any challenge to any particular assumption can be made
only by appeal to other commitments that the interpretation is not
willing to give up. So the challenge is from within the circle and is
not to some independent given “outside” or “beneath” the circle.

If there is no outside to the circle, understanding should not itself
be taken as a mental operation that is distinct from interpretation.
Understanding is itself always realized in interpretation and is not a
separate, prior operation that then gets reprocessed in a secondary
operation of interpretation. Understanding functions concretely only
as interpretation: “In interpretation, understanding does not become
something different, but instead it becomes itself” (BT 188). Interpre-
tation is the concrete working through of the possibilities projected
by the understanding. That is, the context of intelligibility that is
tacitly understood provides the background against which specific
interpretive actions make sense. The tacit background and the ex-
plicit interpretive action are integral functions of any instance of
interpretive understanding.
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AFTER HEIDEGGER

If the pieces of Heidegger’s account of understanding and interpreta-
tion are now in place, some concluding reflections on the outcome
of the hermeneutic turn later in the twentieth century are in order.
Two thinkers in the second half of the twentieth century whose
work would not have been possible without these sections of Being
and Time are Hans-Georg Gadamer and Jacques Derrida. Yet the
hermeneutic theory developed by Gadamer and the deconstructive
movement fathered by Derrida take the Heideggerian account in
different and apparently opposed directions. Gadamerian hermeneu-
tics appear to deconstructionists to harbor the hidden assumption
that the text has an internal unity of meaning, and that meaning is a
single thing that interpretation must aim at reconstructing. The
deconstructionists see this faith in the unity and the coherence of
the text as a vestige of metaphysical faith, which they aim to
deconstruct. In contrast to the hermeneutic move to recover and
reconstruct the meaning of the text, deconstruction is the operation
of questioning this faith in the meaning of the text by finding in the
rhetoric and style of the language of the text moments where the
assumption of the unity of meaning fails.

At least two problems, then, are raised by these two different ways
of developing Heidegger’s analysis of the circle of understanding.
One problem is whether interpretation should be reconstructive or
deconstructive in intent. The other is whether the interpretation’s
account of the meaning of the interpreted entails a metabelief that
the interpretation is approximating the ideal of the one right inter-
pretation. I will call the position that believes that this ideal is
posited in all interpretation monism, and the denial of monism I
will label pluralism.

The debate about deconstruction is too complex to be summarized
here, and I will therefore limit myself to the issue of what follows
directly from Sections 31 and 32 of Being and Time for this contro-
versy. The issue has two sides, a methodological one and a political
one. The methodological one turns on the question whether Heideg-
ger’s insistence on the circle of understanding does not simply im-
prison us in our own outlook, blocking us from recognizing the other-
ness or alterity of the text. The political issue arises from Heidegger’s
further insistence that the fore-structure of understanding forms our
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interpretations in advance. Thus, interpreters inherit from their tradi-
tion much of the background of their readings. From the deconstruc-
tive point of view the hermeneutic position that accepts Heidegger’s
analysis is too traditionalist and thus politically suspect because it
seems unable to challenge the cultural and political status quo.

The countercharges against deconstruction are easy to imagine.
Methodologically, deconstruction will appear to be fantasizing an
escape from the circle of understanding by its dalliance with an
impossible “outside” where meaning is undecidable and thus hope-
lessly multiple and fractured. Politically, its critique will seem point-
less, since the fantasy of a complete break with tradition can lead
nowhere. Deconstruction will seem to be neglecting Heidegger’s
insistence that we find ourselves already thrown into a social situa-
tion, which has specific concrete possibilities but also real limita-
tions. Deconstruction’s own faith that any construction can be
deconstructed will lead to an undirected resistance that will be inef-
fectual because of its inability to generate a positive construction of
its own.s

Unfortunately, these charges and countercharges may obscure
the reach of Heidegger’s original account of the hermeneutic circle.
That account did not envision the specific controversy that I have
sketched. Without minimizing this controversy, which is stimulat-
ing much current work in literary theory and social philosophy, I
will outline some ways in which Heidegger’s account can accom-
modate central features of both the reconstructive and the decon-
structive enterprises.

Before this reconciliation can begin, however, the issue of monism
versus pluralism must be clarified. Part of the deconstructive worry
about the hermeneutic recovery of meaning may be caused by a
suspicion that this recovery presupposes the monistic ideal of the
one final, right interpretation. Much can be said for that ideal, yet in
the exposition that [ have given of Heidegger’s account I have deliber-
ately stressed the elements in it that I find pointing toward an
antimonistic pluralism. Heidegger’s account of “meaning” in his
technical sense may seem monistic because it posits a whole, a
totality of involvements, a single context in which interpretation
may take place. My insistence on the holistic nature of meaning in
this special sense suggests, however, that the context is always
revisable, and that revision will come from within the context of
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belief itself. This holism implies, therefore, that while the task of
understanding strives to be coherent and unified, it must always
recognize that there are elements in it that have not been worked
through explicitly and that may be inconsistent with other central
commitments. So the context can always turn out to include inade-
quate elements. The drive of understanding toward a single coherent
position is thus compatible with its allowance for the inevitability
of hidden error and bias, and the recognition that no interpretation is
final.

Other aspects of Heidegger’s account that support the meta-
position of pluralism include his revision of the ordinary conception
of truth and his description of the fore-structure of projective under-
standing. While interpretations contain true statements, one cannot
adjudicate between two conflicting interpretations simply by count-
ing the true statements that would be entailed by each one. Other
criteria (such as richness, relevance to the present, genuineness, or
authenticity) come into play, and these more normative consider-
ations can lead us to prefer some interpretations to others. But the
criteria are themselves interpretable and do not obviously support
the monistic belief in a single exclusive interpretation. Furthermore,
Heidegger’s account of understanding as projection suggests that
explicit interpretations always arise from implicit needs. The appear-
ance of a new interpretation is likely to generate new needs, and
these will in turn stimulate further interpretation. That the circle of
understanding is never closed need not raise the specter of epistemo-
logical relativism. The nihilistic conclusion that our present inter-
pretations are mostly false does not follow from the pluralistic
thought that they will be altered by future generations, for whom
the context and the background conditions will have changed.

Heidegger himself may not have fully accepted this pluralistic
conclusion about his own theory of Dasein in Being and Time. 1
noted Heidegger’s apparent desire to outdo Kant with Heidegger’s
own suggestion that Section 31 rivals Kant’s transcendental deduc-
tion. But I also pointed out another reading of Heidegger’s enterprise,
one that takes seriously his claim that the account of Dasein has the
metastatus of an interpretation, in the sense of an Interpretierung.
Taking seriously this metaposition of interpretive pluralism allows
us to imagine ways in which Heidegger’s account of understanding
could be expanded and modified. One way it can be modified is to
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take the hermeneutic turn more radically than Heidegger did in
1927, allowing language a more central role by modeling the account
of understanding more explicitly on reading, as Gadamer did in
1960. Another way would be to recognize more explicitly and strate-
gically how understanding can directly challenge meaning and how
much more conscious the rhetorical play of language can become.
The latter way was the achievement of Derrida and the deconstruc-
tive movement from the late sixties to the present.

If these modifications are granted, it must also be recognized that
they are prefigured in Being and Time itself. Whatever Heidegger’s
personal politics were, the text of Being and Time allows for the
deconstructivist suspicion of simply recovering the tradition. Hei-
degger insists that the tradition may need to be criticized, and he
reminds us that the “tradition” is not simply the “past.” The past is
finished, and there would be no point in criticizing it since the
criticism could have no effect on the past. What we (and poststruc-
turalists like Derrida and Michel Foucault) may need to criticize is
the present, or more specifically, the present’s interpretation of how
it has come to be what it is, which is what “tradition” is. The
criticism of the “traditional” in the present need not be presented as
a complete break with tradition, but more reasonably as a break
with a prevalent but mistaken understanding of the tradition’s possi-
bilities. So an effective criticism will see places where the present
has misconstrued the possibilities inherited from the tradition, and
it will also draw our attention to concrete possibilities in the tradi-
tion that have currently been lost from sight.

If political, social, and historical criticism is to be genuinely possi-
ble on the Heideggerian account, however, there must be some resolu-
tion of the methodological question that I raised about whether we
are not always imprisoned in our own cognitive and normative stand-
point. This problem seems to follow from Heidegger’s general claim
that we can understand something only from within a context that
we bring with us already. If the circle of understanding were static,
this worry would be justified. But close attention to Heidegger’s text
shows that he thinks of the circle as a dynamic process of making
aspects of the implicit background explicit and then testing standard
assumptions to see if they really hold up, given the rest of what we
believe and do. Hence, he speaks of testing assumptions against the
“things themselves” to make “the scientific theme secure” (BT 195).
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Gadamer’s own theory in Truth and Method (see pp. 254—71) is built
around an explication of these sections of Being and Time. Gadamer
replies to the charge that, on the hermeneutic account, understanding
is always imprisoned in its own standpoint by pointing out that in
interpreting a text our own preconceptions often do not work out.
The text may give us a shock by showing us a side of the subject
matter that we had not anticipated. So the circle of understandingis a
dynamic one where preconceptions will either work out or fail.
Heidegger himself had spoken of genuine understanding as that
which gets beyond “fancies” and “popular conceptions,” and these
are precisely what come to nothing when the interpreter tries explic-
itly to work them out.

Gadamer thus insists that it is false to conclude that the herme-
neutic circle cannot recognize the alterity of the text. I would add
that deconstruction could indeed be a crucial moment in the circle
of interpretation, for its techniques could be used to ensure that the
alterity of the text was taken seriously enough. The circle of under-
standing should not be purely reconstructive, if by that is meant
either that the interpreter reads only what is already familiar back
into the text or that in the effort to find a unity of meaning the
interpreter should overlook tensions and contradictions that are also
at play. But the circle could also not be purely deconstructive, since
there must first be an assumed meaning that is deconstructed, and
the discovery of tension and contradiction is itself a projection of an
understanding of what is really going on in the text.

Heidegger’s model of projective understanding can therefore recog-
nize both reconstruction and deconstruction as necessary moments
of interpretation. How these are balanced in particular cases is itself
a matter of judgment and may be part of what makes interpretations
interestingly different. What makes some interpretations more inter-
esting or insightful than others is a question that I suggested at the
beginning of this essay and is an appropriate one with which to
conclude. While the question is a large one, there is at least the
outline of an answer in these sections of Being and Time. At least
one central aspect of what makes an interpretation better will be
whether it understands not only its object and subject matter, but
also itself. Interpretations that are methodologically more self-aware
are therefore better if they bring to light unnoticed features not only
of the object of interpretation, but also of the conditions and proce-
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dures of interpretation. A good interpretation, on Heidegger’s model
will show something about the possibilities of interpretation aé
such. An interpretation presupposes a self-understanding, and bring-
ing crucial features of this implicit self-understanding to light will
make the interpretation insightful (in Heidegger’s special sense of
sight, which is not simply the perception of present-at-hand objects
but the disclosure of the total background or context). ’

As I have suggested, however, self-understanding is not to be taken
in the traditional sense in which it might suggest grasping some in-
ner, private self. In German, “self-understanding” (Sichverstehen) has
to do with knowing one’s way around. So for Heidegger, who con-
strues Dasein as being-in-the-world, self-understanding thus has to
do with knowing one’s way around in the world or in some specific
worldly subject matter. That Heidegger was himself interpreting
Dasein and not simply a text does not signify a conflict with later
hermeneutic theory. Instead, his Interpretierung of Dasein brings out
a double-sided possibility of interpretation. On the one side, genuine
interpretation will reflect the being who is interpreting. So there
must be some dimension of the interpreter’s context that is itself
brought into focus. On the other side, who this being is will itself
depend on its interpretations of the world, including its beliefs and its
activities. So on the Heideggerian account any good interpretation
should disclose something about both Dasein and the world. Interpre-
tation is, after all, the way that both meaningful human existence and
a significant world become what they are.
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PIOTR HOFFMAN

7 Death, time, history: Division II
of Being and Time

This certainty, that “I myself am in that I will die,” is the basic
certainty of Dasein itself.... The MORIBUNDUS first gives the
SUM its sense. [HCT 316—17)

Only in dying can I to some extent say absolutely, “I am.”
(HCT 318)

Modern philosophy turns away from things in the world and zeroes
in on the human self that grasps them in thought and transforms
them in action. The self becomes the repository of both their truth
and their ultimate purposes. By the same token, the human self is
given the status of the self-grounding ground of reality. In this new
and exalted status, the self ceases to be viewed as part and parcel of
some independent order of things. Beginning with Descartes’s cog-
ito, the self withdraws from the world and falls back on its own
experiences and thoughts. The subjectivity of the self supplies both
the point of departure and the validating ground for various philo-
sophical attempts at a reconstruction of our knowledge of the world.

One of Heidegger’s aims in Being and Time was to question and to
overcome this subjectivist tradition of modern philosophy. I hope to
show, however, that in Division II of Being and Time Heidegger
reveals himself as an heir to that tradition and to its model of the
human self.

THE HUMAN SELF

In the very first section of Division II (BT 274—8) Heidegger makes
two claims whose importance to the entire philosophical project he
is pursuing in his opus magnum cannot be overestimated. In the first
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place, since the aim of this project is to investigate the meaning of
being in general, and since the meaning of being in general is dis-
closed by Dasein, the ultimate clarification of the meaning of being
demands an appropriately ultimate (“primordial”) interpretation of
Dasein. In other terms, we cannot be satisfied with this or that
partial or approximate view of Dasein; we must achieve the grasp of
Dasein as a whole. In the second place, and as we shall see more
clearly later, from the present vantage point “one thing has become
unmistakable: our existential analysis of Dasein up till now cannot
lay claim to primordiality. Its fore-having never included more than
the inauthentic Being of Dasein, and of Dasein as less than a whole
lals unganzes]” (BT 276). The entire Division ], then, must now be
considered profoundly incomplete, since it failed to give us the re-
quired insight into both the totality and the authenticity of Dasein
(BT 276).

Even at this, still provisional and still quite general stage of
Heidegger’s analysis, the joint appearance of “totality” and “authen-
ticity” can be given some justification. For the authentic life {in
contrast to the inauthentic life) is one in which not just this or that
aspect of Dasein, but Dasein as a whole, comes to expression. And
if, as it will soon become clear, Dasein’s authenticity requires the
lucid acceptance of one’s own death, it is precisely because Dasein’s
totality can be revealed only in its being-toward-death.

This last statement can first be taken in its obvious and least
controversial sense. As long as a human individual is alive — as long
as he continues to take a stand on what it means to be — his identity
is not a settled matter, for it is open to constant revision and reinter-
pretation. At every stage of my life I can always take this rather than
that option open to me —and, in so doing, not only do I determine
what the course of my life will be from now on, but I also reshape
and redefine the meaning of what my life was all about until now.
This is so because the options that I take shed light on what was
important to me all along, on the endurance and the strength of my
commitments (or lack thereof), and so on. To shift back to Heideg-
ger’s terminology: as long as Dasein is, it can choose its possibilities;
hence, as long as this “ahead-of-itself” item in the structure of
Dasein is not extinguished, Dasein will be characterized by a “lack
of totality” (BT 279). And since death does extinguish — ultimately
and irrevocably — man’s ability to choose his possibilities, death
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puts to rest the ongoing process of reshaping and redefining an indi-
vidual’s identity. What his life was all about becomes now a settled
matter.

So far, however, this characterization of death has been offered
from a third-person standpoint, and this cannot be satisfying to
Heidegger. We must ask about “the ontological meaning of dying of
the person who dies, as a possibility-of-Being which belongs to his
Being” (BT 283). Elsewhere (HCT 308-9), Heidegger spells out in
more detail both the thinking behind this requirement and the diffi-
culty it immediately leads to. Since Dasein is defined as being in
each instance mine, the emergence of death as totalizing my life
must appear from within my own first-person standpoint. But this
requirement seems impossible to satisfy, for as long as I envision
things from my own standpoint, I have not yet reached my totality,
and, conversely, when I have reached my totality, there is no stand-
point of mine from which to gain the experience of that totality. To
put it plainly, if my identity is in principle incomplete while I am
alive, then I cannot see what it would even mean to say, “This is
what my life was all about,” unless I construe my death as an event
witnessed and interpreted by other people. But by doing this I eo ipso
abandon the first-person account of my own death.

But the dilemma we have just noted — either | am, and then any
talk about the completion of my identity is meaningless from my
own standpoint, or such talk is meaningful, but then it is not con-
ducted from my own standpoint —is a false alternative. It results
entirely from our conception of death as a present-at-hand item, that
is, as an event within the world (BT 280). I have assumed that in
order to gain the first-person sense of what it would mean to say
(irrevocably), “This is what my life was all about,” I would have to
wait until that event of my death actually takes place; the insur-
mountable alternative we have seen to emerge is then a foregone
conclusion. But this need not be so. To be sure, I cannot grasp just
what my complete identity will be. But I nevertheless know, even
from within my own standpoint, how to view my life as something I
have the potential to realize.

In effect, I do not have to wait until my life runs its course to gain
a sense of being exposed to, and defined by, the power of death. For
the cogito sum, we remember from the epigraph, must be restated as
moribundus sum: 1 am only in that I find myself, at every moment
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of my life, powerless to escape the possibility of dying at precisely
that particular moment (and not only tomorrow, or the day after
tomorrow, etc.). As will be shown later, this is the one truth that I
cannot doubt, though I may try to conceal it and cover it up. And as
we shall see shortly, my ability to doubt all truths is itself dependent
on that unshakable truth about my being always totally vulnerable
to the power of death.

At the same time — and due to the very same circumstance of my
total vulnerability to death — the complete identity that I envision
as attributable to me remains my identity. For my first-person sense
of death establishes my life not only as a totality, but also as
uniquely mine — that is, not as an intersection of social and natural
roles and functions that I share, or may share, with others.

Heidegger’s justification of this important connection — @eath
gives my life its “totality” and its “mineness” (Jemeinigkeit) as
well — is simple (BT 283—4). Being a member of the public world I
can be easily replaced (“represented”) by another person. Somebody
else could have filled the position I occupy in society; somebody else
could have been the husband of the woman I married, the father of
her children, and so on. Now this possibility of being “represented”
by another individual breaks down in one case and in one case only:
in the case of my death. It is true, of course, that when we speak
loosely we can easily point to a number of other cases in which,
apparently, our personal presence is indispensable; no one, it seems,
can replace me at that operating table when the surgeon is about to
perform an operation on me, or in that imposing office of the dean,
who expects from me an explanation of my repeated absences from
the university functions, and so on. But it is also easy to see why
such counterexamples can have no bearing whatsoever on Heideg-
ger’s point about death, for I can always avoid the experiences I have
just described: I can decide to take my chances without the surgery,
or I can fail to appear at the dean’s office, and so on. My presence or
absence on those occasions is a matter of my own choice: if I think
that I have lived long enough anyway, or if I don’t care much about
keeping my job, I will not find it difficult, and certainly not impossi-
ble, to miss my appointments with both surgeon and the dean. But

in no case can I avoid appearing before the tribunal of death. In all
other cases where it seems that no one can replace me, changing my
own goals will make me capable of avoiding those experiences. But

N

Death, time, history 199

there is no goal and no strategy that would allow me to maneuver
myself out of my rendezvous with death.

We can understand now why Heidegger attributes to death the
power of both totalizing and individualizing Dasein. Death totalizes
me, for due to death my identity will become complete. Death indi-
vidualizes me, for it imposes upon me the one and only experience
that is inescapably mine. Thus, “if ‘ending,’ as dying, is constitutive
for Dasein’s totality, then the Being of this wholeness itself must be
conceived as an existential phenomenon which is in each case one’s
own” (BT 284, my emphasis). But although these two functions of
death —to complete my identity and to establish it as uniquely
mine — are inseparable, they nevertheless remain distinct. Since
somebody else could have filled in for me with each and every one of
the experiences making up my life history, all of these experiences
are uniquely mine only because that life history as a whole is indi-
viduated independently of them by its ultimate term: by death. Of
the latter, it can only be said that it is “in every case mine insofar as
itis at all” (BT 284). Thus, our first-person encounter with the men-
ace of death, demands the repudiation of the principle of the iden-
tity of indiscernibles: 1 am this particular person not on account of
the totality of determinations attributable to me, but due to the
“mineness” of death, where the mineness at issue is an underived
and primitive term distinguished only by its sheer “thisness,” and
not by any property or set of properties.

We can now see with more clarity Heidegger’s reliance on the
modern idea of subjectivity, indeed his profound kinship with Des-
cartes. For both philosophers, the human individual is thrown back
upon his own self by a sense of total powerlessness and vulnerabil-
ity in the face of an ultimate threat (of, respectively, the evil demon
and death). I shall return to this idea later.r But there is an immedi-
ate difficulty standing in the way of that parallel, just noted, be-
tween Descartes and Heidegger. If in Descartes the threat of the evil
demon seems indeed inescapable (at least before the self’s discovery
of God, it is because the demon is said to deceive me constantly.>
Thus, the demon gives me no respite and no escape; his power holds
me in its grip without the slightest letup or slackening. And it seems
equally obvious, at least to common sense, that death does not have
this sort of power over me. I can be said to be under death’s real

threat when I wake up in a hospital bed, after a complicated and
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dangerous operation. But I seem to confront no such threat at all
when, healthy, vigorous, and fresh from my yearly medical checkup,
I find myself walking leisurely on a sandy beach. Death does not
seem to threaten me “constantly.” And so it follows that the
“mineness” I was said to acquire through the exposure to death’s
menace cannot be one of the core characteristics of human selfhood.
Yet such was precisely the status attributed to this characteristic at
the very beginning of Heidegger’s analytic of Dasein.s

The difficulty is genuine, but it stems from a misunderstanding of
Heidegger's interpretation of death. The difficulty is raised from
within the commonsensical view of death, while for Heidegger, the
commonsensical view of death is a gross distortion of the actual
state of affairs. When that actual state of affairs — that is, the true
face of death — is brought out and articulated, the threat of death
reveals itself as being indeed constant and all-pervasive.

Heidegger’s analytic of death takes off with a reminder that “care
is the basic state of Dasein” (BT 293). For if death is to have the
constancy and the all-pervasiveness required by its function of indi-
vidualizing the human self, that status of death must be made clear
in terms of the very basic state of Dasein. This is indeed the route
Heidegger now takes. He has already, at the earlier stages of his
analytic of human finitude, defined care as composed of “existence,”
“facticity,” and “falling.” He will now show how all these three
aspects of care reveal the constancy and the all-pervasiveness of
man’s exposure to the threat of death.

But the essential connection between care and death can be
grasped on a more general level as well. Dasein is care, for Dasein .is
always concerned about its being. My life (both in its “that” and in
its “what”) is not something indifferent to me, something that
leaves me cold, as it were; on the contrary, it is something that
matters to me. Now my life matters to me — indeed must matter to
me — only because I am aware that I don’t have it “forever” and
“once for all”; life matters only because I am aware that it can be
snatched away from me by the power of death. And so care is
Dasein’s basic state only because Dasein is, and understands itself as
being, a mortal creature: “I am this ‘I can die at any moment.’ ... I
myself am this constant and utmost possibility of myself, namely,
to be no more. Care, which is essentially care about the being of
Dasein, at its innermost is nothing but this being-ahead-of-itself in
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the uttermost possibility of its own can-be” (HCT 313). Conversely,
just as Dasein’s (basic) state of care is dependent on Dasein’s sense of
being a mortal creature so, too, “as regards its ontological possibil-
ity, dying is grounded in care” (BT 296). In other terms, the mere
conception of a mortal creature that would remain unaffected by,
and indifferent to, its own perishability is not at all logically contra-
dictory. If death moves us to show concern about our life, it is be-
cause man’s “basic state” is indeed care — and not some sort of total
obliviousness to his own finitude. To summarize, if we were not
threatened by death, our basic state would not be care; but if our
basic state were not care, our death would not be felt as threatening.
Care and the sense of one’s mortality are thus, to use one of
Heidegger’s favorite terms, “equiprimordial.”

Now since care is the basic state of Dasein — that is, the state in
which Dasein always is, the state that underlies all of Dasein’s
experiences — and since care implies one’s exposure to the menace of
death, this exposure must be just as constant and all-pervasive as
care itself. For if I could remove the menace of death from a certain
stretch of my life, then at least within that stretch I would not have
to worry about my life being snatched away from me (I could say, “I
will think about crossing that bridge when I get to it — when I get
sick, old, and so on.”) and thus care would cease to permeate all of
my experiences. If, then, care is to remain the “basic state” of
Dasein, the threat of death must be constant to Dasein.

Now the constancy of death’s threat to Dasein reveals itself with a
particular clarity in the first and most fundamental aspect of care: in
Dasein’s being-ahead-of-itself, projected toward a field of its possi-
bilities. Death is constant insofar as it is the only pure possibility of
Dasein, that is, the sort of possibility free of any admixture of actual-
ity (and of necessity as well). Ordinarily, Heidegger argues (BT 305—
7), we lack any understanding of such a pure possibility — including
the possibility of our own dying — for our control-oriented stance
toward the world is bent on reducing every possibility to a predict-
able and manageable event or process. Owing to this stance, possibil-
ity loses its character of possibility and it becomes possible only
“relatively to” certain circumstances and conditions. A possibility
whose occurrence is thus made dependent on the actuality of such
and such conditions becomes something less than a possibility to
the precise degree to which it becomes more connected with actual-
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ity. To appear in all the purity of its character qua possibility, a
possibility must thus be equally possible under any conditions what-
ever.

But this does not mean that such a possibility becomes trans-
formed into a necessity. There are two kinds of necessity to be con-
sidered, and rejected, in this connection. If we try to connect (or,
worse still, to reduce) the possibility of dying to some real necessity
produced by the operation of causal laws in our universe, then we
are once again on our way to depriving possibility of its quality of
possibility by making it dependent on something foreign and exter-
nal to it. If it is necessary that I die at some point given certain facts
and laws of human biology then, by the same token, I will not die
unless and until all the required conditions have actually taken
place. But then I can anticipate (at least to some degree) when and
how I am likely to u.e and I can make my plans accordingly. So if
death is viewed as occurring due to a real necessity, then death is not
always equally possible — and then its character of pure possibility
is, once again, glossed over. On the other hand — and this is the
second sense of necessity to be considered here and rejected — the
constancy and the all-pervasiveness of the threat of death to us is not
a matter of Jogical necessity either. Given certain general facts about
the human condition, the threat of death must indeed shadow every
individual at every stage of his life. But it is not logically necessary
that these general facts about the human condition be such as they
are.

The all-pervasiveness and omnipresence of death’s threat to an
individual is captured by Heidegger with the term “indefiniteness”
(Unbestimmtheit). The possibility of death is indefinite, for it is not
confined to any particular moment or time span. The possibility of
death can materialize at any moment. Furthermore, since Heidegger
argues (in § 70 of Being and Time) that space is encountered from
within the temporal project of Dasein, the indefiniteness of death’s
“when” (BT 302} implies its lack of connection with any particular
“here” or “there.” This is why the threat disclosed in anxiety — the
threat of death (BT 310)—is perceived as coming at us from “no-
where” (BT 231). Now, since due to its indefiniteness, the possibility
of death is disclosed to us as a “constant threat” (BT 310), the paral-
lel we have drawn between the threat of the evil demon in Descartes
and the threat of death in Heidegger is vindicated. Both threats are
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indeed constant and all-pervasive; both threats reveal to the individ-
ual the powerlessness and the vulnerability of his condition.

But there is an even stronger kinship to be discovered between the
cogito sum of Descartes and the existential moribundus sum of
Heidegger. Insofar as I view myself in the light of the possibility of
being misled by the evil demon, I suspend my reliance on the truths
of everyday life; but at the same time, I discover the unshakable
truth of my subjectivity: “There is some deceiver or other, very
powerful and very cunning, who ever employs his ingenuity in de-
ceiving me. Then without doubt I exist also if he deceives me, and
let him deceive me as much as he will, he can never cause me to be
nothing so long as I think I am something.”+ In a similar vein, my
coming face to face with the (indefinite) possibility of death not only
forces me to abandon the ordinary, everyday framework of intelligi-
bility and truth, but at the same time leads me to discover the
unshakable certainty and truth of my sum. Let us consider these two
steps one by one.

In the first place, then, insofar as anxiety brings an individual
face to face with the indefiniteness of death’s threat to him, his
public world is suddenly discovered as failing him. For the public
world cannot protect an individual against death, and so this world
as a whole proves to be unreliable. The tie between the individual
and his public world is broken; the individual does not “find” him-
self in the latter; the meanings and the truths making up the fabric
of the world become alien to the individual: “anxiety ... takes
away from Dasein the possibility of understanding itself, as it falls,
in terms of the world and the way things have been publicly inter-
preted” (BT 232).

But —in the second place — insofar as the individual thus with-
draws his assent to the intelligibility and truth of the public interpre-
tation of reality, he discovers and falls back upon the unshakable
evidence of the existential moribundus sum. Not only is this evi-
dence subjectively “certain” (BT 309) but — just as in the case of the
Cartesian cogito— it has “truth” as well (BT 309). To be sure,
Heidegger warns us explicitly (BT 309) not to attribute to the cer-
tainty and truth of death the character of “apodictic evidence.” But
it is even more important to pay close attention to what he means by

this warning, and how he justifies it. The passage is worth quoting in
full:
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Dasein must first have lost itself in the factual circumstances
[Sachverhalte] (this can be one of care’s own tasks and possibilities) if it is to
obtain the pure objectivity — that is to say, the indifference - of apodictic
evidence. If being certain in relation to death does not have this character,
this does not mean that it is of a lower grade, but that it does not belong at
all to the graded order of the kinds of evidence we can have about the
present-at-hand.

Holding death for true (death is just one’s own) shows another kind of
certainty, and is more primordial than any certainty which relates to en-
tities encountered within-the-world, or to formal objects; for it is certain of
Being-in-the-world. As such, holding death for true does not demand just
one definite kind of behavior in Dasein, but demands Dasein itself in the
full authenticity of its existence. (BT 309—10)

In this crucial passage, Heidegger clearly spells out several things.
In the first place, whereas the certainty and the truth of death should
not indeed be confused with the “apodictic evidence” that character-
izes our mental grasp of “formal objects” — that is, of objects of pure
mathematics or else of the pure essences of things — death’s omni-
present threat to us does not have, for that reason, a “lower” kind of
evidence and truth. Quite the contrary, as Heidegger leads us to
understand in the last part of the passage, our “holding death for
true” permeates all of our attitudes and stances, while the truth
attributed to, say, the axioms and theorems of mathematics is attrib-
uted in a special “theoretical” attitude, which — Heidegger argues in
Being and Time — is not even basic and primordial to Dasein. To put
it plainly, under certain circumstances, Dasein can withdraw its
endorsement of the intelligibility and truth of “formal objects,”
while under no circumstances whatever is it possible for Dasein to
liberate itself from the gnawing sense of its mortality.s And, in ef-
fect, the very same anxiety that alienates Dasein from the meanings
and the truths of the public world — and hence also from the mean-
ing and truth of “formal objects” — brings Dasein face to face with
its moribundus sum. The evidence and the truth of that proposition
are unique in that all other forms of evidence and truth are objects of
assent or doubt performed by a creature that, throughout all those
acts of assent and doubt, continues to acknowledge (authentically or
inauthentically) its own mortality.

Now insofar as the evidence of Descartes’s cogito is interpreted as
a case of “apodictic evidence” accompanying our mental grasp of a
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present-at-hand item — of our own ego — then indeed there can be no
analogy between Descartes’s cogito sum and Heidegger’s mori-
bundus sum. In addition, there can be no doubt that this is how
Descartes’s claims were often understood and developed; and it is
also true that there is ample support for this sort of interpretation in
Descartes’s own writings. Not only is the “ego” of the ego cogito
interpreted as a (mental} substance, but our cognitive mode of access
to that substance often exhibits the character of an “apodictic evi-
dence” enjoyed by mathematical entities.

But there is another, and more correct, way of analyzing Des-
cartes’s cogito, and this analysis brings him very close to Heidegger’s
thinking on the sum. Jaakko Hintikka argued that Descartes’s funda-
mental and self-founding principle has in fact a performatory char-
acter.¢ The “I am” is neither deduced from the “I think” nor logi-
cally true all by itself. Rather, when I say, “I do not exist,” this
sentence (or thought) is “existentially inconsistent” with my utter-
ing this sentence or entertaining that thought.” What implies my
existence, then, is not the thought itself, but my performance of the
act of thinking that particular thought (or any other thought denying
my being). Similarly, if we are prepared to agree with Heidegger’s
dictum “The MORIBUNDUS first gives the SUM its sense,” then
every attitude and stance of mine — including my very attempts, in
whatever form, to deny my mortality — testifies to my existence as a
mortal self. The structure of the argument is the same in both Des-
cartes and Heidegger.

TIME AND HISTORY

Our endorsement of that Heideggerian dictum “The MORIBUNDUS
first gives the SUM its sense” allows us to see why the instantaneity
of the Cartesian cogito must be replaced with the inherently tempo-
ral character of Dasein. Mine is a finite, limited existence — the sort
of existence that, inevitably, must meet its ultimate end. And this is
another way of saying that I am aware of having a certain definite
destiny ahead of me. Furthermore, my sense of that future destiny is
instrumental in bringing me face to face with my past. For when I
say that my life is bound to come to its end, I imply that I am a
determinate self, a self endowed with a particular life history, with
such and such social and cultural background, and so on. All of these
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items refer to my past and all of them come alive for me as making
up my identity when I confront the finite future. This is why my
sense of my past is dependent on my sense of that finite future (BT
373, 435).

Since death is revealed in anxiety and since my sense of death as
my ultimate end imposes upon my experiences their temporal struc-
ture, it is only to be expected that the latter, too, will have its roots
in anxiety. And, in effect, Heidegger speaks explicitly of the tempo-
rality of anxiety, which he carefully distinguishes from both the
inauthentic and authentic forms of temporality:

In contrast to this making-present which is not held on to [this is the
inauthentic present, the present in which Dasein loses and disperses itself],
the Present of anxiety is held on to.... But even though the Present of
anxiety is held on to, it does not as yet have the character of the moment of
vision which temporalizes itself in a resolution. (BT 394)

This bringing-back has neither the character of an evasive forgetting nor
that of a remembering. But just as little does anxiety imply that one has
already taken over one’s existence into one’s resolution and done so by a
repeating. (BT 394)

In the first of these passages Heidegger opposes both the inau-
thentic present (the “making-present”) and the authentic present
({the “moment of vision”) to the present of anxiety. In the second
passage, he draws a similar contrast between the inauthentic past
(evasive forgetting, remembering) and the authentic past (repeating),
on the one hand, and the past of anxiety, on the other hand.

The temporality of anxiety is the underlying ground of both au-
thentic and inauthentic temporality. Whereas inauthentic temporal-
ity expresses Dasein’s flight from its anxious anticipation of death,
authentic temporality is built upon a stance in which one confronts
what is revealed in the temporality of anxiety and expresses this in
one’s attitude toward one’s entire life, from birth to death.

Let us try to get some grip on the basic concepts with the aid of
which Heidegger attempts to articulate the structure of human tem-
poralizing. Let us begin with inauthentic temporality, for this form
of temporalizing represents the understanding of time characteristic
of the ordinary, commonsensical Dasein. Since the entire com-
monsensical way of life expresses Dasein’s attempt to turn away
from the ever-present menace of death, the inauthentic future takes

Death, time, history 207

the form of a (hopeful, fearful, etc.) “awaiting” and “expecting” (BT
386—7). In the general strategy of an inauthentic Dasein, our sense of
radical vulnerability and powerlessness becomes glossed over and
made manageable by being projected onto the world. Whatever
threats to our existence there may be, they are now viewed as threat-
ening us from within the world. In conformity with this overall
strategy, our entire future is seen as a pursuit of a secure acceptance
by the world of the “they” (das Man). This understanding of the
future entails a selective, highly utilitarian attitude toward one’s
past. Since successes and failures on the road of the inauthentic
future are defined by the trends and pressures of the public world, an
inauthentic Dasein’s past will be disclosed through “forgetting.” An
individual will repress and relegate into oblivion such parts of his
past as may prove detrimental to his search for success in the rapidly
changing world of the “they” with all of this world’s trends, fash-
ions, and cliches. Conversely, whatever it is that this type of individ-
ual will remember will be remembered on the basis of forgetting (BT
389). Since an inauthentic individual retains from his past only what
serves his pursuit of a secure acceptance by the public world, he
remembers A only insofar as he forgets B, or C, or D. Finally, the
overall attitude of “expecting” one’s future and of “forgetting” one’s
past shapes one’s inauthentic stance toward the present, the stance
of “making-present.” The inauthentic Dasein’s search for security is
reflected in a collection of entities — of persons, things, goods, and so
on — with which this sort of Dasein surrounds itself {and thus
“makes present” these entities) in order to gain a sense of having a
place within the reassuring world of the “they.”

In authentic temporality, the temporality of anxiety is incorpo-
rated into Dasein’s self-interpretation. In the “anticipated” (authen-
tic) future, an individual faces up to the ever-threatening menace of
death as the meaning of what lies ahead. By thus confronting the
limitedness and the finiteness of his existence, he finds himself
brought back to his past. This authentic sense of acknowledging
one’s past is gained in “repetition.” Finally, in the authentic pres-
ent’s “moment of vision” (Augenblick) an individual can open up to
the present realities of his life, since his abandonment of the single-
minded pursuit of social acceptance allows him to adopt a free,
nonmanipulative attitude toward his present situation.

Viewed merely as items in the temporality of Dasein, the future,
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past, and present are disclosed in “ecstases” ~ in Dasein’s ways of
reaching out toward its death, its roots, and its surroundings. The
ordering of these ecstases is prior to and independent of any temporal
chronology (BT 375-6). The ecstatic future is not “later” than the
ecstatic present, for at any moment of my life I am equally vulnerable
to the power of death, and hence that vulnerability of mine is always
an actual, live issue for me. My past, too, is not something that has
simply elapsed and is now left behind, something existing “no longer
now — but earlier” (BT 375). This is so because my past is nothing
other than my “thrownness” — that is, my rootedness in a culture, my
already established preferences, skills, habits, and so on — and it is
precisely in terms of this thrownness that my present experiences get
to be organized and endowed with a meaning. Nor does the ecstasis of
the present derive its name from its position within a chronological
order. In this ecstasis, in this “being-alongside (entities encountered
within-the-world),” I am “present” to those entities and I thus allow
them to “have presence” to me — in the sense of being available to me,
of being at my disposal.

Just as the ordering of the ecstases is independent of any chrono-
logical relations, so too the becoming of the ecstases (thus, the pres-
ent becomes the past, the future becomes the present, etc.) is not a
chronologically determinable alteration either. Indeed, temporal-
ity’s “essence is a process of temporalizing in the unity of the
ecstases” (BT 377, my emphasis). And this dynamic, process-like
character of temporality both precedes and conditions all our no-
tions of temporal flow as chronologically understood.

But then how can Heidegger derive our ordinary, chronologically
understood notion of time from the temporality of Dasein? We have
already seen how the temporality of anxiety gets perverted into
inauthentic temporality — into the temporality of a Dasein unwill-
ing to confront its ontological powerlessness and vulnerability. This
form of temporality is at the source of time as ordinarily understood:
“ ‘Time’ as ordinarily understood . . . arises from inauthentic tempo-
rality” (BT 374). We must now try to understand this claim in more
detail.

Human temporality in general is mapped onto the world through
the horizonal schemata of the three temporal ecstases. We have
already noted that the ecstases are Dasein’s ways of being “outside
itself.” This last expression includes an implicit reference to the
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horizonal-schematic structure of the ecstases: “There belongs to
each ecstasis a ‘whither’ to which one is carried away” (BT 416).
Now this “whither” is nothing other than the worldly counterpart of
each ecstasis. For example, the horizonal schema of the past is de-
fined as “that in the face of which” Dasein has been thrown. This
means that my relationship to my past presupposes a reference to a
certain condition of the world: to the society and the institutions
within which I was born and raised, to my family environment, to
my childhood friends, and so on. My past is thus mirrored in the past
of the world. Heidegger gives a similar account of the link between
the ecstases of the present and the future, on the one hand, and their
own worldly counterparts, on the other hand.

Due to its grounding in human temporality, the world gains a
temporal structure of its own. However, we are still one step short of
accounting for the emergence of the temporal chronology. For exam-
ple, “that in the face of which Dasein has been thrown” (the hori-
zonal schema of the past}) does not yet mean “earlier” than the
horizonal schema of the present. But this still outstanding gap is
rendered irrelevant within the context of the existential analytic of
Dasein. For Dasein’s temporality is schematized onto the world due
to Dasein’s practical, everyday absorption within the world, and this
practical, everyday stance of Dasein imposes on it the necessity of
“reckoning” with time, of taking time into account in all of our
daily plans and projects (BT 456—7}. And in order to respond to that
necessity of reckoning with time we must date actions and events
that take place in it. This is why the horizons and the schemata of
the ecstases must be assigned a chronological standing vis-a-vis one
another. And this is also why the origin of the temporal chronology
must be looked for in the commonsensical, inauthentic temporality
of Dasein. “In the ‘then’ concern expresses itself as awaiting [i.e., as
the inauthentic future], in the ‘on that former occasion,’ as retaining
[as the inauthentic past]” (BT 458). Only now can the horizons and
the schemata of temporality receive the chronological significance
they have been lacking so far: “The horizon for the retaining which
expresses itself in the ‘on that former occasion’ is the ‘earlier’; the
horizon for the ‘now’ is the ‘today’ ” (BT 459). From this stage on,
when I think of the circumstances and conditions in the face of
which I was thrown (the horizonal schema of the past), I think of
them as being “earlier” than such and such circumstances and condi-
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tions that I confront right now or am about to confront in the near
future, and so on.

The substitution of the moribundus sum for Descartes’s cogito
sum had proved to be instrumental in replacing the instantaneity of
the Cartesian cogito with the temporality of Dasein. A further impli-
cation of this substitution is the rediscovery of the historical dimen-
sion of the human self. The reason is still the same: when I antici-
pate and endure the menace of death I find myself to be a limited,
determinate self, and this means also a self with certain definite
historical roots, a self with a “heritage” and a “fate” (BT 435). But in
thus imposing upon Dasein a historical dimension, death works
jointly with several other items in the structure of Dasein. “Only if
death, guilt, conscience, freedom and finitude reside together equi-
primordially in the Being of an entity as they do in care, can that
entity exist in the mode of fate, that is to say only then can it be
historical in the very depths of its existence” (BT 437).

Let us first say something about the “call of conscience” (Ruf des
Gewissens), which imposes on the plain, ordinary Dasein a “de-
mand” (BT 311) to turn away from the conformisms of the “they”
and to live up to its authenticity and wholeness. What does the
ordinary, everyday Dasein hear in the message delivered in the call
of conscience? The answer to this question represents the next stage
in Heidegger’s deepening hermeneutics of conscience. In the mes-
sage delivered in the call, the ordinary Dasein is told about its own
guilt,

But while Dasein, as the addressee and the bearer of this message
of guilt, is indeed the ordinary Dasein, the guilt in question is not
ordinary guilt. The latter is always specific and determinate: I am
guilty of having crossed that intersection at the red light, guilty of
not having lived up to my administrative duties at the university,
and so on. But the guilt addressed to the ordinary Dasein in the call
of conscience is general and unconditional. It does not concern this
or that, and it is not conditional upon my having (or not having)
done this or that. What, then, am I guilty of according to the accusa-
tion raised against me through the call of conscience?

This “primordial existential meaning” (BT 326) of my guilt can be
gathered “from the fact that this ‘Guilty’ turns up as a predicate for
the Tam’” (BT 326). If the “guilty” is to be taken as the predicate of
the mere “I am,” it’s because my mere existence is discovered as
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making me guilty. If it were otherwise, I would have to refer to
myself (at least implicitly) through some additional and still other
predicates; I would have to say, “I as the father of a child am guilty of
not paying child support,” or “I as a driver am guilty of violating
traffic regulations,” and so on. Under such circumstances the predi-
cate “guilty” would not apply to me qua merely being, but qua
being only this or that. But the call of conscience tells me I am guilty
insofar as I (merely) am.

Now Dasein is guilty in its (mere) being, for, to begin with,
“Dasein is not itself the basis of being” (BT 300). While I can achieve
a measure of mastery and control over various items making up my
environment, I can achieve no mastery and no control at all over the
basis of my life. Thus, for Dasein to exist means “never to have
power over one’s ownmost Being from the ground up. This ‘not’
belongs to the existential meaning of ‘thrownness’ ” (BT 330); and
therefore our thrownness is shot through with “nullity” (Nichtig-
keit). This connection of thrownness with nullity is also discovered
through one’s anxious anticipation of death: “The ‘nothing’ with
which anxiety brings us face to face, unveils the nullity by which
Dasein, in its very basis, is defined; and this basis itself is as
thrownness into death” (BT 356).

In effect, in order to recognize myself as being thrown into death, I
must come to see myself as a finite, limited, and hence a determi-
nate self. What makes me such a determinate, concrete self is my
social and historical background, my personal life history, my hab-
its, and so on. Thrownness encompasses all of these established
characteristics of mine, that is, my entire past (BT 373). And if my
thrownness is the source of guilt, I must be guilty for having adopted
the wrong attitude toward my entire past self. This does not mean
that there is something special about my past that makes me guilty
(if such were the case we would be back to the ordinary sense of
guilt), but this does imply that I am guilty not as some empty form
of a mortal self “in general,” but as a determinate self.

But how can my thrownness represent a source of guilt for me?
Where have I failed — where can I fail —in taking up an attitude
toward my thrownness?

But I can fail and, as an ordinary Dasein, 1 have failed in my
attitude toward my thrownness. “The Self, which as such has to lay
the basis for itself, can never get that basis into its power; and yet, as



212 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HEIDEGGER

existing, it must take over Being-a-basis” (BT 330). The accusation
of guilt understood in that “primordial ontological meaning” is ad-
dressed to me insofar as I fail to respond to that task of shaping my
life within a thrownness that I can never master and control.

The groundwork is now laid for man’s acceptance of his historical
roots. Once again, and quite predictably, the strategy of denial — the
strategy of the inauthentic Dasein — will be brought to its end by
Dasein’s anxious encounter with the same menace of death:

As a way of Being for Dasein, history has its roots so essentially in the future
that death, as that possibility of Dasein which we have already character-
ized, throws anticipatory existence back upon its factical thrownness, and
so for the first time imparts to having-been its peculiarly privileged position
in the historical. Authentic being-towards-death — that is to say, the fini-
tude of temporality — is the hidden basis of Dasein’s historicality. (BT 438)

What is still required is man’s active response — in anticipatory
resoluteness — to the call of conscience, to his guilt vis-a-vis his
thrownness. Through such an active response an individual situates
himself within the historical background of his life. In addition, this
historical background — the individual’s “heritage” — now ceases to
be viewed as open either to one’s attempts at control or to (“de-
tached” and “objective”) justification. As of now, the individual is
ready to accept his heritage in the latter’s full contingency and
groundlessness {“nullity”). This stance toward one’s historical past
is its “repetition.”

Now to find himself free for such a repetition of his heritage, an
individual must first free himself from the conformism and the pres-
sures of the “they” world. In this respect, too, death plays the pivotal
role. First, death “shatters all one’s tenaciousness to whatever exis-
tence one has reached” (BT 308): insofar as I find myself exposed to
the indefinite and constant threat of death, all of my ordinary ties
and attachments cease to offer me any security and they thus lose
their hold over me. Second, death gives me a “freedom which has
been released from the illusions of the ‘they’ ” (BT 311), for due to
my anxious grasp of death I come to see the everyday world as a
stage dominated by impersonal pressures and conformism.

Repetition allows Dasein to have a “fate” {(Schicksal}, a “destiny”
(Geschick), as well as a “hero” (Held). In repeating my heritage I find
myself endowed with a fate, for I acknowledge that my life can
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express itself only within a certain spectrum of values and tradi-
tions. I now realize that I cannot be “anything and everything,”
since my life is bound up with such and such (and not any other)
historical roots. For the same reason, I have a destiny: my life is part
and parcel of a broader current of life of the historical community to
which I belong. And since both my fate and my destiny must be
lived in a concrete possibility of existence, my historical past will
provide me with a pool of role models (“heroes”) to choose from.
Whereas by having a fate, a destiny, and a hero, I can act with loyalty
toward my historical past, the inauthentic Dasein — a Dasein bent
on finding secure-acceptance within the ever-shifting trends of the
“they” world — will remain disloyal to its past and helpless to resist
the tyranny of the “they.”

But Dasein’s linkup with a historical community does not remove
from Dasein’s structure its dimension of subjectivity. On the con-
trary, Dasein reveals itself as rooted in its historical community only
by exploring the full depths of its own subjectivity — of its finitude,
its freedom, its guilt, and so on. And these themes — the key themes
of Division II of Being and Time — can be found not only in the
classical writers of the subjectivist tradition (in Descartes, Kant,
Fichte), but indeed, in its final and most radical version, in existen-
tialism. One is thus perfectly legitimate in drawing parallels be-
tween Heidegger and such radically subjectivistic writers as Kierke-
gaard, Sartre, and Camus. In fact, one of the tasks of Heidegger
scholarship remains the task of coming to terms with the tension
between those individualistic and subjectivistic aspects of Heideg-
ger’s philosophy, on the one hand, and his simultaneous stress on
the inevitably public character of intelligibility and significance, on
the other.8

NOTES

1 For more detail, the reader may consult my book Doubt, Time, Violence
{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986).

2 R. Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical
Works of Descartes, 2 vols., ed. E. S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross {Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), Vol. 1, p. 150.

3 “We are ourselves the entities to be analysed. The being of any such
entity is in each case mine” (BT 67).
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Descartes, Meditations, Vol. 1, p. 150.

For this reason alone our certainty of death cannot be an empirical cer-
tainty either (BT 301-2).

J. Hintikka, “Cogito, Ergo Sum: Inference or Performance,” Philosophical
Review, 71 (January 1962): 3—32.

Ibid., p. 25.

Here I must refer the reader again to my Doubt, Time, Violence. See also
Charles B. Guignon'’s paper “Heidegger’s ‘Authenticity’ Revisited,” Re-
view of Metaphysics, 37 (December 1984): 321-39.

CHARLES B. GUIGNON

8  Authenticity, moral values,
and psychotherapy

PSYCHOTHERAPY AND THE QUESTION OF THE
GOOD LIFE

Heidegger’s influence on psychotherapy in the English-speaking
world has followed a convoluted path. The Swiss physician and
therapist Medard Boss tells us that Heidegger expressed the hope
that “his thinking would escape the confines of the philosopher’s
study and become of benefit to wider circles, in particular to a large
number of suffering human beings.”* His participation in Boss’s
seminars for medical students and therapists from 1946 on was moti-
vated by this concern.> Yet when his writings became more widely
known among professionals in the field, it was less through this
route than through the impact of existentialism in the fifties and
sixties. As a result, though Heidegger’s thought is often treated as
the comerstone of existential psychotherapy,s what one usually
finds is a Heidegger refracted through the lens of the far more accessi-
ble writings of Sartre, de Beauvoir, and Camus. In the mouth of this
“existentialized” Heidegger, the ideal of authenticity is pictured as
the stance of the rugged individualist who, upon experiencing anxi-
ety in the face of the ultimate absurdity of life, lives intensely in the
present and creates his or her own world through leaps of radical
freedom.

As the enthusiasm for existentialism has waned over the past
two decades, however, so has the initial motivation for thinking
that Heidegger has something important to contribute to therapy.
The decline of existentialism can be attributed, I believe, to the
growing suspicion that its image of the human condition is too
limited to capture the concrete realities of actual existence. The
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conception of “terrible freedom” found in the French existential-
ists, for instance, seems to conceal the sense we have of being
embedded in a world where not all things are possible. Idealizing
this notion of freedom runs the risk of glorifying sheer capricious-
ness, the kind of “do-your-own-thing” willfulness that created such
misery for the “me-generation.” Moreover, when authenticity is
equated with the existentialist vision of freely creating one’s life as
a work of art, it is quite natural to conclude that this idea is consis-
tent with an amoral or even immoral way of life.+ Existentialist
psychology, allied in the sixties with “humanistic’ movements,
was supposed to provide a “third force” to serve as an alternative to
Freudian and empirical approaches.s Opposing what it perceived to
be the scientific “mechanism” and “determinism” of standard theo-
ries, this movement sought to protect the dignity of humans by
insisting on human freedom. But, in the end, its overblown notion
of freedom came to seem as unrealistic and pernicious as the view
it sought to replace.

At the same time, however, many therapists and mental health
professionals continue to feel that the mainstream “scientific” theo-
ries designed to explain and guide psychotherapy fail to capture
much of what actually goes on in the practice of therapy. One way to
describe this gap between theory and practice is to say that standard
theories fail to make sense of the rich and complex forms of moral
discourse that characterize therapeutic dialogue. We can see why
moral discourse is essential to therapy if we reflect on the events
that created the need for psychotherapy in the first place. Ira Progoff
describes how the rise of modern technological civilizﬁ\sion first gen-
erated contemporary psychological problems. In earlier, preindus-
trial societies, according to Progoff, “individuals experienced the
meaning of their lives in terms of local religious orthodoxies and
accustomed national or tribal ways of life” of their communities.
These traditional practices and institutions “provided built-in psy-
chic security for the individual.” When faith in these commonalities
broke down, however, the individual was left unprotected. With no
recourse to a spiritual past shared with others, the individual “was
isolated and cut adrift; and it is this situation of the lone individual
no longer sustained by the cultural resources of his ancestors that is
the main root of the psychological problems that have arisen.in
modern times. "
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As a result of these changes, therapists are now asked to serve as
moral authorities, filling the vacuum left by the loss of older sources
of guidance. C. Marshall Lowe observes that since “the theological
priesthood has lost much of its authority, . . . the scientist practicing
counseling and psychotherapy assumes a new moral authority. He is
asked to make moral pronouncements in the name of science in the
way the clergy was called upon for religious directives.”” Because of
this demand placed on therapists, a central part of what goes on in
helping people in the modern world will consist in addressing ques-
tions about what constitutes the good life and how we can be at home
in the world. And these are clearly moral questions in the broad sense,
where “morality” includes not just questions about right actions, but
“questions about how I am going to live my life” — questions “which
touch on the issue of what kind of life is worth living, . . . or of what
constitutes a rich, meaningful life — as against one concerned with
secondary matters or trivia.”8

The need for moral guidance is all the more pressing given the kinds
of problems therapists are asked to treat today. Morris Eagle points
out that people currently seeking professional help suffer less often
from the classical neuroses Freudian theory was designed to treat and
more often from problems of self “experienced as feelings of meaning-
lessness, feelings of emptiness, pervasive depression, lack of sustain-
ing interests, goals, ideals and values, and feelings of unrelatedness.”
Often quite successful in their careers, these individuals feel purpose-
less, adrift, and deeply dissatisfied with life. Although the immediate
cause of such “self disorders” may be faulty parenting, Eagle suggests
that they ultimately spring from such social factors as “the lack of
stable ideologies and values . . . or an atmosphere of disillusionment
and cynicism in the surrounding society.” These disorders of the self
reveal more than ever “the importance of goals and guiding values as
both a reflection of and a maintainer of psychic health.”s

Nevertheless, therapists may feel poorly equipped by their training
to take on this task. For, to the extent that psychotherapy thinks of
itself as an “applied behavioral science,” it seems to embody assump-
tions that cloud any attempt to think of the therapist as a “moral
authority.” This is so because scientific endeavor from the outset has
aimed at being value-free and objective, basing its findings solely on
observation and causal explanation. The result is a deep distrust of
authoritarian pronouncements and value judgments. Such distrust is
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evident, for example, in Freud’s initial vision of psychoanalysis as a
science concerned primarily with devising explanatory models for
psychic conflict. For Freud, morality is treated as part of the workings
of a harsh and punitive superego, more a source of conflict than its
potential cure. Though newer approaches may take a less jaundiced
view of morality, they still tend to treat moral concerns either as the
personal business of the client or as reducible to whatever principles
of procedural justice are currently accepted as “self-evident” in its
own academic and professional community.

This situation points to the need for a way of understanding the
human condition that can make sense of its irreducible moral dimen-
sion. In what follows, I will suggest that Heidegger’s early concept of
authenticity, properly understood, has a great deal to offer for this
purpose. I will first sketch out some of the assumptions in the mod-
ern scientific outlook that make it difficult to grasp the moral dimen-
sion of psychotherapy. What is most interesting here is the way even
the early approaches influenced by Heidegger, despite their hopes of
escaping from “scientism,” tended to slip back into the same as-
sumptions and problems. By working out Heidegger’s alternative
view of human existence and authenticity, I hope to show that moral
concerns are an inescapable part of any project of understanding
humans, and that they quite naturally will be central to any mean-
ingful therapeutic dialogue. In trying to display the evaluative di-
mension of psychotherapy, my aim is not to propose a new tech-
nique, but to provide an ontological basis for understanding what
always goes on in therapy though it is never fully comprehended in
standard theories.

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS OF PSYCHOTHERAPY
THEORIES

Much of contemporary psychotherapy theory draws its conception
of humans from a view of reality shaped by the natural sciences, a
view now commonly called “naturalism.” Naturalism, the common
ground for both Freudian and empirical approaches, holds that be-
cause humans are a part of nature, we understand them by applying
the same canons of explanation used for other parts of nature. We
might distinguish three assumptions drawn from naturalism that
underlie the conception of humans found in most psychotherapy
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theories. The first concerns the nature of the self. Part of the achieve-
ment of the new science of the seventeenth century was to dispel
the traditional image of reality as a value-laden, meaningful cosmos
in favor of our modern naturalistic view of the “universe” as a vast
aggregate of objects in causal interactions. Correlative with this ob-
jectifying view of the universe is a picture of the self as a thing or
object of a particular sort. Humans are physical objects among oth-
ers in the natural order, but they are distinctive insofar as they have
a consciousness and so can freely act on the world. Despite the
presence of the mind, however, humans are still conceived of as
objects only contingently related to other items in the world. The
self understood as a thing — as a “subject of inwardness” or a self-
encapsulated center of action — has been central to most psychother-
apy theories.

The second assumption has to do with the nature of agency and the
proper conduct of life. With the tremendous success of instrumental
reason in achieving technological control over the world, a concep-
tion of action as based on means—ends calculations became widely
accepted. Through a formalizable procedure, it seems, we can work
things over in order to achieve our goals. This capacity for strategic
calculation and technical control was quite naturally expanded to
include a psychotechnology for self-improvement. With the guidance
of experts, we should be able to reengineer our own lives according to
arational blueprint. Thus, one finds, in self-help programs and popu-
larized workshops, procedures of self-transformation described in a
vocabulary of reworking the self to achieve particular ends — vocab-
ulary of “strengthening the ego,” “restructuring cognitive strate-
gies,” “instilling hardiness,” “learning coping skills,” or “managing
stress.”

What is most striking about this calculative-instrumentalist ap-
proach, of course, is its inability to reflect on the question of which
ends are truly worth pursuing. Older views of life generally made a
distinction between (1) “mere living,” just functioning and satisfying
needs, and (2} a “higher” or “better” form of existence that we could
achieve if we realized our proper aim in life. In contrast, the modern
naturalistic outlook tries to free itself from such a two-tiered view of
life. The aims of living are now thought of either as the satisfaction of
those basic needs dictated by our biosocial makeup or as matters of
personal preference. Psychotherapy, seen as a technique designed to
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help people attain their ends, remains indifferent to the ends them-
selves so long as they are realistic and consistent.

The third assumption concerns the nature of human relations.
Given what has been called the “ontological individualism” of
modernity — the view that human reality is to be understood in
terms of self-encapsulated individuals who are only contingently
aggregated into social systems —a conflictual model of humans
seems inevitable. When I see myself as a strategic calculator compet-
ing for limited resources, I tend to see others either as aids or as
obstacles to my pursuits. Relationships are then experienced as tem-
porary alliances entered into in order to secure our mutual benefit.
The outcome is a kind of “therapeutic contractualism” that treats
marriage, friendships, and love relations as means to individual self-
enhancement, that is, as contractual arrangements to be maintained
only so long as I “continue to grow” or “still feel good about myself”
in the relationship.z

The humanistic and existentialist approaches of the fifties and
sixties arose as a backlash against the objectification and instru-
mentalism they perceived in naturalistic theories. Turning away
from science, they generally drew their understanding of the self
from the “expressivist” ways of thinking that characterized nine-
teenth-century romanticism. According to this expressivist view,
the self contains an inner seed of potential that is capable of self-
fulfillment through artistic creativity, communion with nature,
and intense relationships with others. The image of self-realization
through the expression of one’s innermost feelings and capacities
seemed to offer an alternative to the “dehumanizing” effects of the
naturalistic outlook. Nonetheless, to the extent that these ap-
proaches still bought into the assumptions of ontological individu-
alism, they tended to perpetuate the very view of human reality
they sought to overcome.

Some examples will show how this problem arises. Rollo May’s
writings display a refined moral sensibility and a commitment to
making moral concerns central to the understanding of human exis-
tence. We can understand who we are, May writes, only through a
“search for our values and purposes. . . . Without values there would
be only barren despair.” The two-tiered view of life, with its distinc-
tion of “mere life” and a “higher life,” is indispensable to being fully
human. Humans just are the beings who make certain values “more
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important than pleasure and even more important than survival
itself.”1 It is because mainstream theorizing fails to account for the
role of values in human life that psychotherapy risks becoming “part
of the neurosis of our day rather than part of the cure.”r

Yet May is less convincing when it comes to formulating his own
positive account of moral values. The only ideal he seems to endorse
is commitment, that is, a “decisive attitude toward existence,” “the
attitude of . . . the self-aware being taking his own existence seri-
ously.”ss Indeed, commitment to values is necessary if one “is to
attain integration,” for values are needed to serve “as a psychologi-
cal center, a kind of core of integration which draws together [one’s]
powers as the core of a magnet draws the magnet’s lines of force
together.” Values make possible freedom and maturity: “The mark
of the mature man is that his living is integrated around self-chosen
goals”; such a person “plans and works toward a creative love rela-
tionship or toward business achievement or what not.” 4

It goes without saying, however, that the question here is pre-
cisely this “what not.” When values and goals are chosen solely in

~ order to attain integration and maturity, they are being treated as

mere means to ends. The result, then, is that values come to be
regarded as adventitious, presumably dispensable in favor of other
means (perhaps brutality or destructiveness) if those would do the
job better. In this respect May’s writings display a paradox common
to a wide range of psychotherapy theories.’s On the one hand, theo-
rists recognize the deep-felt need in the modern world for authorita-
tive values to provide guidance and a sense of purpose to life. On the
other hand, the deep distrust of authority in our culture leads them
to feel that values can be justified only if they are treated as means to
achieving such nonmoral ends as personal satisfaction or fulfillment
or “empowerment.” When looked at in this way, however, moral
discourse is reduced to the very calculative-instrumentalist think-
ing May rightly sees as so debilitating. Moreover, this conception of
values as tools on hand for our use threatens to reinforce the objecti-
fying view of the self May wants to eliminate. For when values are
thought of as items on hand for our free choice, we will tend to think
of ourselves as dimensionless points of raw will, not attached in
advance to anything, who can freely pick and choose among the
smorgasbord of values set before us.* Thus, though May is right to
say that “the degree of an individual’s inner strength and integrity
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will depend on how much he himself believes in the values he lives
by,”” he seems unable to account for how the autonomous, disen-
gaged chooser of values could ever come to regard any values as
genuinely binding in the first place.

Medard Boss and Ludwig Binswanger, two theorists profoundly
influenced by Heidegger, try to give us a richer grasp of our “being-
in-the-world” as embracing a wide range of possibilities of self-
understanding and self-appraisal. Boss, for example, rejects Freud’s
notion of “guilt feelings,” claiming that it conceals the deeper phe-
nomenon of “existential guilt.” “Man’s existential guilt consists in
his failing to carry out the mandate to fulfill all his possibilities,” a
failure exacerbated by a tendency to follow “acquired moral con-
cepts,” the “foreign and crippling mentality which his educators
forced upon him.” To overcome this form of inauthenticity, Boss
envisions the ideal of an “authentic” individual who, “accept|ing]
all his life-possibilities,” can “appropriate and assemble them to a
free, authentic own self no longer caught in the narrowed-down
mentality of an anonymous, inauthentic ‘everybody.’ ”»® And Bin-
swanger, though less critical of the “everybody,” agrees with Boss in
regarding psychological problems as resulting from an overly con-
stricted “world-design.” Problems arise when the individual’s Eigen-
welt (own world) “is narrowed and constricted to such a degree [that]
the self, too, is constricted and prevented from maturing.” The aim
of therapy, then, is to help people recover “the freedom of letting
‘world’ occur.”s

Boss is confident that, once genuine freedom is achieved, “man-
kind’s ethics becomes self-evident” and we will be able to “define
man’s basic morality.”> Behind this confidence, I suspect, is the
romantic faith that we have something deep within us, a “child
within,” who is truer, purer, and somehow “better” than the dreary,
rigid, duty-bound self imposed on us by our socialization. The belief
in this “authentic self” — an idea that has become common currency
through the writings of such theorists as D. W. Winnicott, Alice
Miller, and John Bradshaw - is tremendously appealing. But it is not
at all obvious that “carrying out the mandate to fulfill all our possi-
bilities” will help clarify our basic morality or make us better peo-
ple. One thing Freud taught us is to be suspicious of such ideas as the
“noble savage” and the “child within.” Today we cannot avoid fac-
ing the fact that our “possibilities” include not just love and compas-
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sion, but also hostility, selfishness, and aggression. Does the “man-
date to fulfill all our possibilities” include these as well? And, if not,
what moral map guides us in distinguishing the possibilities we
ought to fulfill from those we should not?2:

Central to both Boss and Binswanger is their belief in what is the
core value of modern individualism: freedom understood negatively
as freedom from constraints. It may be the case, however, that this
ideal of unbounded freedom is self-defeating. For where all things are
equally possible, nothing is really binding, and so no choice is supe-
rior to any others. Freedom then becomes, in Rieff’s classic line, the
“absurdity of being freed to choose and then having no choice worth
making.”>» What these criticisms show is that “third-force” ap-
proaches tend to slip back into the very naturalistic assumptions
they set out to overcome. To get beyond these assumptions, I be-
lieve, we need a fresh way of thinking about human existence.

EVERYDAYNESS AND INAUTHENTICITY

Heidegger proposes that we bracket the presuppositions of modern
naturalism and turn directly to a phenomenology of our pretheoreti-
cal sense of ourselves as we are in “average everydayness.” In our
ordinary agency, according to Heidegger’s description, the self is not
so much an object as an unfolding event or happening — the “move-
ment” of a life course “stretched out between birth and death” (BT
427). From this standpoint, it is wrong to think of oneself as a mind
or a center of consciousness with its own Eigenwelt: “Even one’s
own Dasein [is] something it can itself proximally ‘come across’
only when it looks away from ‘experiences’ and the ‘center of its
actions,’ or does not yet ‘see’ them at all. Dasein finds ‘itself’ proxi-
mally in what it does” (BT 155). Because we are generally outside
our “selves,” caught up in equipmental contexts in a shared world,
Heidegger can say that being a “self” is “‘only’ . . . a way of being of
this entity” (BT 153, my emphasis).

In Heidegger’s view, there is no pregiven “human nature” that
determines what we are. Instead, we are what we make of ourselves
in the course of living out our active lives. This is what it means to
say that the “‘essence’ of Dasein lies in its existence” (BT 67). We
can clarify this conception of humans as self-constituting beings by
contrasting it with the kind of romantic expressivist view found in
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third-force psychotherapy theories. We saw that, for the expressivist,
each person is endowed with deep, inner feelings, talents, and poten-
tialities definitive of his or her “true self.” A person’s actions, then,
are regarded as a more or less genuine outward display or expression
of this inner germinal seed. Actions are physical movements to be
explained in terms of inner beliefs, desires, and feelings. Here there
is a sharp distinction between mind and body: the inner, mental
realm is distinguished from the realm of mere physical movement.

When we look at our “average everydayness,” however, we are led
to what might be called a “manifestationist” view of human agency.
For the manifestationist, there is no way to draw a clear distinction
between an inner, core self and what is merely outward show. In-
stead, to say that we are what we do is to say that our very identity
as agents — our being — is defined and realized only through our ways
of becoming manifest in the world. We can clarify this conception of
human agency by considering how we encounter a person who is
particularly blunt and forthright. Her snappy responses, her no-
nonsense style, her firmness in confusing situations — her ways of
doing things — present themselves directly as her being the straight,
unpretentious person she is. What she is is “written on the face” of
things; for her, what you see is what you get. It is pointless here to
think of such a person’s actions as only outward representations of
some hidden, inner mental acts, for what she does presents her being
as the honest and direct person she is. Her agency is the “emerging-
into-presence” or “coming-into-being” of her identity as a person of
a particular sort, just as my wearing loafers and old sweatshirts is my
being a casual or informal dresser. For the most part, the idea of an
inner, mental source of actions has no role here. Suspicions about
“what is really going oyA; her mind” make sense only when there
are breaks in the otherwise smooth flow of her agency in familiar
contexts.

From the manifestationist perspective, the mental remains incho-
ate and ephemeral until it is given shape in action. Even my own
feelings and beliefs usually come to be defined for me only through
the ways they show forth in the course of my actions. For this reason
Heidegger locates human existence not in the mind, but in the un-
folding “happening” or “event” of a life: as he says, “being-a-self
is... only in its process of realization” (MFL 139, my emphasis).
Understood as a “happening” that unfolds throughout a lifetime, a
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person’s identity can be grasped only in terms of his or her life story
as a whole. The temporal unfolding of life, as Ricoeur has pointed
out, has the structure of a narrative.>s We can understand who a
person is only in terms of where that person is coming from and
where he or she is going. From a narrativist perspective, actions in
the present are fully intelligible only in terms of their place within
the narrative unfolding of the person’s life —in terms of what has
happened up to this point and where things are headed in general.
Regarded as a temporal unfolding with both cumulativeness and
purposiveness, Dasein’s life course exhibits certain essential struc-
tures. First, Dasein is always “ahead of itself”: it is a projection into
the future insofar as its actions involve a commitment as to what
sort of person it will be as a totality. What this means is that, in
taking a stand on its own life, Dasein takes over some range of
possibilities as definitive of its identity — some set of personality
traits, life-styles, roles, or attitudes — and exists as a “being-toward”
the realization of a final configuration of possibilities for its life
overall. Since we will be something once and for all only at the
culmination of our lives, Heidegger calls this futurity the “bringing
itself to fruition” (sich zeitigen) of Dasein. We are “being-toward-
the-end” or “being-toward-death” not in the sense of facing our
demise or fulfilling a potential, but in the sense that everything we
do contributes to making us people of a particular sort. Thus,
whether I realize it or not, my ways of relating to my children in-
volve a commitment toward the future: through my actions, I am
making myself a parent who is neglectful or supportive or unavail-
able. Although I may always change the identity I have formed up to
now by a radical shift in my ways of acting, so long as I continue
acting the way I do, I am making myself into this sort of parent.
Where “projection” grasps the future-directedness of a life hap-
pening, “thrownness” refers to our being already enmeshed in a
particular context. As a parent, for example, I find myself stuck
with obligations rooted in my past undertakings that I must take
up in my current actions. At the same time I also find myself
enmeshed in a particular historical culture that predefines the
range of possibilities of action that will make sense in my situa-
tion. For the most part, Heidegger says, Dasein is the “they” or the
“anyone.” Our everyday actions make sense only because they in-
stantiate or exemplify the taken-for-granted patterns and norms of
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the shared life-world. In this respect, the public context provides
the medium of intelligibility we draw on in making something of
our lives. Or, to restate this idea in the narrativist mode, it is in
terms of the plot lines made accessible in the anecdotes, tales, and
stories circulating in our public language that we come to see what
is at stake in situations, what is worth shooting for, and what
courses of action will be appropriate. This rootedness of our per-
sonal life stories in the wider drama of our community’s history is
expressed in the claim that Dasein’s “historicity” is embedded in
the “co-happening” of a “community, of a people” (BT 436). Our
participation in a social context is therefore a fundamental dimen-
sion of our existence as humans. Because we can be human agents
only against the backdrop of such a shared medium of intelligibil-
ity, Heidegger says that the “they” is “a primordial phenomenon
[which] belongs to Dasein’s positive constitution” (BT 167).

As is well known, however, the “they” as Heidegger describes it is
Janus-faced. On the one hand, our participation in the “they” is an
enabling condition that first opens us onto a world and gives us the
resources we need for being human. From the outset, Dasein draws
its possibilities for self-understanding and action from the way
things are interpreted by the “they.” On the other hand, this involve-
ment in public forms of life can have a pernicious effect. It threatens
to level all decisions to the lowest common denominator of what is
acceptable and well adjusted; it restricts “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). There is
an inveterate tendency, then, to go along with the flow, content with
“satisfying the easily handled rules and public norms of the ‘they,” ”
and thereby being disburdened of all “responsibility” for ourselves
(BT 334). “Dasein, as a they-self, gets ‘lived’ by the commonsense
ambiguity of that publicness in which nobody resolves upon any-
thing but which has already made its decision” (BT 345). The result
is a “dimming down of the possible as such” (BT 239). Inauthentic
Dasein is dispersed into a multiplicity of humdrum routines, drift-
ing with the latest fads, tranquilly assured that “everything is ‘in the
best of order’ and all doors are open” (BT 222). This “leveling down”
of all possibilities obliterates the kind of two-tiered sense of life that
lets us distinguish higher from lower, crucial from trivial, central
from peripheral. Taking the familiar demands of the public world as
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of consummate importance — as “the only game in town” — we can
become highly effective strategic calculators, convinced that every-
thing is possible, yet lacking any overarching sense of what makes
life worth living.

Inauthenticity is characterized by “falling” and “forgetting.” In
the ordinary busy-ness of handling daily affairs, Dasein tends to
become ensnared in its immediate concerns and to drift along with
the taken-for-granted practices of average everydayness. We hide
behind social roles, enacting parts in familiar dramas and following
the rules of socially approved games. This tendency to fall into
mundane activities catches us up in the “turbulence” of life and
tears us away from the possibility of taking hold of our existence in
a coherent, integrated way. Our falling absorption in the public
world is coupled with “forgetfulness.” Although some degree of
forgetting is unavoidable if we are to be agents in the world — “The
self must forget itself if, lost in the world of equipment, it is to be
able ‘actually’ to go to work and manipulate something” (BT 405) ~
what is insidious is the way this first-order forgetting is com-
pounded by a second-order forgetting in which one “not only for-
gets the forgotten but forgets the forgetting itself” (BP 290). In other
words, we become so mired down in ordinary chores that we forget
that we are called upon to take a coherent stand in a world where
things are genuinely at stake. This self-forgetfulness, paradoxically,
tends to aggravate our own self-preoccupation and self-absorption.
Constantly concerned with checking its performance against public
criteria, Dasein becomes “entangled in itself,” sinking into “the
most exaggerated ‘self-dissection’ ” (BT 222), into an “extravagant
grubbing about in one’s own soul which can be in the highest
degree counterfeit” (BP 160).

An inauthentic life comes to have the warped temporal structure
Heidegger calls “making-present.” Absorbed in the demands of the
moment, we understand ourselves in terms of what “is determined by
the success or failure, the feasibility or unfeasibility, of [our] com-
merce with things” (BP 289). Everyday existence is fragmented into a
series of means—ends strategies governed by the latest public atti-
tudes about what constitutes success. Inauthentic Dasein “dwells
with things, gets entangled in its own self, and lets itself be drawn
along by things,” with the result that it “loses itself within itself, so
that the past becomes a forgetting and the future a mere expecting of
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what is just coming on” (BP 287). Making-present retains only what is
relevant to the current context, and it merely awaits expected out-
comes. As a series of strategies for coping with practical concerns, our
everyday lives are contracted into a succession of episodes — the “one
damned thing after another” of mere functioning or “getting by.” The
ends of living are seen as fixed, not themselves in question. They are
the well-deserved rewards we expect for having performed well: the
martini at the end of the day or the weekend in front of the television.
Life is experienced, in Aristotle’s terminology, as techne rather than
as praxis: it is a matter of “production,” which has its end outside
itself, rather than “activity,” whose “end is doing well itself,” and so
is internal to the practice.>+ The outcome of this disjointed way of
living is alienation from oneself, an inability to see anything as really
mattering, and feelings of futility only partially alleviated by occa-
sional intense “peak experiences” that are supposed to “make it all
worthwhile.” The inauthentic form of life, as Heidegger describes it,
seems to be a perfect breeding ground for the kinds of demoralization
and self disorders found among current candidates for psychotherapy.

AUTHENTICITY

Heidegger’s concept of “authenticity” is supposed to point to a way
of life that is higher than that of average everydayness. It is impor-
tant to keep in mind that authenticity has nothing to do with such
romantic ideals as getting in touch with a deep inner self or rising
above the herd. Heidegger says that authenticity “does not detach
Dasein from its world”; the world “does not become another one ‘in
its content,’” nor dees the circle of Others get exchanged for a new
one” (BT 344). Ind:ch} since our own life stories are inseparable from
the wider text of a shared we-world, authenticity can be nothing
other than a fuller and richer form of participation in the public
context. Thus, we find that authentic understanding “is so far from
extricating itself from the way of interpreting Dasein which has
come down to us [from the ‘they’], that in each case it is in terms of
this interpretation, against it, and yet again for it, that any possibil-
ity one has chosen is seized upon in one’s resolution” (BT 435).

Yet as Heidegger describes it, the path to this deeper involvement
in the public world passes through a radical breakdown of our com-
placent absorption in everydayness. In his well-known description
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of anxiety, Heidegger suggests that our ordinary preoccupations in
the busy-ness of the world are actually a form of “evasion” or “flee-
ing.” We throw ourselves into the turbulence of day-to-day chores
and they-roles in order to avoid facing up to something we find
threatening. What we are fleeing from in everydayness is our own
“thrownness toward death”: the fact that we are finite beings and
that we are “delivered over to ourselves” in the sense of being respon-
sible for the task of making something of our lives. In the experience
of anxiety, we are forced to confront our own finitude. Heidegger
says that anxiety brings Dasein “face to face with the ‘nothingness’
of the possible impossibility of existence” (BT 310). Confronted with
our being-toward-death, the roles we have been playing suddenly
seem anonymous, and we are faced with the demand to own up to
our lives.

If we can take a stand on our being-toward-death, our lives will be
transformed. Facing death, one is pulled back from the dispersal,
distraction, and forgetfulness of everydayness. The result is the abil-
ity to live with a clear-sighted grasp of the temporal continuity and
future-directedness of one’s own life-happening. This lucidity leads
to a way of living we might call “self-focusing.” The authentic
Dasein, recognizing that not everything is possible, is “snatched
back from the endless multiplicity of possibilities which offer them-
selves as closest to one” and focuses itself into a range of possibili-
ties “which are determined by the end and so are understood as
finite” (BT 435, 308).'Such directedness into a coherent range of
possibilities brings about a change in the way we relate to our
thrownness and our being as projections toward the future. We take
over our situatedness with “resoluteness” — a decisive dedication to
what we want to accomplish for our lives. And our stance toward
the future is that of “anticipation” or “forward-directedness”: a
clear-sighted and unwavering commitment to those overriding aims
taken as definitive of one’s existence as a whole.

Authentic self-focusing, understood as a resolute reaching forward
into a finite range of possibilities, gives coherence, cohesiveness,
and integrity to a life course. Authenticity is characterized by a
distinctive temporal structure. Where inauthentic existence is lost
in the dispersal of making-present, an authentic life is lived as a
unified flow characterized by cumulativeness and direction. It in-
volves taking over the possibilities made accessible by the past and
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acting in the present in order to accomplish something for the fu-
ture. Or to rephrase this in the narrativist mode, such a life is lived
as a coherent story. It is a life that is given focus by its future-
directedness — what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls an “anticipation of
completion” or Frank Kermode calls a “sense of an ending.” This
directedness toward the culmination of our lives lets us appropriate
what has already happened as resources or assets whose latent sig-
nificance is brought to realization through action in the present.
Achieving the narrative continuity of authentic existence is what
first makes possible personal identity understood as the “constancy
of the self” —its “steadiness” and “steadfastness” — stretched out
across a life span (BT 369). According to Heidegger, it is by taking a
stand on one’s life as a whole that one satisfies Pindar’s counsel to
“become what you are” (BT 186; cf. IM 101).

Heidegger’s notion of “authentic temporality” might become
clearer if we contrast two different ways of understanding the relation
of actions to the whole of life.>s The first is found in the “instrumen-
talist” approach to living we saw in discussing Rollo May. This stance
treats life as a matter of finding the means to achieving ends, where
the ends are usually goods external to the activities themselves —
such “positive reinforcements” as what “feels good” or satisfies a
need. In this instrumentalist, means—ends living, actions are done in
order to get something; for example, I run everyday in order to get
healthy, or L help a friend in order to get him in my debt. In contrast to
this means—ends approach, the second way of living might be called a
“constituent—ends” way of living. Here actions are not just routes to
achieving extrinsic ends, but instead are experienced as central to
constituting a particular way of life, a way of life that is good because
it consists of this and comparable sorts of activities. Action here is
undertaken for the sake of being such and such: I run as a part of being
ahealthy person, or I help someone for the sake of being a good friend.

It should be obvious that although the actions performed are the
same in both cases, the quality of life will be quite different. In the
means—ends case, life tends to be experienced as an episodic se-
quence of calculative strategies lacking any cumulative significance
or overriding purpose. The activities themselves might well seem to
be tedious chores I would rather avoid if I could find other means to
the same ends. For example, running can feel like a grim imposition,
and the quid pro quo, contractual approach to friendship can begin to
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feel cynical and manipulative. In contrast, the constituent—ends
case reflects an experience of life in which one’s actions are an
integral part of being a person of a certain sort. Where the means—
ends attitude trivializes the present by keeping us preoccupied with
the carrot at the end of the stick, the constituent—end approach, by
making us realize that what we are doing at this moment just is
realizing the goals of living, throws us intensely into the present
moment as the arena in which our coming-to-fruition is fulfilled.
Running and being a friend are not just impositions I could as well
do without; they make me the person I am. What is important is
building myself as this kind of person, not scoring points or getting
rewards “down the road.” When life is lived as an ongoing process of
self-building or self-composing, it has the kind of cumulativeness
and continuity that makes up authentic temporality.

THE SELF AS A MORAL AGENT: IMPLICATIONS
FOR PSYCHOTHERAPY

According to Heidegger’s description of human existence, to know
what we are is at the same time to know what we can and should be
if we are to achieve coherence and unity in our lives. The idea that
there is an unbridgeable gap between facts and values, an idea tied to
the naturalistic outlook, seems less obvious on this account of hu-
mans. It may very well be true, as Hume claimed, that there is no
way to deduce an “ought” from an “is” — no way to derive motiva-
tions from statements of fact alone. Yet the connections Heidegger is
pointing to are not so much matters of logical entailment as connec-
tions whose overwhelming plausibility is rooted in our deepest un-
derstanding of life itself. To the extent that intelligibility and a sense
of direction are tied to unity, cohesiveness, and future-directedness,
it is hard to see how anyone could want the former and nevertheless
not care about the latter. In contrast to naturalistic theories, then,
Heidegger’s account of life gives us a way of seeing substantive
moral questions as an unavoidable part of any attempt to understand
human beings.

One might object, however, that Heidegger’s approach does not
really represent much of an advance over traditional theorizing, for
one might claim that merely acknowledging the inevitable presence
of moral concerns does not yet give us any clue to how these concerns
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are to be dealt with in the therapeutic setting. Insofar as our culture is
devoted to respecting diversity and freedom, the objection goes, any
attempt to advocate some particular set of moral values would be
dogmatic and so intolerable. In the therapeutic context, as in an open
society generally, an “anything-goes” relativism seems preferable to
any form of moral suasion. And so once again it appears that morality
is the client’s personal business, off-limits to the therapist.

The first thing to note about this objection is that it is itself
based on a set of unargued-for, and so by its own standards “dog-
matic,” moral assumptions about the value of pluralism, tolerance,
and individual rights. What this shows is that psychotherapy, and
the human sciences generally, have always operated with a set of
value assumptions they kept concealed under the guise of “value-
neutrality.” What is more important to note, however, is that the
specific set of value assumptions underlying this objection — the
glorification of “do-your-own-thing” individualism with its rejec-
tion of all binding authority —is very often the source of those
problems that therapy is, by general consent, supposed to cure. If
this is so, however, then standard approaches are in a deep sense
self-defeating: they exacerbate the conditions they set out to cure,
and they conceal in advance any alternative approaches that might
be able to do what they fail to do.

These observations suggest that it will be worthwhile to explore
Heidegger’s alternative account of life to see if it can make better
sense of what actually goes on in therapy. In this final section, I will
look at some of the ways Heidegger’s image of human existence
might enrich our understanding of the role of moral discourse
within professional counseling. First, though Heidegger is not con-
cerned with proving that any one moral outlook is superior to all
others, his description of authenticity does point to certain character
ideals — what we might call “metavalues” — which provide a basis
for being able to take a meaningful stand on whatever first-order
moral commitments we make. Authentic self-focusing is said to
require such traits as resoluteness, steadiness, courage, and, above
all, clear-sightedness about one’s own life as a finite, thrown projec-
tion. It calls for integrity and a lucid openness about what is relevant
to one’s actions. The authentic stance toward life makes us face up
to the fact that to the extent that we are building our own lives in all
we do, we are “answerable” for the choices we make. Heidegger tries
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to capture this by saying that the authentic person “chooses to
choose.” At the same time, however, to be authentic is to recognize
that circumstances may arise that force us to take back our basic
decisions. Thus, authentic Dasein “resolves to keep repeating itself”
(BT 355); that is, it keeps renewing its commitments knowing that it
might have to change its course. Repetition imparts “constancy” to
one’s life, making it clear that, in the end, we are what we do. For an
authentic person, self-deceptive hiding behind roles and blaming
others are ruled out. Heidegger also speaks of the “sober joy” of an
authentic existence: when one seizes hold of one’s life with decisive-
ness and clarity, one lives with intensity, openness, and exuberance.

Second, Heidegger’s account of human existence points to a way
of understanding why substantive moral reflection must play a cru-
cial role in our self-understanding. This role becomes evident only
when we consider a dimension of Heidegger’s thought that is gener-
ally overlooked in the older existentialist interpretations: his con-
cept of “authentic historicity.” The concept of historicity grows out
of the description of the embeddedness of Dasein in a wider context.
We saw earlier that Dasein’s possibilities of self-interpretation and
self-evaluation are drawn from the background of intelligibility of
the public world into which it is “thrown.” As we become initiated
into the practices of our community, we soak up the tacit sense of
what is important that circulates in our world. This “attunement”
to shared commitments and ideals cannot be regarded simply as a
matter of having certain “life-style options” on hand for our choice.
For these understandings and normative commitments are defini-
tive for the kinds of people we are. They provide us with the possi-
bilities of assessment and aspiration that first give us an orientation
toward our own lives and a window onto the world. Given that we
have become the kind of people we are — people who, for example,
care about children and believe in justice — there is now no way to
drop these commitments without ceasing to be who we are.

Now Heidegger wants us to see that these core, defining possibili-
ties of understanding embodied in our everyday practices are them-
selves products of history. We react in knee-jerk ways to hate crimes
and to cruelty because certain concerns have become fundamental
to us in our heritage. The commitments to natural rights and the
dignity of persons so dear to the humanistic enlightenment, for ex-
ample, were opened up by earlier Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian
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traditions that saw order in the cosmos or experienced all souls as
equal before God. In this sense, our lives are, so to speak, commentar-
ies on the wider “clearing” of stories and interpretations passed
down in our historical community. Long before we can engage in
detached critical reflection, we have absorbed a tacit sense of what
life is all about by becoming attuned to the patterns of living in our
surroundings. Thus, though we are all composing our own autobiog-
raphies throughout our lives, we are doing so by falling into step
with the sense of reality built into our practices. Our moral under-
standing is shaped by these practices and by the familiar folktales,
stories, anecdotes, and histories that articulate and sustain those
practices. As agents, then, each of us appropriates, transmits, and
transmutes a sense of what is important that we have inherited from
our historical tradition.

What is distinctive about authentic existence is the way it takes
over this historical embeddedness. Where inauthentic Dasein just
drifts along with the latest trends, authentic Dasein “remembers”
its rootedness in the wider unfolding of its culture, and it experi-
ences its life as indebted to the larger drama of a shared history. As a
result, authenticity involves encountering one’s possibilities as
drawn from the “wellsprings” of a “heritage” and living one’s life as
part of the “mission” or “destiny” definitive of one’s historical com-
munity as a whole (BT 435-6). The temporality of an authentic
existence is therefore a matter of “retrieving” the possibilities of the
“Dasein who came before.” This is why Heidegger says that authen-
tic Dasein “chooses its hero” and is “free for the struggle of loyally
following in the footsteps of that which can be repeated” (BT 437).
To be authentic, then, is not to rise above the crowd by discovering
one’s own personal morality. Rather, it calls for “revering the sole
authority which a free existing can have, . . . the repeatable possibili-
ties of existence” (BT 443).

The idea of choosing a hero, together with the vocabulary of “loy-
alty,” “reverence,” and “authority,” suggests that to be authentic is
to find guidance for the conduct of one’s own life in terms of the
lives of models or exemplars drawn from history. Or putting this
into the narrativist mode, we might say that authentic Dasein
achieves self-focusing by articulating its existence in terms of the
guidelines laid out by certain paradigmatic stories circulating in our
cultural world — the stories of such heroes and heroines as Abraham
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Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Mother Teresa, Helen Keller, and Mal-
colm X. The lives of these cultural exemplars sketch out plot lines
or mythoi for composing one’s own life story — for “following in the
footsteps” of those who have come before. Such paradigmatic stories
generally show how strengths and weaknesses, assets and liabilities
can be integrated into a coherent, meaningful life that succeeds in
contributing something to the world. Because these stories already
prestructure our self-understanding, making explicit the tacit com-
mitments we all have in common can play a central role in therapeu-
tic dialogue.

The recognition of our embeddedness in and indebtedness to the
wider context of our culture leads to a third observation about the
moral significance of the ideal of authenticity. Authentic historicity
brings about a strong sense of our solidarity with others. “Our fates
have already been guided in advance in our being with one another
in the same world,” Heidegger says; “Dasein’s fateful destiny in and
with its ‘generation’ goes to make up the full authentic happening of
Dasein” (BT 436). Authentic existence involves a clear-sighted recog-
nition that human reality at the deepest level consists not of self-
encapsulated individuals in unavoidable conflict, but of a “we” or a
“co-Dasein” already attuned in the shared quest for goods definitive
of a community — such goods, for us, as fairness, honesty, dignity,
benevolence, achievement, and so on. Because we first find our-
selves and become the people we are in the space of aspiration and
assessment opened up by our shared historical practices, the goods
that define our community cannot be treated as luxury items to be
carried on board or left behind at our discretion. On the contrary, our
very ability to live coherent, meaningful lives presupposes that we
operate within the range of possibilities opened up by this back-
ground of shared intelligibility.

It follows, then, that genuine freedom is to be found not in the
absence of all constraints, but in clarity and depth about the constitu-
tive stories that lay out the guidelines along which we already shape
our lives. We are free to the extent that we find ourselves enmeshed in
contexts of shared meaningfulness that make it possible for us to
grasp what situations demand from us and which options make sense.
Heidegger’s language of “loyalty” and “authority” shows that his
concept of authentic freedom, far from pointing to some existentialist
conception of “terrible freedom,” is designed to bring out the role of
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those bedrock loyalties and commitments that already inhabit our
lives, though often in a form distorted by ontological individualism.

Finally, the account of authentic existence can clarify and expand
the conception, found in certain recent theorists, of therapy as the
renarrativizing of a person’s life story.2¢ If it is true, as we have seen,
that action makes sense only in the context of an ongoing story, and if
greater narrative continuity implies greater intelligibility, then much
of what goes on in therapy can be thought of as the joint composition
of a more coherent and clear-sighted narrative. Understood as narra-
tivizing, however, therapy must involve moral reflection. For insofar
as composing a story always draws on the background of communal
stories of trials, struggles, conquests, and defeats, such storyizing has
amoral dimension: the narratives constructed have a “moral” to the
extent that their resolution implies the achievement of some goods
taken as normative by our historical culture — the worth of sacrifice,
for instance, or the nobility of great strivings. This is why Jerome
Bruner says, “Stories must necessarily . . . relate to what is morally
valued, morally appropriate, or morally uncertain. . . . To tell a story
isinescapably to take a moral stance.”>” Imparting narrative structure
to a life involves emplotting events along the guidelines of a moral
map of aspiration and evaluation that is rooted in the tacit back-
ground understanding of our moral heritage. Because narrative has
this inescapable moral dimension, it is different from the explana-
tions found in naturalistic approaches. Stanley Hauerwas points to
the difference between stories and explanations when he says that a
narrative is “not told to explain as a theory explains, but to involve
the agent in a way of life. . . . I cannot make the story true by how I use
it, but the story must make me true to its own demands of how the
world should be.”28 Thus, narratives always have a normative dimen-
sion: they spring from and feed back into an understanding of the
world not only as it is, but as it can and should be.

We began by looking at how naturalistic and third-force psycho-
therapy theories tend to presuppose a picture of the self as an essen-
tially isolated individual in a morally neutral, objectified universe.
What is troubling about such theories is the possibility that their
picture of the self might be a major source of the emotional and
behavioral problems that many people bring to therapists today. If
this is so, then modern therapy risks perpetuating the problem in the
cure. Heidegger’s conception of authenticity, in contrast, can help us
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make sense of dimensions of therapeutic practice not fully ac-
counted for in most forms of theorizing. Its value lies not in offering
recipes for new types of technique, but in providing a basis for under-
standing our embeddedness in a wider context of meaning, the role
of constraints in genuine freedom, and the fundamental role of
moral commitments in our ability to be humans in any meaningful
sense. In this way it provides a counterweight to conventional thera-
peutic ideals of effective behavior and self-actualization, and it can
open up therapeutic practice to an understanding of life that is left
unintelligible by prevailing theories.2s
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9 Heidegger, Buddhism, and
deep ecology

Many commentators have remarked on the affinities between Hei-
degger’s thought and East Asian traditions such as Vedanta, Maha-
yana Buddhism, and Taoism.* In this essay, I shall examine critically
some aspects of the apparent rapport between Heidegger’s thought
and Mahayana Buddhism.? One reason for recent interest in Heideg-
ger’s thought and in Buddhism is that both are critical of and claim
to offer an alternative to the anthropocentrism and dualism that
some critics say is responsible for today’s environmental crisis.3
According to such critics, Western humankind is particularly anthro-
pocentric. Regarding humanity as the source of all meaning, pur-
pose, and value, humans justify doing anything they want with the
natural world. Western humanity also thinks in terms of dualisms
and binary oppositions, such as mind versus body, reason versus
feeling, man versus nature, male versus female. Those possessing
the “privileged” properties (mind, reason, man, male) allegedly have
the right to dominate those possessing the “inferior” properties
(body, feeling, nature, female). In an attempt to gain godlike security
and power for humankind, modern Western ideologies call for trans-
forming the earth into a titanic factory, thereby threatening to de-
stroy the biosphere on which all life depends.

In my critical examination of the presumed similarities between
Heidegger and Mahayana Buddhism, I shall focus particular atten-
tion on the claim advanced both by Heidegger and by Buddhism:
that humans can learn to “let beings be” only by gaining insight into
the nothingness that pervades all things. Such insight, we are told,
spontaneously leads to the overcoming of anthropocentrism and du-
alism. In what follows, I first touch on the mystical origins of
Heidegger’s idea of nothingness; then I examine, in turn, his early
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and later accounts of the role of nothingness in authentic human
existence. After some preliminary remarks about Heidegger’s inter-
est in Eastern thought, I examine the Buddhist conception of the
relation between enlightenment and the revelation of nothingness.
Then I compare what Heidegger and Mahayana Buddhism have to
say about the relation between authenticity or enlightenment and
insight into one’s own “nothingness.” Finally, I explore briefly the
extent to which these Heideggerean and Buddhist ideas are congru-
ent with the claims advanced by deep ecology, a version of radical
environmentalism.

EARLY HEIDEGGER ON NOTHINGNESS

The reader may be wondering how there can possibly be any philo-
sophical importance to the idea of nothingness. For the most part,
when we think of nothingness, we simply think of . . . nothing at all!
Nothingness, to our minds, is merely the absence of anything: sheer
lack, emptiness in a negative sense. Western thinkers who empha-
sized the importance of nothingness have been primarily mystics
such as Meister Eckhart, the latter of whom greatly influenced
Heidegger’s writings. Eckhart insisted that “God” is far beyond our
conceptual categories, which are appropriate only for understanding
creatures. Instead of speaking of God in positive terms, it is better to
speak of Divine Nothingness.+ The Divine cannot be regarded as a
super entity existing somewhere else, but instead constitutes the
unconditioned openness or emptiness in which all things appear.
Meister Eckhart argued that humans are at one with this openness.
So lacking is any distinction between one’s soul and the Divine, in
fact, that one who is awakened to Divine Nothingness forgets all
about “God” and lives a life of releasement (Gelassenheit), moved
by compassion to free things from suffering.

Heidegger’s interest in mystics such as Eckhart was reflected in
his hopes of becoming a priest. After these hopes were dashed for
health reasons, Heidegger became a professional philosopher. Al-
though increasingly antagonistic toward Christianity, he neverthe-
less continued to draw upon the insights of Christian mystics in his
philosophical writings. In particular, his notion that human exis-
tence is the openness, clearing, or nothingness in which things can
manifest themselves is deeply indebted to mysticism. For mystics,
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the “self” is not an entity that stands opposed in a dualistic way to
other entities. Instead, it is the clearing in which entities (including
thoughts, feelings, perceptions, objects, others) appear. The idea that
humans are not entities but the clearing in which entities appear
eventually helped Heidegger overcome not only dualism, but also
anthropocentrism, the attitude that humankind is the source of all
value and that all things must serve human interests. By maintain-
ing that humans are authentic only when they let a thing manifest
itself in ways consistent with its own possibilities, not merely in
accordance with its instrumental value, Heidegger countered the
anthropocentrism of much of Western thought. In examining his
conception of nothingness, let us turn first to his early writings,
particularly Being and Time (1927). Later, we shall consider the role
of nothingness in his later (post-1935) writings.

The mystical notion of nothingness is at work in Being and Time,
despite the fact that it is disguised in the complex vocabulary of
philosophers like Kant. Following Kant, Heidegger asked the follow-
ing sort of question: How is it possible for humans to understand
entities as entities? To answer this question, he distinguished be-
tween the human understanding of things and the understanding we
ascribe to animals. Birds are clearly able to apprehend entities; other-
wise, they could not build nests or feed their young. But, so
Heidegger argued, birds and other animals are not able to notice
explicitly that things are.s Presumably, birds don’t step back from
their work to say, “Now that is a fine nest I'm building!” Moreover,
we assume that birds don’t have identity crises; they don’t ask,
“Why am I here and what will become of me? Who am I?” We
humans understand ourselves and other things as entities, that is, as
things that are. Early Heidegger concentrated on the human capacity
for understanding the being of entities, a capacity revealed in our
ability to use the verb “to be” in so many different ways.

Normally, philosophers conceive of understanding as a faculty of
the “mind,” the “thinking thing” that attempts to comprehend ex-
tramental “things.” Heidegger, however, sharply criticized the Carte-
sian epistemological tradition, which conceived of humans as self-
conscious substances, or as worldless subjects standing over against
objects. Drawing on his study of Eckhart and other mystics, as well
as on Kant, Heidegger maintained instead that the human being is
not a thing but rather a peculiar kind of nothingness: the temporal-
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linguistic clearing, the opening, the absencing in which things can
present themselves and thus “be.” If humans are not things, then we
have to define “knowing” in a different way than before. Knowing is
not a relation between two things, mind and object. Rather, knowing
occurs because the openness constituting human existence is config-
ured in terms of the three temporal dimensions: past, present, fu-
ture. These dimensions hold open the horizons on which entities
may manifest themselves in determinate ways — for example, as in-
struments, objects, or persons. Heidegger’s talk of the a priori char-
acter of the temporal horizons of human existence is analogous to
Kant’s talk of the a priori categories of the human understanding.

Human understanding, then, does not take place inside a mind
locked in the skull. Instead, understanding occurs because human
temporality is receptive to particular ways in which things can
present or manifest themselves. Here it is important to emphasize
that what we ordinarily take to be the ultimate constituents of
“find” — thoughts, beliefs, assertions, and so on — are for Heidegger
phenomena that occur within the temporal clearing constitutive of
human understanding. Hence, minds do not make thoughts possi-
ble; rather, a priori human understanding of being makes it possible
for us to encounter and to conceive of ourselves as “minds” with
“thoughts” separated from the “external world.” For Heidegger,
“thoughts” are not radically other than allegedly external entities,
such as trees, cars, and books. Thoughts and cars are both entities
manifesting themselves within and thus being understood as en-
tities within the temporal clearing of human existence.

Just as in the case of “understanding,” Heidegger defined “being”
in a different way than most other philosophers. Traditionally, phi-
losophers have defined the “being” of an entity as its ground or
substance, that which provides the “foundation” for the thing. Plato
called this foundation the eternal form of things; Aristotle, their
substance; medieval theologians, their Creator. Refusing to conceive
of being as a kind of superior entity, an eternal foundation, ground,
cause, or origin for things, Heidegger argued that for something “to
be” means for it to disclose or to present itself. For this presencing
(Anwesen) or self-manifesting to occur, there must be a clearing, an
opening, an emptiness, a nothingness, an absencing (Abwesen). Hu-
man existence constitutes the openness necessary for the presencing
(being) of entities to take place. When such presencing occurs
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through the openness that I am, I encounter an entity as an entity;
that is, I understand what it is. Heidegger used the term “Dasein” to
name this peculiar receptivity of human existence for the being {self-
manifesting) of entities. In German, da means “here” or “there,”
while sein is the German verb “to be.” Hence, Dasein means the
place in which being occurs, the openness in which presencing tran-
spires. For Heidegger, neither temporality {absencing, nothingness)
nor being (presencing, self-manifesting) is an “entity.” Rather, they
are the conditions necessary for entities to appear as such. We never
“see” time or “touch” the presencing of things; rather, we see and
touch the things that manifest or present themselves.

In the light of these remarks, the significance of the title of
Heidegger’s major work, Being and Time, becomes comprehensible.
His aim here was to study the internal relationship between being
and time. Because being and time, presencing and absencing, mani-
festness and nothingness lack any phenomenal or empirical proper-
ties, they seem to be “nothing” in the merely negative sense of an
“empty vapor” (Nietzsche). For Heidegger, however, presencing and
absencing “are” that which is most worthy of thinking,

What evidence, we might ask, is there for the claim that humans
are really this temporal nothingness through which entities can
manifest themselves and thus “be”? To answer this question, Hei-
degger appealed in part to an argument taken from Kant: the best
way of accounting for the possibility of our understanding of entities
is to postulate that we humans simply are the temporal openness or
nothingness in which entities can appear as entities. In addition to
such an argument, however, Heidegger maintained that the mood of
anxiety reveals the nothingness lying at the heart of human exis-
tence. While contending that anxiety is perhaps the most basic hu-
man mood, he also observed that it is such a disquieting mood that
we spend most of our lives trying to keep it from overtaking us. Our
unreflective absorption in the practices of everyday life — family rela-
tions, schooling, job activities, entertainment — keep us distracted
enough that we manage to conceal from ourselves the weirdness of
being human. Anxiety tears us out of everyday absorption in things;
it reveals them to be useless in the face of the radical mortality,
finitude, and nothingness at the heart of human existence.

Why is human existence weird? Because humans are not things,
but the clearing in which things appear. Although we are not fixed
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things, we define ourselves as if we were simply a more complex
version of the things we encounter in the world: rational animals.
Ordinarily, we identify ourselves with our thoughts, beliefs, feelings,
attitudes, memories, bodies, material possessions, and so on. Such
identification gives us a sense of stability and permanence, which
covers up the essential groundlessness and emptiness of human exis-
tence. There is no ultimate “reason” for our doing what we do. We
have to postulate our own reasons for doing what we do; we invent
our own identities, although those identities to a great extent are
determined in advance by social practices and norms that have
evolved historically. Moreover, as groundless nothingness, humans
are essentially dependent and receptive, finite and mortal. The mood
of anxiety is so disturbing because it reveals that “at bottom” we are
nothingness, that our existence is ultimately groundless, and that
we are essentially finite and mortal. In the face of such disclosures,
little wonder that most people flee from the mood of anxiety.

Early Heidegger claimed, however, that if we submit resolutely to
what the mood of anxiety wants to reveal to us, we become authen-
tic (eigentlich) in the sense of “owning” our mortal existence. As
authentic, we assume responsibility for being the mortal openness
that we already are. Assuming such responsibility is essential to
human freedom. Instead of existing in a constricted manner — as
egos with firm identities — we allow the temporal openness that we
are to expand. This expansion allows things and other humans to
manifest themselves in more complex, complete, and novel ways,
rather than as mere objects or instruments for our ends.¢ Conversely,
by fleeing from anxiety into everyday practices and distractions, we
conceal the truth about our own mortal nothingness and are thus
incapable of allowing things to manifest themselves primordially.

What early Heidegger says about authenticity may be compared to
the famous Zen story about the “stages” of enlightenment. Before
enlightenment occurs, mountains are mountains; at the moment of
enlightenment, mountains cease being mountains; but then moun-
tains become mountains once again. Zen enlightenment, satori, in-
volves direct insight into one’s radical groundlessness and nothing-
ness. In the light of such a revelation, everyday practices (including
working and eating) lose their meaning. Afterward, however, one
reenters these practices, but in a way no longer burdened by igno-
rance about what it means to be human. Likewise for Heidegger,
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before becoming authentic one exists in accord with everyday prac-
tices; upon allowing anxiety to reveal one’s utter groundlessness and
nothingness, everyday practices slide away into meaninglessness;
afterward, one takes up everyday practices once again, but not in a
merely conformist manner.”

Instead, being authentic means being free to invigorate and to
transform practices in light of the realization of their utter ground-
lessness. As groundless, things could be otherwise than they are at
present. It is important to note, however, that for Heidegger freedom
did not mean boundless license for the ego, but instead the capacity
for human Dasein to “let things be” in ways other than as mere
instruments for the ego. As the Zen tradition puts it, being enlight-
ened means chopping wood and carrying water — but in a manner
attuned to the presencing of things as it occurs beyond the dualism
of “mind” and “body.”

Heidegger’s notion that humans are most free when they “let
beings be” has been taken up as a slogan by some radical environ-
mentalists, who object to treating nature merely as an instrument
for human ends. Early Heidegger suggested that the instrumental
disclosure of things played a primary role in human existence.’ La-
ter, however, he concluded that such instrumentalism was in fact a
historical feature of Western history that began with the Greeks and
culminated in the technological disclosure of things as nothing but
raw material for human ends. Moreover, his early instrumentalism
was intimately bound up with his twofold attempt to overcome the
mind-body dualism that — especially in its scientific version — gave
rise to the alienation at work in modern society.

One phase in this attempt involved conceiving of humans not as
minds in skulls but rather as the temporal clearing or nothingness in
which thoughts and trees, beliefs and cars can appear as entities. The
other phase in overcoming dualism involved challenging those who
privileged theoretical assertions and abstract knowledge over against
pragmatic activity. Instead of conceiving of humans as worldless intel-
lects making abstract assertions about external objects, Heidegger
defined humans as being always already involved in myriad practices
that utilize many different things. These things do not manifest them-
selves abstractly as “objects,” but instead as tools involved in a com-
plex set of relationships that constitute the “world” of human exis-
tence. Human existence, temporally oriented toward the future, is
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always pressing forward into possibilities opened up within the
world. The practical involvements and practices of everyday life pre-
cede and make possible the gheoretical knowledge so prized by phi-
losophers. Heidegger emphasized the practical dimension of human
existence by defining the very being of Dasein as “care.” To be human
means to be concerned about things and to be solicitous toward other
people.

While early Heidegger sometimes spoke as if the “objectifying”
tendencies of modernity were a result of humanity’s intrinsic ten-
dency to conceal deeper truths, he later concluded that the objectify-
ing scientific view did not result from any human decision or weak-
ness, but was instead a proper part of the technological disclosure of
entities, a disclosure that was itself a dimension of the “destiny of
being.” The famous “turn” in Heidegger’s thinking occurred when
he concluded that he could no longer conceive of being in terms of
human understanding, but instead had to conceive of human under-
standing as an aspect of being itself.

LATER HEIDEGGER’S CONCEPTION OF
NOTHINGNESS

Following Kant, early Heidegger sometimes spoke of Dasein’s tempo-
ral openness as if it were a faculty or capacity of humankind. And he
often spoke as if the being of entities were somehow a function of
human Dasein’s understanding. Moreover, he depicted anxiety pri-
marily as a personal phenomenon that called individuals to a less
constricted way of understanding things. Later Heidegger altered
these views. Ceasing to speak of temporality or nothingness as a
dimension of human existence, he made clear that human temporal-
ity arises within a more encompassing “openness” or “region” that
cannot be reduced to anything merely human. Later Heidegger em-
phasized that human existence is appropriated as the site for the
self-disclosure or “being” of entities. Instead of conceiving of being
from the perspective of human Dasein, then, Heidegger began
“thinking” being in its own terms. This move was central to his
attempt to abandon any remaining anthropocentrism discernible in
his earlier work. In this connection, he concluded that “inauthen-
ticity,” that is, understanding things in a superficial and constricted
way, was not a problem of individuals, but a widespread social phe-
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nomenon resulting from the self-concealment of being. The techno-
logical disclosure of entities, then, arose not because individuals
were unable to endure anxiety, but instead because, since around
Plato’s time, being as such had increasingly withdrawn itself from
human view. Correlatively, Western humanity was blinded to the
fact that human existence is the clearing for the being of entities.
Hence, Western humanity increasingly came to understand itself as
a peculiar entity — the clever animal — driven to dominate all other
entities for the sake of gaining power and security. Heidegger argued
that the emergence of the technological age in the twentieth century
was the inevitable result of the clever animals’ craving for power.

From Heidegger’s viewpoint in the thirties, Western humanity
could be saved from technological nihilism only if Germany were
granted another encounter with being and nothingness that was as
powerful as the beginning granted to the ancient Greeks. Such an
encounter, so he mistakenly believed, would be made possible by
National Socialism, which revealed that the highest obligation and
possibility of humanity were not to be the master of entities, but
instead to be the historical clearing necessary for entities to mani-
fest themselves in ways other than merely as flexible raw material.s
Heidegger insisted that such a new beginning would require that
humanity cease regarding itself as the lord and master, or the
“ground,” of entities. A transformed humanity would acknowledge
its radically receptive, dependent, mortal, and finite status, thereby
allowing itself to be appropriated (ereignet) as the site required for
the presencing or being of entities to occur. Only in this way could
humanity learn to “let beings be,” that is, to allow things to mani-
fest themselves in accordance with their own limits instead of in
accordance with the limits imposed on them by scientific constructs
and technological projects. Heidegger eventually concluded that the
historical reality of National Socialism betrayed its “inner truth and
greatness” by promoting a particularly virulent version of the tech-
nological disclosure of things, instead of opening up a new phase of
Western history. Heidegger’s lifelong refusal to renounce unambigu-
ously his own “authentic” version of National Socialism is a source
of concern for students of his thought.

The fact that modern humanity came to regard itself as the ground
or foundation for entities resulted not from human decision, Heideg-
ger maintained, but instead from the self-concealment of being it-
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self. Plato conceived of being not as the dynamic presencing of en-
tities, but rather as the eternally present, unchanging blueprint,
form (eidos), or model for things in the realm of becoming. By con-
ceiving of being as the permanently present grounding for entities,
Plato initiated the 2,500-year history of metaphysics. Heidegger
sought to transform this history by revealing that there is no eternal
or final “ground” for things, that in fact what we mean by “being” is
always shaped by historical factors.

The Romans gave a crucial twist to the metaphysical tradition by
depicting the metaphysical ground as that which “causes” things to
come into being. Henceforth, metaphysics became concerned primar-
ily with telling the story of where things came from, how they were
produced or created. Appropriating the metaphysical tradition, medi-
eval theologians argued that for something “to be” meant for it to be
created (produced) and preserved by the supreme entity, the Creator of
biblical faith. In early modern times, human reason arrogated to itself
the divine role as the ground of entities. Beginning with Descartes,
Western humanity began to encounter entities as objects for the self-
certain rational subject. For something to be meant for it to be capable
of being represented — measured, quantified, known — by the subject.
Modern science forced entities to reveal themselves only in accor-
dance with theoretical presuppositions consistent with Western hu-
manity’s ever-increasing drive to gain control of everything. While
during the industrial age the achievement of such control could be
described as a means for the end of improving the human estate,
during the technological era — which may be said to have commenced
with the horrors of World War 1 — humanity itself has become a means
to an end without purpose: the quest for power for its own sake, which
Heidegger described as the sheer “Will to Will.”

Later Heidegger differentiated his own meditations on being from
theological and scientific accounts that search for the “causes” of
things. He focused instead on the manifestness by virtue of which
entities can first be encountered and only subsequently interpreted
in terms of theoretical categories such as cause and effect, ground
and consequent. He insisted that human reason cannot “ground” or
“explain” the sheer presencing of things. Following the German
mystic Angelius Silesius, he spoke of such acausal origination by
saying, “The rose is without why; it blooms because it blooms” (SG
101—2). Moreover, later Heidegger also concluded that the “clear-
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ing” necessary for the self-manifesting of entities cannot be under-
stood in terms of the Kantian model of the “temporal ecstases” of
human existence. Rather, he argued that the clearing is constituted
by a “thing” — whether natural or artifactual — that gathers mortals
and gods, earth and sky into a kind of cosmic dance which frees up
the inherent luminosity of things. The “world” constitutes itself by
virtue of the spontaneous coordination or mutual appropriation of
the appearances that arise — un-caused, from “no-thing” — moment
by moment. Later Heidegger used the term logos to name this mu-
tual coordination of appearances; hence, his claim that language
{logos) lets things be. This account of the self-organization of un-
caused appearances, which is close to Taoism, also provides the key
to Heidegger’s proximity to Mahayana Buddhism.

HEIDEGGER AND EASTERN THOUGHT:
PRELIMINARY REMARKS

We know of Heidegger’s debt to Meister Eckhart, whose writings
reveal many congruences with Buddhism and other East Asian tradi-
tions.* And Heidegger himself was interested in Buddhism and Tao-
ism. In one essay, for example, he noted the resonances between the
Chinese term tao and his own notion of Ereignis, the “event of appro-
priation” that claims humanity as the site for the self-manifesting of
entities. Such appropriation would change the course of Western his-
tory by freeing humanity from its compulsion to dominate things
through technical means and by freeing humanity to adhering to the
self-concealing “way” of things themselves (OWL 92; US 198 ). Infact,
so intrigued was Heidegger by Taoism that he spent most of the sum-
mer in 1946 working with a Chinese student, Paul Shih-yi Hsiao,
translating portions of the Tao Te Ching.** Otto Péggeler, one of
Heidegger’s ablest commentators, reports that as early as 1930, to
help settle a dispute on the nature of intersubjectivity, Heidegger
cited a famous passage from Chuang-Tsu.> And William Barrett re-
ports the possibly apocryphal story that upon reading one of D. T.
Suzuki’s books on Buddhism, Heidegger exclaimed that Suzuki
voiced what Heidegger had been trying to say all along.™s The fact that
the Japanese have published seven translations of Being and Time
gives credence to the idea that there is an important relation between
Heidegger’s thought and Buddhism.+
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Those skeptical of the East Asian influence on Heidegger’s
thought point out his insistence that the “new beginning” that he
envisioned for the West could arise only from the West itself, since
it was in ancient Greece that there arose the “first beginning,”
which culminated in the technological disclosure of all things —
including humans — as flexible raw material. In 1966 Heidegger
said that the transformation of the technological impulse “cannot
happen because of any takeover by Zen Buddhism or any other
Eastern experience of the world. ... Thinking itself can only be
transformed by a thinking which has the same origin and calling”
{OGSU 281; Sp 214—17).

In making such a distinction between East and West, Heidegger
not only tended to downplay the impact of Eastern thinking on the
German philosophical tradition (beginning with Leibniz and con-
tinuing through Nietzsche}, but also seemed to be thinking meta-
physically in accordance with a binary opposition between “East”
and “West,” an opposition that seems to privilege the West as the
origin of the technological disclosure of things that now pervades
the planet.’s Nevertheless, in calling for another beginning that
would displace the Western metaphysical quest for the ultimate
ground of things, Heidegger questioned the validity of the West’s
claim to cultural superiority. Belief in such superiority hinges on the
conviction that Western rationality, especially as manifested in sci-
ence and technology, constitutes the ground for things: to be means
to be a representation for the rational subject. In deconstructing
metaphysical foundationalism, however, Heidegger revealed the
groundlessness not only of rationality, but also of the historical proj-
ect of mastery based on such rationality.

Heidegger maintained that, despite pretensions to the contrary,
Western humanity never had control over its own destiny, including
the rise of planetary technology. If such technology arises from
trends in Western history, one might well make the case that it can
best be “thought” in terms of Western discourse. While Heidegger
himself believed that his own thinking could be enriched by his
encounter with Eastern thinking, he also maintained that radically
different kinds of languages forced Western and Eastern peoples to
live in different “houses of being.” His dialogue with the Japanese
thinker and his incomplete translation of Tao Te Ching were efforts
to bridge this linguistic gap. Before moving further into our examina-
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tion of the Heidegger—Buddhism relation, we must pause to consider
major features of Mahayana Buddhism, especially its idea of abso-
lute nothingness.

THE BUDDHIST CONCEPTION OF NOTHINGNESS

Buddhism is a cosmological, psychological, and religious system
which maintains that salvation arises from insight into the truth
about reality. According to Mahayana Buddhism, the truth is that
all things — including humans — arise moment by moment without
causation, hence from absolute “nothingness” or emptiness, sun-
yata. Despite the apparent “solidity” of the phenomena we encoun-
ter, they are impermanent and “empty.” So long as humans con-
ceive of themselves as permanent things (such as egos), suffering
ensues from the craving, aversion, and delusion associated with
trying to make the impermanent permanent. Insight into the play
of phenomena-arising-in-nothingness reveals that the ego, too, is
impermanent and empty, merely a series of transient phenomena to
which we assign the names “I” and “me.” We suffer because we
attempt to make the nothingness or emptiness that we “are” into a
solid and enduring thing (an ego} that needs defending.

As opposed to the usual Western conception of nothingness as the
absence of being or as mere chaotic negativity, Buddhists speak of
absolute nothingness, sunyata. The Sanksrit word “sunyata” is de-
rived from a term meaning “to swell.” Something that looks swollen
is hollow or empty on the inside. One commentator has noted that
“this relationship is made still clearer by the fact that the mathemati-
cal symbol for zero was originally none other than the symbol for
sunyata.”*¢ Swelling also calls to mind pregnancy, a fact that suggests
reading sunyata in some sense as a generative source that, because it
transcends all categories that apply to ordinary phenomena, cannot
be said either to cause or not to cause anything. Commentators some-
times speak of absolute nothingness — which transcends the polari-
ties of being and nonbeing, cause and effect, subject and object, time
and eternity, finitude and infinity — as the groundless ground, the
unconditioned “origin” of all phenomena. This view of sunyata be-
came important in Chinese Buddhism, influenced as it was by the
notion of the Tao as the groundless ground of things.

However, a crucial Indian Buddhist thinker, Nagarjuna (c. 400
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A.D.), warned that conceiving of absolute nothingness as such a
transcendental origin would lead to a metaphysics of sunyata and,
inevitably, to a new kind of dualism.” According to Mahayana Bud-
dhism, overcoming all forms of dualism is a necessary condition for
emancipation from the suffering brought about by experiencing the
world as divided into ego-subject and objects. In combating such
dualism, Nagarjuna emphasized anatma, the doctrine that there is
no essence, core, or substance to things. According to this doctrine,
all things arise together simultaneously and are radically codepen-
dent in the sense of mutually defining one another. This insight
regarding internal relatedness or interdependent causation (pratitya
samutpada in Sanskrit) not only undermines the notion of individ-
ual “substances” or “selves,” but also rejects the dualistic idea that
“sentience” is a capacity enabling some entities to “perceive” oth-
ers. Entities are not perceived “by” the mind, but instead “percep-
tion” and “entity” are different ways of describing a unitary cosmic
event of luminosity or self-manifesting, an event that cannot be
understood as merely “mental.” When we no longer experience the
world dualistically as a collection of separate objects perceived by
the mind, but instead as a moment-by-moment manifestation of
interrelated phenomena, then we experience the whole universe as
sentient, as inherently luminous.s

The most famous metaphorical expression of this insight, ad-
vanced by the Hua-yen school, is the jewel net of the god Indra. Into
this infinite net, representing the universe, are set an infinite number
of perfect gems, each of which reflects the light given off by all the
other gems throughout the expanse of the net. The play of reflected
light is codetermined simultaneously by all the gems, no one of
which stands in a “superior” or “causal” relation to the others. Maha-
yana Buddhism holds that the phenomenal world is akin to such an
interplay of reflected appearances, in which each thing is aware of its
relation to all other things. These appearances have no ground; there
is nothing “behind” what appears, no substantial “ground” or “es-
sence” to cause them. All things arise together in an internally cos-
mic event of reflection, which is sentient though not usually self-
conscious. Based on the insight that all appearances are ultimately
empty, Mahayana Buddhists draw the conclusion that form is empti-
ness and emptiness is form, a paradoxical conclusion whose “proof”
demands direct insight, which argument alone cannot provide.
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The doctrine of the radical emptiness of all forms, derived from the
doctrine of dependent coproduction, suggests that every form, every
phenomenon, has equal worth. Since there are no essences, thereisno
hierarchy of phenomenal reality; hence, no one thing is subordinate
to or lesser than any other. Each thing is uniquely itself, like a particu-
larjewel reflecting the play of all other jewels in the cosmic phenome-
nal play arising as temporary-form-within-absolute-emptiness. In-
sight into the interdependency of all things reveals the falsehood of
anthropocentrism: humans are not radically different from or better
than other beings, but instead are moments in the play of phenomena.

If all things are internally related, there is no internal “sub-
stance” or “core” of entities, including humans. Human suffering
(dukha) arises because people posit and identify with a substantial,
unchanging ego at the core of the flux of experience. By identifying
with this supposedly permanent self, we enter into the state of
ignorance known as subject—object dualism. Such dualism is char-
acterized by craving, aversion, and delusion, which combine to pro-
duce suffering. From one perspective, of course, there do seem to be
individual things (including the ego) that are apparently connected
by causal relationships. Hence, we speak of the laws of cause and
effect at work among entities. From another perspective, however,
as David Loy points out, “every moment and experience is momen-
tary, uncaused because an end in itself, complete and lacking noth-
ing.” Nothing “here” causes something else to happen “there.”
Attempts to explain how anything — including the self or the cos-
mos — “originates” fails to comprehend the radicality of dependent
co-production. There is not even a “process” that “causes” one to
enter into illusion and suffering, nor can one “do” anything to free
oneself from illusion, for illusion already is enlightenment. There
is no better “place” at which one should hope to arrive. Ultimately,
there is no difference between nirvana and samsara: the nothing-
ness of the phenomenal world of suffering is the same as the noth-
ingness of nirvana. That is, form is emptiness, emptiness is form.
Recognition of this fact is said tc be the source of the extraordinary
laughter that often accompanies satori, laughter that occurs when
one apprehends that all attempts to “transcend” the phenomenal
world in order to become “enlightened” are profoundly misguided.
The longed-for nirvana is not other than the world of everyday life,
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although theoretical constructs prevent us from directly apprehend-
ing this liberating insight.

According to Mahayana Buddhism, Gautama Buddha opposed the
traditional doctrine of the Upanishads and Vedas, according to
which eternal Atman, the unchanging Divine Self, permeates and
sustains things by constituting their ultimate essence, their true
“self.” For the Vedantic tradition, suffering ends only when one
overcomes dualism by ceasing to cling to the illusory ego and identi-
tying instead with the Absolute Self; for Mahayana Buddhism, suffer-
ing ends only when one overcomes dualism by ceasing to cling to
the illusory ego and recognizing that there is no Absolute Self either.
The conception of Buddhism as a life-denying tradition may be at-
tributed to those adherents of Hinayana Buddhism who conceived of
nirvana, the cessation of suffering, as being possible only for those
few individuals who followed the arduous process of deconstructing
the ego, encountering its emptiness, and thereby transcending the
illusions of the world of appearance. Mahayana Buddhism affirms
the possibility of and the need for saving all beings, since all “be-
ings” are internally related — hence, the increasingly active role
played by Mahayana Buddhists in the movement to protect nature
from human abuse.?

THE RELATION BETWEEN HEIDEGGER’S THOUGHT
AND MAHAYANA BUDDHISM

Heidegger’s thought is close to that of Mahayana Buddhism, particu-
larly Zen, in several respects. First, both maintain that inauthenticity
or suffering arises from conceiving of oneself in a constricted manner:
as an isolated ego craving security, avoiding pain, and seeking distrac-
tion. Both maintain that the “self” is not a thing, but rather the
openness or nothingness in which the incessant play of phenomena
can occur. Both criticize the dualistic view of the self as a cogitating
ego standing apart from the “external” world. Both emphasize that
the un-self-conscious nature of everyday practices reveals that people
are not separate from things, but are rather directly involved with
them. Human hands, diapers, the baby being cleaned up, the mixed
feelings of aversion and affection — all these are moments of the same
phenomenal event. No particular moment is privileged.
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Second, both Heidegger and the Zen tradition maintain that once
one is released from the constricted self-understanding associated
with dualistic egocentrism, other people and things in the world no
longer appear as radically separate and threatening, but instead as
profoundly interrelated phenomena. Surrendering one’s constricted
ego-identity, and thus moving beyond dualism, enables one to be-
come the compassion (Buddhism) or care (Heidegger) that one al-
ways already is. “Authenticity” (Heidegger) and “enlightenment”
(Buddhism), then, result from the insight into nondualism, the fact
that there are “not two,” neither an “ego-mind” here nor “objects”
there.

There is a difference between Heidegger’s early and later idea of
authenticity. Early Heidegger maintained that the moment of au-
thenticity required resoluteness, a decision to allow human tempo-
rality to transform itself into a more radical openness for the self-
manifesting of things. Later Heidegger, however, played down the
voluntaristic dimension discernible in resoluteness and conceived of
authenticity in terms of Gelassenheit, releasement from will. Inter-
estingly, similarities between these two ways of conceiving of
authenticity — as resoluteness and as releasement — are detectable in
the Rinzai and the Soto Zen traditions, respectively.>’ Rinzai Zen
emphasizes resoluteness in the face of the ego’s resistance to trans-
formation, while Soto Zen maintains that enlightenment can never
be willed but can only be cultivated by learning to “let things be” in
everyday life. The differences between the voluntarism of early
Heidegger and Rinzai Zen, on the one hand, and the “letting be” of
later Heidegger and Soto Zen, on the other, should not obscure their
shared belief that “authenticity” or “salvation” involves becoming
the nothingness that we already are, such that we are open for and
responsive to the phenomena that show up moment by moment in
everyday life.

While maintaining that one can never resolve to become authen-
tic or enlightened, however, both later Heidegger and the Soto Zen
master suggest that spiritual practices may help put one in the posi-
tion of a paradoxical “willingness not to will,” thereby preparing one
for the releasement that brings one into the world appropriately for
the first time.>> While we may be familiar with the Zen emphasis on
sitting meditation, proper breathing, and working with paradoxical
koans, we may be somewhat less familiar with later Heidegger’s
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claim that releasement may be cultivated by meditative practices,
by proper breathing, and by contemplating paradoxical questions
(Heideggerean “koans”). All of these practices are designed to bring
one to the utter silence and stillness needed to become attuned to
the openness or nothingness pervading all things.23

Third, later Heidegger and Buddhism both discount the primacy of
causality in their account of “reality.” For Heidegger, the self-
manifesting or presencing of entities cannot be explained in causal
terms. We can describe things in causal terms only after they have
first manifested themselves as things. Likewise for Buddhism, cau-
sality is a conceptual scheme for relating phenomena, but these
phenomena themselves are not “caused,” for all phenomena arise
simultaneously in mutual coproduction. Heidegger’s account of the
dance of earth and sky, gods and mortals, the dance in which things
manifest themselves in the event of mutual appropriation, bears
remarkable similarities to the Buddhist account of the moment-by-
moment coproduction of self-luminous phenomena. To some ex-
tent, later Heidegger’s thought and Buddhism alike are both versions
of what we might call “phenomenalism.” For them, there is “noth-
ing” behind the appearances that constitute the furniture of our
worlds.

Fourth, later Heidegger’s cosmic dance is similar to Buddhism’s
cosmic coproduction. Mahayana Buddhism manifests cosmocen-
trism by noting that enlightened humanity exhibits compassion
equally for all beings, not just for humans. Later Heidegger moved
closer to the cosmocentrism of Mahayana Buddhism and away from
his earlier anthropocentrism not only by calling for humanity to let
all beings be, but also by no longer conceiving of the “clearing” as a
human capacity or faculty. As I mentioned earlier, for later Heideg-
ger, it is not human existence that gathers together a world; instead,
the “thing” gathers together the “Fourfold” of earth and sky, gods
and mortals. Dasein is a partner in a dance in which things impart to
one another their appropriate place.

Fifth, both Heidegger and the Zen master suggest that, when au-
thentic or enlightened, the “individual” exists beyond dualistic con-
straints, including those imposed by the distinction between “good”
and “evil.” In many different traditions, mystics have said —in
effect - “Love God, and do what you will.” The danger here, of
course, is that a person may transgress moral boundaries when un-
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der the illusion that he or she has become “enlightened” or “authen-
tic.” Heidegger seems to have been gripped by such an illusion dur-
ing his period of fascination with National Socialism.>+ Zeal for the
mystical ideal of anarchy,>s which allegedly brings forth boundless
compassion, must be tempered by insight into humanity’s enor-
mous capacity for self-delusion.

Despite similarities, there are also important differences between
Heidegger’s thought and Mahayana Buddhism. Members of Japan’s
famous Kyoto school, such as Keiji Nishitani*¢ and Masao Abe,*
have offered the most extensive Buddhist discussions of the limits of
Heidegger’s thought. Nishitani and Abe are interested in Heidegger
partly because his rigorous meditation upon nothingness may help
to galvanize a Zen tradition that has become intellectually flabby. If
Zen practitioners are willing to learn from Heidegger, however,
Nishitana and Abe also suggest that Western proponents of his
thought learn from Zen experience regarding the futility of meta-
physical speculation.

Masao Abe argues that Heidegger, despite his interest in nothing-
ness, never arrived at “absolute nothingness” because even his
“meditative thinking” was still too connected with the metaphysi-
cal tradition.>8 Presumably, in the Zen Buddhist tradition someone
truly “enlightened” would no longer “think,” even in Heidegger’s
meditative manner, but would instead live a life without “goal” or
“purpose,” although a life of profound compassion as well. Heideg-
ger’s continued insistence on the importance of thinking also differ-
entiates him from Meister Eckhart. As Reiner Schiirmann points
out, “For Meister Eckhart geldzenheit as an attitude of man refers to
thought only secondarily. Primarily it is a matter of a way of life —a
life without representation of ends and purposes.’’?9

According to Masao Abe, what follows the direct experience of
absolute nothingness may be called Non-thinking to distinguish it
from the usual opposition between thinking and nonthinking. De-
spite his critique of Heidegger’s adherence to thinking, Masao Abe
warns that

because of its standpoint of Non-thinking, Zen has in fact not fully realized
the positive and creative aspects of thinking and their significance which
have been especially developed in the West. Logic and scientific cognition
based on substantive objective thinking, and moral principles and ethical
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realization based on Subjective practical thinking, have been very conspicu-
ous in the West. In contrast to this, some of these things have been vague or
lacking in the world of Zen. [Hence, Zen’s) position in Not-thinking always
harbours the danger of degenerating into mere not-thinking.3°

Masao Abe charges that in spite of Heidegger’s talk of nothing-
ness, his emphasis on human existence “does not necessarily lead
him to the completely dehomocentric, cosmological dimension
alone in which the impermanence of all beings in the universe is
fully realized.”sr Heidegger’s own student, Karl Léwith, also argued
that his mentor remained trapped within an anthropocentrism that
blinded him to the cosmocentrism of ancient Greek thinkers such as
Heraclitus.3> Nevertheless, later Heidegger’s notion of the “event of
appropriation” {Ereignis), which gathers mortals together into the
luminous cosmic dance with gods, earth, and sky, bears important
similarities to Buddhism’s mutual coproduction and Lao Tsu’s tao,
both of which are regarded as nonanthropocentric. Ereignis, sun-
yata, tao: these may be different names for the acausal, spontaneous
arising and mutually appropriating play of phenomena. In suggesting
that Ereignis “gives” time and being, Heidegger opens himself to the
criticism that he is inventing a “metaphysics” of nothingness. Nev-
ertheless, Dogen {1200-53 A.D.), founder of Zen’s Soto sect, ana-
lyzed the temporality of absolute nothingness in a way that has
significant affinities both with early Heidegger’s notion of temporal-
ity as the “clearing” for presencing and with later Heidegger’s notion
of the mutually appropriative play of appearances.3:

While both Heidegger and Mahayana Buddhists criticize anthropo-
centrism, both acknowledge that humanity is in some way special.
If Buddhists regard human existence as sunyata brought to self-
awareness, and if Heidegger conceives of human existence as the
mortal clearing that allows things to manifest themselves, both also
argue that this fact brings with it a distinctive responsibility: not to
dominate or to constrict the appearing of entities, but rather to let
things be.

Despite these similarities, we should not forget an important differ-
ence between Ereignis and sunyata: Ereignis supposedly “sends” the
different modes of presencing that have shaped Western history in its
Greek, Roman, medieval, modern, and technological eras.’*+ Maha-
yana Buddhism might be suspicious of the way that, in Heidegger’s
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“history of being,” Ereignis seems to take on a generative, directive
dimension that threatens to transform it into a metaphysical cate-
gory, thereby undermining the nondualistic thrust of Heidegger’s
thought. Nevertheless, it is precisely because the relatively ahistori-
cal Mahayana tradition lacks the conceptual resources necessary to
confront the emergence of planetary civilization that Nishitani and
other members of the Kyoto school have looked to Heidegger’s
thought for insight regarding how to relate sunyata to history.ss

HEIDEGGER, BUDDHISM, AND DEEP ECOLOGY

Heidegger’s notion of “letting things be” has made his thinking
attractive for radical environmentalists interested in transforming
humanity’s currently destructive attitude toward nature. Both Hei-
degger’s thought and Mahayana Buddhism have influenced a radical
form of environmentalism called “deep ecology.”36 Unlike reform
environmentalism, which fights pollution but remains anthropocen-
tric, deep ecology argues that only a transformation of Western
anthropocentrism and humanity—nature dualism can save the bio-
sphere from destruction. Following Heidegger and Mahayana Bud-
dhists, as well as other nonanthropocentric traditions, deep ecolo-
gists call on people to “let beings be.”

Heidegger, Buddhism, and deep ecology each promotes its own
version of ontological phenomenalism, the doctrine that “to be”
means “to appear” or “to be manifest.” Phenomenalism does not
have to be subjectivistic; in other words, the event of appearing does
not have to be restricted to or dependent on human awareness. In
cosmic phenomenalism, human awareness is regarded as one mode
through which appearing can occur. Mahayana Buddhism, with its
claim that all things are empty of self or substance, but nevertheless
intrinsically luminous and totally interrelated with the play of ap-
pearance, is an instance of such cosmic phenomenalism. Heidegger’s
thought is a more ambiguous case of such phenomenalism. A critic
of Platonic essentialism, he was an equally strong opponent of sub-
jective idealism. Yet if one combines his antiessentialism with his
claims (1) that the ontological event of appearing is acausal and,
hence, incapable of being explained by any narrative (mythical, reli-
gious, metaphysical, scientific) regarding how things may have been
produced, (2) that being and appearing are in effect the same, and (3)
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that things manifest themselves in a mutually appropriative dance,
then one discovers a position that is in many ways close to a kind of
phenomenalism.

The deep ecologist Arne Naess, a noted Norwegian philosopher
and naturalist, has been influenced both by Heideggerian and by
Mahayana Buddhist phenomenalism. Naess argues that our every-
day “experience” of what it means for things “to be” is shaped by
gestalts that organize the concrete contents or phenomena. There
are no “primary” qualities, substances, or “essences” of things; in-
deed, there are no “things” at all, if by “things” we mean solid,
unchanging, isolated material objects. “Things” thus conceived are
only useful constructs for dealing with the constantly changing and
internally related phenomena constituting “experience.” Naess says
that “there is a similarity between this view and those expressed by
the Buddhist formula sarvam dharmam nihsvabhavam. Every ele-
ment is without ‘self-existence.’ 37

According to Naess, insofar as all things, including persons, lack
substance or essence, there is no ultimate ontological divide be-
tween self and nature. Growing awareness of one’s own insubstanti-
ality brings with it, spontaneously, a growing identification with all
phenomena. As Naess puts it, there is not “an environment,” nor are
there “people” who are placed “in” it.3® “People” and “the environ-
ment” are abstract entities, functions of the discriminatory intellec-
tual activity that projects interpretive schemata upon concrete con-
tents, that is, upon the play of phenomena. For Naess and Heidegger,
the scientific idea of nature as totality of matter—energy events has
validity only so long as no absolute ontological claims are made for
it. This idea of nature results from the projection of abstract catego-
ries such as “subject” and “object,” “space” and “time,” “matter”
and “energy” onto phenomena for which no “explanation” can ever
be given.

Reasoning vainly attempts to give ground to what is groundless:
the flux of phenomena emerging moment by moment from the inex-
haustible field of absolute nothingness. Insight into this nothingness
undermines the constricted ego-pole “in here” defending itself
against threatening others and objects “out there.” Such insight re-
veals the ego and its objects to be gestalts whose contents are consti-
tuted by an infinite number of self-arising phenomenal events. Seeing
into one’s own original Buddha nature means being simultaneously
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{1) those concrete contents, (2} the organizing gestalt, {3) the aware-
ness of the contents/gestalt, and (4) the nothingness in which they all
(including consciousness) manifest themselves. “Awakening” means
shattering all dualisms, including the one between presencing and
absencing, being and nothingness.

It may be objected that this kind of phenomenalism includes what
seems to be two different notions of “appearing”: (1) the event of a
thing’s appearing, its presencing, its self-manifesting; and (2] the
emergence of a thing into presence by virtue of its own capacity for
self-generation, as in the case of an animal being borm or a plant
sprouting. The first kind of appearing seems to require a site, human
existence; the second kind of appearing does not.3? For Heidegger,
Naess, and Buddhism, however, such a distinction continues to pre-
suppose that there “are” entities in a way that is distinguishable
from what is meant above by the “appearing” of entities. Phenome-
nalist ontology holds that human existence is a specific modality of
the luminosity characterizing all phenomena.« Human awareness
brings this cosmic luminosity to self-awareness. Buddhism, Heideg-
ger, and Naess all assign to human existence the special role of
apprehending the groundless, empty play of phenomena. Humans
exist most appropriately when their luminous openness is uncon-
stricted by dualistic ego-consciousness. Freed from such dualism,
people can enter into a new, nondomineering relationship with all
things. Humans can encounter birds and trees, lakes and sky, hu-
mans and mountains not as independent, substantial, self-enclosed
entities, but rather as temporary constellations of appearances: self-
giving phenomena arising simultaneously.

To support their own view that nondualism discloses the truth
about reality, deep ecologists often appeal to contemporary scientific
trends that lead beyond atomism, mechanism, humanity-nature du-
alism, and reductionistic materialism and open the way for under-
standing natural processes as internally related, holistic events.
Naess implies, however, that deep ecologists must keep in mind that
what scientists mean by the “internal relatedness” of events is not
necessarily the same as what Buddhism means by empty, self-arising
phenomena.+* Moreover, scientific findings regarding the interrelat-
edness of things cannot in and of themselves lead to the “compas-
sion” (Buddhism, Naess) or “care” (Heidegger) required for “letting
things be” in ways promoted by deep ecology. Required for such

‘
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compassion or care is direct insight into the interrelatedness of
things, insight that transforms the very structure of the one “per-
son” gifted with the insight.

The issue of whether and how to resist the technological transfor-
mation of nature is made more complex by the following question:
Does a phenomenalist ontology and its doctrine of anatma (no self-
existence, no essence) provide a basis for criticizing or resisting the
technological disclosure of entities? When Heidegger spoke of the
self-limiting behavior of plants and animals, he meant that living
things organize and produce themselves in accordance with limits
that are not a function of the historical world in which trees and
bees happen to be disclosed (EP 109; VA 98). Presumably, modern
technology violates this self-limiting capacity, a capacity that would
seem to be “essential” or at least “internal” to the organisms in
question, by treating organisms like machines. Yet Heidegger, like
Buddhists and Naess, also rejects the notion of essence. What, then,
would be wrong with the technological disclosure of things?+

Heidegger would reply that there is a self-concealing dimension to
things, a dimension he called “earth,” which can never be brought to
full appearance, especially not by the calculating disclosure at work
in modern technology. Yet the “law of the earth” cannot be con-
ceived as a “ground” for things analogous to eternal essences.
Hence, the status of “earth” in Heidegger’s thought needs further
clarification.+s

Regarding the technological disclosure of things, Buddhists would
argue that even though all beings are merely temporary experiential
gestalts, they are nevertheless sentient. It is wrong to inflict pain on
sentient beings in the hopeless technological quest to make the ego
immortal, all-powerful, and permanent. Because some beings are
apparently more “sentient” than others, many Buddhists emphasize
alleviating the suffering of humans and animals. Yet Buddhists also
maintain that because all beings are interrelated, sentience cannot
be restricted to a particular class of beings, especially if such restric-
tion leads to a hierarchical scheme that justifies domination of some
entities by others. Clearly, issues concerning what sorts of suffering
people may inflict on nonhumans in order to feed, clothe, and house
themselves are important and thorny, though they cannot be dis-
cussed here. Buddhism, Heidegger, and Naess argue that puncturing
the illusion of permanent selfhood would alleviate the infliction of
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such suffering by freeing one from the illusory quest for total con-
trol. Being liberated from the illusion of egocentrism also frees one
for spontaneous compassion toward other beings, human and nonhu-
man alike. One “lets things be” not for any external goal, but instead
simply from a profound sense of identification with all things.

In the postmodern world envisioned by deep ecologists and other
radical environmentalists, the thirst for knowledge would be tem-
pered and guided by the wisdom associated with loving kindness for
all things. Implementing the holistic view of life on earth fostered
by Heidegger, Buddhism, and Naess, a view that decenters human-
kind and emphasizes care for all beings, however, would require an
immense transformation. The rhetorical vehemence of some deep
ecologists supporting this transformation has led critics to suspect
them of being “ecofascists” who would sacrifice individuals for the
good of the “organic whole.”+s The fact that Heidegger supported
National Socialism and that many deep ecologists are attracted by
his thought does nothing to reassure such critics. Social ecologists
have argued that the environmental crisis has arisen not because of
anthropocentrism, but rather from hierarchical and authoritarian
attitudes that started in society and were consequently projected
onto nature. Ecofeminists, in turn, charge that the real root of the
environmental crisis is not anthropocentrism, but instead androcen-
trism: man-centeredness or patriarchy. Despite these important dif-
ferences, however, all radical environmentalists would agree that
humanity needs a new self-understanding that will eliminate hu-
manity—nature dualism as well as the kind of anthropocentrism
that justifies the heedless exploitation of nature. We must learn
what it means to let beings — human and nonhuman — be. Changing
human attitudes is fraught with political dangers, especially if uto-
pian visions take the place of measured judgment. In seeking to
change the humanity—nature relation, we must never forget that
the twentieth century has been scarred by movements that prom-
ised salvation, but brought untold misery.ss
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10 Heidegger and theology

Heidegger’s thought was from the start deeply interwoven with reli-
gious and theological concerns. We have recently learned from the
searching historical investigations of Hugo Ott the details of Hei-
degger’s early upbringing and education in the Catholic church.
Heidegger was born in the conservative, Catholic farmlands of south-
ern, central Germany, and his father was a sexton in St. Martin’s
Church, which stood across a quaint little courtyard not fifty yards
from the Heidegger house. The Heidegger family was steadfastly loyal
to the church in the controversy that followed the First Vatican Coun-
cilwhen “liberal” Catholics rejected the proclamation of papal infalli-
bility. The youthful Heidegger, brilliant and pious, was marked from
the start for the Catholic priesthood. Through a series of scholarships
funded by the church, one of which was intended for students seeking
to do doctoral work on Thomas Aquinas, the poor but gifted young
man was lifted out of these rural farmlands into the eminence of a
German university career. Hugo Ott has discovered that Heidegger’s
earliest publications appeared in 1910—12 in Der Akademiker, an
ultraconservative Catholic journal that toed the line of Pope Pius X.
There in a series of book reviews the youthful Heidegger, still in his
early twenties, spoke out against the danger of “Modernism” to the
ageless wisdom of the Catholic tradition. Heidegger cites with ap-
proval the saying of “the great [Josef von] Gérres”: “Dig deeper and
you will find yourself standing on Catholic ground.”

Forced to break off his studies for the Catholic priesthood in 1911
for health reasons, Heidegger turned first to mathematics and the
natural sciences and then to philosophy, where he was openly identi-
fied with the Catholic confession. His first teaching position was as
a temporary substitute in the Chair of Catholic Philosophy at
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Freiburg, and his first serious professional disappointment was his
failure to secure permanent appointment to that chair in 1916.1

Heidegger’s earliest philosophical and theological interests in
those days centered on a new and promising appropriation of medi-
eval scholastic philosophy in the light of his research into the foun-
dations of modern logic and Husserl’s refutation of psychologism.
As a philosopher Heidegger rejected psychologism — the attempt to
found logic and mathematics on the psychological makeup of the
human mind — as a form of empiricism and relativism, even as he
was opposed theologically to modernism as a form of historical rela-
tivism that threatened to undermine ageless theological truth.
Heidegger saw a continuity between Husserl’s “logical investiga-
tions,” which put logic and mathematics on the foundation of pure
phenomenology, and the Scotistic tradition of “speculative gram-
mar” in the late Middle Ages. According to this tradition, which was
profoundly antirelativist and antipsychologistic, the forms of gram-
mar and of language (modus significandi) are a function of and re-
flect pure, universal forms of thought (modus intelligendi), which
are themselves reflections of being itself (modus essendi).

But Heidegger also saw another side to the medieval tradition, let
us say its “living” side as opposed to its logical and logocentric side,
which is to be found in the religious life that animated what he
called, following Dilthey, the medieval “experience of life” (Lebens-
erfahrung). We must understand, Heidegger insisted in the postscript
to his habilitation dissertation, that the abstract and difficult theo-
ries of medieval philosophers and theologians proceed from a con-
crete experience of life, that such theories give conceptual expression
to the “soul’s relationship to God” as that is experienced in medieval
life. To gain access to that dimension of medieval tradition Heidegger
says that we must attend to medieval moral theology and medieval
mysticism, in particular that of Meister Eckhart (GA 1 404, 410). For
itis the mystical notion that the soul belongs wholly to God, that itis
constituted by a kind of transcendence toward God, which we see
writ large in the corresponding metaphysico-conceptual notion that
the intellect has an inner harmony with and belongingness (conve-
nientia) to being. This notion that thinking “belongs” (gehdrt) to
being is one that Heidegger would always in some way or another
maintain as a part of his own later views.2

By invoking the living significance of medieval mysticism Heideg-
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ger makes his first attempt at a “destruction” of the tradition — which
does not mean to level or raze but rather to break through the concep-
tual surface of traditional metaphysics in order to “retrieve” or re-
cover (wieder-holen; BT 437) its living roots and life-giving experi-
ences. This is a gesture that Heidegger would repeat again and again
throughout his life, so that the famous “de(con)struction” of meta-
physics or of the “history of ontology” in Being and Time is always to
be understood as a fundamentally “positive” operation, not a nega-
tive one (BT 44).

THE EARLY WRITINGS

In 1919, at the age of thirty, and on the occasion of the baptism of his
first child, Heidegger broke with the Catholic faith. Writing to
Engelbert Krebs, the young priest who had married Martin and
Elfride in 1917 and who would have performed the baptism, Hei-
degger said:

Epistemological insights, extending as far as the theory of historical knowl-
edge, have made the system of Catholicism problematic and unacceptable
to me — but not Christianity and metaphysics (the latter, to be sure, in a new
sense).3

This is the first “turn” in Heidegger’s thought, and its importance
cannot be emphasized enough. For with the turn from Catholicism
to Protestantism, the philosophical interests of the young thinker
shifted from the questions of logic to those of history, from pure
{(Husserlian) phenomenology to what he called the “hermeneutics of
facticity” (i.e., concrete life), and from dogmatic theology to the
theology of the New Testament. He took his lead not from scholas-
tic theologians like Aquinas, Scotus, and Suarez but from Pascal,
Luther, and Kierkegaard, who in turn led him back to Augustine and
Paul. Between 1919 and 1922 Heidegger — who identified himself in
1921 to Karl Lowith as a Christian theologian+ — undertook an inten-
sive study of the “factical experience of life” of the New Testament
communities (in particular of their experience of time) in an effort to
recover authentic Christian experience. Heidegger’s model in this
project was Luther’s critique of Aristotle and medieval Aristotelian
scholasticism. Luther, as has been pointed out by a recent historian
of these affairs, even used the word “destruction” to describe his
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project of recovering an authentic scriptural Christianity beneath
the conceptual scaffolding of medieval theology.s It is no exaggera-
tion to say that Heidegger’s attempt to formulate a “hermeneutics of
facticity,” or what came to be called in Being and Time an “existen-
tial analytic” {see BT 490, n. 1), which would mark out the distinc-
tive traits of “factical life” — of Dasein — was inspired by Luther’s
critique of medieval metaphysical theology and Kierkegaard’s cri-
tique of Hegelian speculative Christianity. The record of those inves-
tigations is now open as more and more of the early Freiburg lectures
become available in the Gesamtausgabe. One of the most interest-
ing of these lecture courses, the publication of which has been prom-
ised in the near future (GA 59/60), is Heidegger’s lectures on St.
Augustine, in which Heidegger attempts to retrieve the Christian
experience of time that is concealed beneath the superstructure of
Neoplatonic metaphysics in Augustine’s writings.

The nearest prototype of the “destruction of the history of ontol-
ogy” in Being and Time, and of what was later called “overcoming
metaphysics,” was this essentially theological project of 1919 in
which Heidegger set out to recover the original categories of factical
Christian life. At the same time, Heidegger was also undertaking a
parallel project with regard to Aristotle. Unlike Luther, the young
philosopher was not prepared to admit that God had sent Aristotle
into the world “as a plague upon us on account of our sins.”¢ On the
contrary, Heidegger sought to break through Aristotle’s system of
metaphysical concepts, which was the side of Aristotle that medi-
eval theology had seized upon, in order to discover its sources in
“factical life.” Aristotle had the greatest phenomenological sensitivi-
ties in the ancient world, Heidegger thought (BP 232; GA 24 328—9),
and the task of the interpretation of Aristotle on which he had set
out was to recover the living experiences — the factical structures of
Greek and Aristotelian existence — that had taken conceptual form
in Aristotelian philosophy. Heidegger’s interpretations of Aristotle
at this time were so rich and innovative that they inspired a genera-
tion of Aristotelian scholarship and were directly responsible for the
appointment that Heidegger received from Marburg, where he began
teaching in 1923 in close collaboration with the great Protestant
New Testament theologian Rudolph Bultmann.

The work that eventually issued in the appearance of Being and
Time — work thoroughly interwoven with theological questions —
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consisted of a twofold retrieval, of Aristotle on the one hand and of
New Testament life on the other. It appears to me that Heidegger
thought that these two tasks were one, that the deconstructive
retrieval of the categories of factical life would achieve the same
results whether this was a matter of retrieving Greek or early Chris-
tian life, whether one were reading Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics
or the New Testament. For the categories of factical life — the cate-
gories of care and existence, of concern and instrumentality, of
temporality and historicity — are what they are, wherever they are
found. There is a peculiar kind of ahistoricism in Heidegger at this
point, very likely one that was inspired by his attachment to phe-
nomenology as a universal science and to the Husserlian ideal of
the universal structures of the life-world that would be the same no
matter where they would be realized. The goal of Being and Time —
a very Husserlian and neo-Kantian goal indeed — was to “formal-
ize” these factical structures, to give them a formal-ontological
conceptualization that would be ontologically neutral to their con-
crete instantiation. That is what lay behind the famous distinction
between the “existential” and the “existentiell,” or the “ontologi-
cal” and the “ontic,” which is so central to the existential analytic.
Heidegger’s aim was to set forth universal a priori structures of
existential life, of existing Dasein, without regard to whether such
structures were in actual fact — that is, as an existentiell matter —
Greek or Christian.

The goal of Being and Time was to keep the existential analytic free
of any “existentiell ideal,” any concrete, factical way to be — like
Christian or Greek life. There is no suggestion at this point in
Heidegger’s writings that Greek existence was any more or less “pri-
mordial” than Christian existence. On the contrary they both repre-
sented “existentiell ideals” from which the existential analytic
prescinded, of which the existential analytic represented the ontologi-
cal formalization (BT 311; SZ 266).

Now it was precisely because Being and Time was in part the issue
of an attempt to formalize the structures of factical Christian life that
it was greeted with such enthusiasm by Protestant theologians like
Bultmann (with whom it had in part been worked out). When Chris-
tian theologians looked into the pages of Being and Time they found
themselves staring at their own image — formalized, ontologized, or
as Bultmann said “demythologized.” What Being and Time had dis-

.
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covered, Bultmann said, was the very structure of religious and Chris-
tian existence but without the ontico-mythical worldview that was
an idiosyncratic feature of first-century cosmologies. The task of de-
mythologizing Christianity for Bultmann came down to isolating the
universal-existential structure of religious existence in general. De-
mythologizing sorts out existential structures like care, decision, tem-
porality, and authenticity in the face of death from cosmological
myths about heaven “above,” hell “below,” and the earth in between,
myths about heavenly messengers who shuttle back and forth among
these regions. Of the “historical” Jesus himself and what he actually
taught we know nothing. Of the historical communities that were
formed shortly after his death and that gave mythological formula-
tion to their collective memories of Jesus we know a great deal, and
they contain the essence of the Christian message, the saving truth.
The task of theology, armed now with the Heideggerian analytic of
existence, is to deconstruct and demythologize the canonical Gospels
in order to retrieve their kerygma, the living-existential Christian
message, one of existential conversion (metanoia), of becoming au-
thentic in the face of our finitude and guilt, a task that faces every
human being.”

When Bultmann “applied” Being and Time to Christian theology
he was “de-formalizing” the existential analytic and articulating it in
terms of a historically specific, existentiell ideal, namely, historical
Christianity. The reason this deformalization worked so well was
that the existential analytic was in the first place and in no small part
itself the issue of a formalization of Christian factical life. Bultmann
was largely reversing the process that had brought Being and Time
about in the first place. I believe that much the same thing can be said
of Paul Tillich — also a Marburg colleague of Heidegger — whose early
existential theology draws on motifs in Being and Time that are them-
selves originally drawn from an analysis of the New Testament.?

Heidegger set forth his views on the relationship between univer-
sal phenomenological science and theology in one of his last lectures
at Marburg, “Phenomenology and Theology.”s Philosophy, as the
science of being itself, differs “absolutely” from theology, which is
an “ontic” science of a particular region of beings, not of universal
being. Theology is a “positive” science because it deals with a posi-
tive, posited entity (a positum), which makes it more like chemistry
than philosophy (PT 6-7; GA 9 48-9). The positum of Christian
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theology is “Christianness” (Christlichkeit), by which Heidegger
means the factual mode of existing as a believing Christian, of exist-
ing in the history that is set into motion by the Cross, by the Cruci-
fied, by Christ on the cross (PT 10; GA 9 53—4). {These formulations
reflect Heidegger’s interest in the early twenties in Luther’s theol-
ogy of the cross.) Theology is the work of bringing the existential
rebirth that comes by faith to conceptual form. Theology is a science
of faith, of existing faith-fully, of existing historically as a Christian.
It does not make faith easier, but harder, because it does not give
faith a rational grounding but shows rather that that is exactly what
theology cannot do.

Theology is founded on faith and faith does not need philosophy;
but theology, as a positive science, does (PT 17; GA 9 61}. The “cross”
and “sin” can be lived only in faith, but they can be conceptualized
only with the help of philosophy. For faith is rebirth from sin, but sin
is an onticoexistentiell determination of the ontological structure of
guilt that is worked out in Being and Time. The Christian concept of
sindepends on an adequate elucidation of the “pre-Christian” (univer-
sal ontological) concept of guilt. This dependence is not a matter of
“deducing” it from guilt, but rather of receiving conceptual help and
direction — or rather “codirection” and “correction” — from ontology.
The theological concept of sin arises from the experience of faith, but
it reaches conceptual form only with the help of philosophy. None of
this denies, Heidegger thinks, the Pauline view of the mortal opposi-
tion between faith and philosophy. Indeed, it is this strife, this very
foolishness that philosophy and faith seem to be to each other, which
keeps each strong (PT 20—1; GA 9 66—7). Faith is philosophy’s exis-
tentiell enemy, but it must consort with the enemy if it wants to
assume conceptual theological form.

THE WAR YEARS

“Phenomenology and Theology” was Heidegger’s farewell to Chris-
tian theology as a matter of explicit and personal concern. After he
returned to Freiburg as Husserl’s successor in 1928, his thought
underwent another fundamental shift, a shift that once again was
keyed to a changed theological attitude. This is the beginning of
the darkest days of Heidegger’s life and work. It culminated in his
hellish endorsement of National Socialism and his ardent efforts to
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Nazify the German university. He became an enthusiastic reader of
Nietzsche, while Kierkegaard, Luther, and Aristotle faded into the
background. Deeply influenced by the bizarre work of Ernst Jiinger,
his thought became excessively voluntaristic and heroic, far in ex-
cess of anything to be found in Being and Time itself. He told the
tale of an encroaching nihilism, by which he meant the unwelcome
effects of modernity and of modern liberal democratic institutions,
all of which he saw as a bourgeois softness and love of comfort and
which he simply identified with “value theory.” In opposition to
this “moribund semblance of a culture”:r Heidegger argued for the
love of danger, the need to expose oneself to the abyss of being, to
venture to the outer limits of the groundlessness of being. That
alone would give greatness and strength to the “German spirit” —
the whole notion of “Dasein” and of universal a priori structures
having now been contracted to a specifically German mode of be-
ing.* Such hardness of spirit would in turn keep the West safe from
“the boundless et cetera” of American consumerism, on the one
hand, and of Russian communism, on the other hand (IM 46; GA
40 49). All of this reached a philosophical crest, first in the famous
“Rectoral Address” of 1933 and then in the 1935 lecture course An
Introduction to Metaphysics.

This ominous development in Heidegger’s thought is intimately
related to a changing theological attitude. If he had begun as an
ultraconservative Catholic, and if he had after 1917 become deeply
involved in a dialogue with liberal Protestant historical theology, he
was after 1928 deeply antagonistic to Christianity in general and to
the Catholicism of Freiburg in particular, and he gives indications of
having become personally atheistic. He became in his personal con-
duct at Freiburg a hostile opponent of Christianity. He would not
accept the young Jesuits who came to Freiburg as his doctoral stu-
dents, and he treated other Catholic students like Max Miiller ex-
ceedingly badly. When their dissertations were submitted — under
the direction of Martin Honecker, who held the Chair of Catholic
Philosophy — Heidegger treated them with distance and even dis-
dain. {After 1945 he claimed them as his students.) When Honecker
died unexpectedly in 1941, Heidegger succeeded in having this chair
abolished, the very one to which he himself had aspired a quarter of
a century earlier.'

His philosophical work, always “methodologically” atheist, lost
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its ontological neutrality and became hostile to Christianity. If he
thought, up to 1928, that both Greek and Christian existence, taken
in their historical concreteness, exemplified the universal structures
of factical existence, his position during the thirties was that Chris-
tianity was a decadent falling away from the primordiality of Greek
experience. By “Greek” he meant the early Greeks, and he took
Plato and Aristotle to represent the beginning of the metaphysical
oblivion of being. The hostility that had invaded Heidegger’s portrait
of the relationship between philosophical questioning and Christian
faith, between his methodological atheism and a more aggressive
atheism, can be seen quite clearly in the following contrast. In 1922
he wrote:

Questionability is not religious, but rather it may really lead into a situation
of religious decision. I do not behave religiously in philosophizing, even if I
as a philosopher can be a religious man. “But here is the art:” to philoso-
phize and thereby to be genuinely religious, i.e., to take up factically its
worldly, historical task in philosophizing, in action and a world of action,
not in religious ideology and fantasy.

Philosophy, in its radical self-positing questionability, must be in princi-
ple a-theistic. (GA 61 197}

The trick is to maintain oneself in radical “questionability,” that is,
the ability to raise radical questions, while responding to the claim
of faith. Philosophical questioning is not and cannot become faith,
without ceasing to be questioning, but the believer can hold his faith
open and keep it free from dogmatic ideology only by sustaining the
life of questioning. But in An Introduction to Metaphysics we read:

Anyone for whom the Bible is divine revelation and truth has the answer to
the question “Why are there beings rather than nothing” even before it is
asked. . . . One who holds to such faith can in a way participate in the asking
of our question but he cannot really question without ceasing to be a be-
liever and taking all the consequence of such a step. He will only be able to
act “as if.” (IM 6—7; GA 40 5)

Later on in the text, Heidegger assails a work entitled What Is Man!?
by the Christian theologian Theodore Haecker, whose recent lecture
at Freiburg had been angrily protested by the Nazi students:

If a man believes the propositions of Catholic dogma, that is his individual
concern; we shall not discuss it here. But how can we be expected to take a
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man seriously who writes “What is Man?” on the cover of his book although
he does not inquire, because he is unwilling and unable to inquire? . . .
Why do I speak of such irrelevancies in connection with the exegesis of
Parmenides’s dictum? In itself this sort of scribbling is unimportant and
insignificant. What is not unimportant is the paralysis of all passion for
questioning that has long been with us. (IM 142-3; GA 40 151)

Heidegger now clearly holds that there is an existential (if not a
logical) contradiction between real philosophical questioning and
religious faith. The believer does not have the passion—or the
honesty — to enter the abyss of the questionability of being. In the
view that he held at the time, that also makes the Christian faith a
counterrevolutionary force from the standpoint of the National So-
cialist “renewal.” The facade of questioning the believer puts up
will always have a kind of fraudulent “as if” quality. The dishonest
labors of Christian writers should not be mentioned in the same
breath as the greatness of Greek thinkers like Parmenides.
Ironically, and in testimony to the power of Heidegger’s thought as
opposed to the smallness and perversity of the man, Heidegger was
to exert enormous influence on Catholic theology precisely during
this time. A series of Catholic luminaries heard these lectures dur-
ing the thirties, including, in addition to Miiller, Gustav Siewerth,
Johannes Lotz, and above all Karl Rahner, all of whom were German
Jesuits. Rahner unfolded the problematic of questioning in the direc-
tion of a “transcendental Thomism” first marked off by the Belgian
Jesuit Maréchal. He held that questioning, as the radical opening of
thinking to being, represented the dynamism or momentum of the
mind toward God. He treated the fore-having of being by the under-
standing as a preunderstanding of God inasmuch as God is the being
that is sought in all of our thought and action. In his second major
work, Hearers of the Word, Rahner appropriated the thematics of
speaking and hearing, claiming and being claimed, that Heidegger
had begun to enunciate for the first time in the thirties in connec-
tion with his readings of the early Greeks. Rahner put Heidegger’s
reflections to a theological use, which argued that the believer is
ontologically disposed to revelation, that there is a kind of ontologi-
cal structure in Dasein in virtue of which its very being is to be
addressed by being itself. That ontological structure, worked out in
Heidegger’s philosophical writings, articulates the condition of possi-
bility of being claimed by the Word itself that the Father speaks to
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humankind. (Rahner also made significant use of Heidegger’s concep-
tion of being-unto-death in a short treatise entitled The Theology of
Death.)ts

Once again, the question can be asked whether these young Catho-
lic theologians found Heidegger’s thought so amenable to theologi-
cal application only because that thought had in the first place been
significantly inspired by theological resources. Heidegger was giving
a reading of the early Greeks that it is impossible to believe was not
the result of a transference of the categories of Christianity to early
Greek texts. He called in quasi-prophetic terms for an “other begin-
ning” that resembled a kind of metanoia (conversion) and the com-
ing of the kingdom, or even of the Second Coming. He viewed the
relationship between being and thinking in Parmenides and Heracli-
tus in kerygmatic terms, arguing that these early Greeks took being
to be “addressed” to man, that it laid claim to man, and that the
Greeks conceived the being of man in terms of responsiveness and
answerability to this claim. Heidegger went on to say that his deeply
historical conception of being, which included even an “eschatologi-
cal” conception of the “history of Being,” was fundamentally Greek
in inspiration. But it is clear to everyone but Heidegger’s most fa-
natic disciples that he is clearly Hellenizing and secularizing a funda-
mentally bibilical conception of the history of salvation. He was in
the most literal sense building a rival Heilsgeschichte to the biblical
one that he had discovered in his New Testament studies.

One might object to this interpretation that Heidegger was simply
demythologizing the history of salvation and giving it an ontological
sense, which is no different from what he was doing in Being and
Time. The difference, on my view, is that the later “history of Being”
is every bit as mythological and just as much in need of demythologiz-
ing as the history of salvation it would purport to demythologize.r¢

As Kierkegaard had said a century earlier, the discovery of time
and history was a Judeo-Christian one' — as was, we may add, the
whole thematics of speaking and answering, claiming and being
claimed. Heidegger had baldly appropriated the kairological — the
kairos, the appointed time, the “moment” (Augenblick) of truth and
decision in Being and Time (§67a) — and kerygmatic conceptions of
human existence that he had learned from Christiantity in the first
place and that were quite alien to the Greeks. It was these elements
in his thought that the young Catholic theologians ‘found s0 conge-
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nial to their own theological work. That is hardly surprising. Like
Bultmann and the Protestant existential theologians before them,
when they looked into Heidegger’s texts, they beheld their own
image.

THE LATER WRITINGS

After the war Heidegger largely succeeded in covering up his past
involvement with National Socialism. A steady stream of new publi-
cations forged the image of the “later” Heidegger, previously known
only to the small number of those who were able to follow his
lectures during the war years. A whole new wave of Heideggerian
thinking swept over Continental philosophy, encouraged especially
by the enthusiastic reception Heidegger received from the French,
which began with the French existentialist “misunderstanding” and
continues today with French postmodernists. The 1947 “letter” to
the French (to Jean Beaufret and to the philosophical world) set forth
the “humanistic” limits of existentialism and the real demands of
the “thought of Being” (BW 206—9). It was clear to everyone that
Heidegger’s thought had taken still another turn, one that we know
today can be dated back to the 1936—8 manuscript entitled Con-
tributions to Philosophy, which has only recently been published
{GA 65).18

This later thinking had become radically antivoluntaristic, anti-
Nietzschean. It construed classical Western “metaphysics” from
Plato to the present age as the “oblivion” and “withdrawal” of
being itself (and not a human error). It construed the metaphysics
of the “will to power,” whose most extreme expression is the con-
temporary technologizing of world and man, as the culmination of
this history of oblivion. The task of “thinking” was now identified
precisely as not willing, first by willing not to will and then by not
willing at all (DT s9—60; GA 13 38—9). Here “willing” was taken in
a general sense to mean not only choosing and willing in the deter-
minate sense, but all conceptual or “representational” thinking,
which goes to the very essence of the Western philosophical and
scientific tradition. The heroic accents of the mighty “strife” be-
tween being and humanity — Heraclitus’s polemos, which Heideg-
ger liked to translate during the mid-thirties as Kampf (IM 61—2;
GA 40 66) — disappeared. Instead of willing, Heidegger spoke of “let-
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ting be,” using at this point the word Gelassenheit, one of the
oldest and most revered parts of the vocabulary of the Rhineland
mystics, in particular Meister Eckhart. Being is not something that
human thinking can conceive or “grasp” (be-greifen, con-capere)
but something that thinking can only be “granted.” Thoughts
come to us; we do not think them up (PLT 6; GA 13 78). Thinking
is a gift or a grace, an event that overtakes us, an address visited
upon us. The role of human beings is not, however, one of utter
passivity but one of cooperation with and remaining “open” to
being’s advent. The work that man can do is not to will but to not-
will, to prepare a clearing and opening in which being may come.
This is not quietism but asceticism, the hard work of a kind of
poverty of spirit. A debate began that continues to now about the
place of “action” and ethics in Heidegger’s thought, a debate that
replays disputes in the classical literature on mysticism and ethical
action, which itself goes all the way back to the biblical story of
Mary and Martha and the medieval disputes about the relative
merits of the vita activa and the vita contemplativa.rs

Once again a fundamental shift in Heidegger’s thinking took place
and again with overt religious overtones. The strident antagonist of
Christianity during the war years — himself a sometime Protestant
and a sometime very ardent Catholic — had taken on a mystical air.
With this latest turn Heidegger was, as he himself said, returning to
his theological beginning (OWL 10; US 96). He was, we recall, quite
interested in medieval mysticism as a youth and had intended to
write a book on Meister Eckhart. He also had announced a lecture
course on medieval mysticism for 1919, but the preparations for the
course were apparently interrupted by the First World War and the
course was never given.>

Heidegger’s postwar relations with both Catholic and Protestant
theologians were dramatically reversed. In the denazification trials
held immediately after the war, a besieged Heidegger (he eventually
had a minor breakdown) turned first for help from his old friend and
counselor, the Archbishop of Freiburg Conrad Grober, who had
gained wide respect for holding his ground against the Nazis during
the war {something of which Heidegger hardly approved in those
years).

This is by no means to say that Heidegger’s later thinking had
returned to the faith of his youth. The mystical dimension of the later
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thinking is strictly a structural affair, a matter of a certain proportion-
ality: the relationship of “thinking” to “being” is structurally like the
relationship of the soul to God in religious mysticism. Thinking is
directed toward being, not God. Being is not God but the event of
manifestness, the happening of the truth of being, the coming to pass
of the history of the epochal manifestations of being — from the early
Greeks to the will to power. Being means very much what we might
otherwise call history, but with two important differences: (1) history
is understood as a history of truth or manifestness, of the various
looks that being takes on over the ages (as eidos in Plato, as spirit in
Hegel, as will to power in late modernity), as opposed to a political,
military, social, or economic history;*r (2) history is not human his-
tory but being’s own, unfolding under the “initiative” of being’s giv-
ing to and withdrawing from thought.

The status of God in Heidegger's later and more religiously, mysti-
cally keyed thinking is much debated. Heidegger does talk about
God (and the gods) but it is a God who, from a Judeo-Christian point
of view, has lost his sovereign lordship over history and become a
function of being’s history.22 Thus, the epochal sending of the gods,
the age of the Holy, has passed away and we now await a new god, a
new and unpredictable sending of the Holy’s graciousness, which
appears to be a function of being’s sending, not of God’s will (BW
210). Heidegger at one point identified the lost age of the Holy as the
time of the religion of the Greeks, of the Old Testament, and of the
preaching of Jesus, indicating a kind of historicism about the various
ways that the Holy can manifest itself or take on various historical
forms, none of which is absolute (PLT 184; VA 183). Yet Heidegger
shows a decided preference in these writings for the world of the
early Greeks, for the Greek experience of being as physis and
aletheia, and for an experience of the “gods” as a part of the “Four-
fold.” The Fourfold — earth and sky, mortals and gods —is a deeply
Holderlinian conception that Heidegger derived from his reading of
Holderlin’s poetizing of the Greek world. So the god that emerges in
Heidegger’s late writing is a profoundly poetic god, a poetic experi-
ence of the world as something sacred and deserving of reverence.
This god is a much more pagan-poetic god and much less Judeo-
Christian, ethicoreligious God. It has virtually nothing to do with
the God whom Jesus called abba or with the religion of the cross
that Heidegger found in Luther. In fact, Heidegger’s later writings are
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more suggestive of a kind of Buddhism, a kind of meditative, silent
world reverencing, than of Judaism or Christianity.23

Understandably, Christian theologians have shown a remarkable
interest in and been much nourished by Heidegger’s later writings.
These writings are marked by Heidegger’'s deeply — albeit generi-
cally — religious discourse of giving and receiving, grace and gra-
ciousness, saving and danger, address and response, poverty and
openness, end time and new beginning, mystery and withdrawal
and by a new thematics of the truly divine God. A new wave of
post-Bultmannian Protestant theologians emerged that moved be-
yond Bultmann’s “existential theology” and adopted a position that
reflected Heidegger's own turn beyond the existential analytic.
These theologians had a sharpened appreciation of the historicality
and linguisticality of Heidegger’s “thought of Being” and that is
what they brought to bear on their theological work.

The key figure in this post-Bultmannian movement is Heinrich
Ott. In his 1959 work entitled Denken und Sein {Thinking and be-
ing) Ott, a student of Karl Barth, who also has studied extensively
with Bultmann, showed in effect that the later Heidegger’s rejection
of humanism opened up new possibilities for theology. It confirmed
Karl Barth’s long-standing objections to Bultmann {and to the Hei-
degger of Being and Time) and shows that Barth’s theology of the
primacy of God is in fact accommodated by the later Heidegger’s
turn toward being. Theology for Ott arises out of the experience of
faith and is not a matter of scientific theological objectification,
even as for Heidegger thinking speaks “out of the experience of
thought” (PLT 1—14}, out of thought’s experience of being. Ott went
on to construe the history of salvation as a history of disclosure
comparable to Heidegger’s history of the disclosure of being, and he
put Heidegger’s conception of language as “call” to use in interpret-
ing biblical language. The sentences of the New Testament about
the resurrection, for example, are not to be taken as propositional
assertions of matters of fact but as a call to a new mode of being.
Ott’s work, and the whole impact of the later Heidegger on theologi-
cal reflection, reached the United States in a volume entitled The
Later Heidegger and Theology.>

In 1959, at a meeting with the old Marburgers, Heidegger led a

day-long discussion on the relationship between his later “thinking”
and Christian faith, in which he held that if his thought ruled out
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the God of metaphysics, it was by no means inconsistent with a
nonmetaphysical relationship to God (PT 22—31; GA 9 68—79). The
upshot of “thinking” for theology is to cease to think of God as
causa sui, as the causal energy that creates and sustains the cosmos,
and to turn instead to the God before whom one can dance or bend
one’s knee. This he calls the truly “divine God” (ID 72), and it
reminds us of Pascal’s injuncture to lay aside the God of the philoso-
phers in favor of the God of Abraham and Isaac. This was a very open
ended formulation of thinking in relation to religious faith, and it
was precisely the path that Ott was pursuing.

This suggestion was also taken up in a forceful and interesting
way on the Catholic side by the Freiburg theologian Bernard Welte.
Welte argues that Heidegger’s conception of the history of being tells
the story of a technological darkening of the earth in which the
illusion of human mastery overshadows the appearance of God. The
“other beginning” of which Heidegger speaks signals a new age of
the Holy, an epoch in which God can indeed be God. Welte also
wrote sensitively about Meister Eckhart and the notion of Gelas-
senheit, and he produced an excellent essay comparing the later
Heidegger, Meister Eckhart, and Thomas Aquinas (whose Domini-
can Chair at Paris Meister Eckhart had later occupied).2s

Martin Heidegger died in 1976, in his eighty-sixth year. He was
buried in the Catholic churchyard in Messkirch between his mother
and his father. At Heidegger’s request a Catholic mass was cele-
brated by Bernard Welte in the church of St. Martin’s where Hei-
degger’s father had been sexton, in whose shop in the basement of
the church the young Martin had often played as a youngster. Welte,
who was also a fellow townsman of Heidegger, delivered the eulogy.
Welte said, quite rightly, that Heidegger’s thought had shaken this
century, that it was a thought that was always seeking, always under
way. He related this being “on the way” to the Gospels’ notion that
he who seeks shall find:

“He who seeks” — that could well be the title for all of Heidegger’s life and
thought. “He who finds” — that could be the secret message of his death.2¢

Had Heidegger come full circle, confirming what he said in On the
Way to Language that his future lay in his theological beginning
(OWL 10; US 96)? Was this Catholic end the repetition of his Catho-
lic beginning? Was this the final turn on the path of thought?
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11 Heidegger on the connection
between nihilism, art,
technology, and politics

Martin Heidegger’s major work, Being and Time, is usually consid-
ered the culminating work in a tradition called existential philoso-
phy. The first person to call himself an existential thinker was Sgren
Kierkegaard, and his influence is clearly evident in Heidegger’s
thought. Existential thinking rejects the traditional philosophical
view, which goes back to Plato at least, that philosophy must be done
from a detached, disinterested point of view. Kierkegaard argues that
our primary access to reality is through our involved action. The way
things show up for a detached thinker is a partial and distorted version
of the way things show up to a committed individual.

Kierkegaard defines the self as a relation that relates itself to itself.
That means that who I am depends on the stand I take on being a
self. Moreover, how I interpret myself is not a question of what I
think but of what I do. I have to take up what is the given or factical
part of my self and, by acting on it, define who I am. I understand
myself as being a student, a teacher, the lover of a specific person, or
the follower of a specific cause. Thus, the self defines itself by taking
up its past by means of present actions that make sense in terms of
its future. For Kierkegaard, then, the self can be understood as a
temporal structure.

Given his emphasis on involvement, Kierkegaard was convinced
that philosophical reflection has undermined commitment in the
West. In his book The Present Age,* written in 1846, he gave a
prophetic description of how all authority was disappearing, all con-
crete differences were being leveled, everything was becoming indif-
ferent, giving rise to alternate fits of lethargy and excitement. Such
was the victory of critical detachment over involved commitment.
His whole work was devoted to the question: How can we get mean-
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ing and commitment back into our lives once we have gotten into
the passionless, reflective attitude we are now in?

Heidegger calls the basic structure of human being — that each
human being’s way of being is an issue for it — Dasein. In his “exis-
tentialist” phase, during the twenties, Heidegger was interested in
the ahistorical, cross-cultural structures of everyday involved experi-
ence. He worked out an interpretation of three basic ways of being
(availableness, or “readiness-to-hand”; occurrence, or “presence-at-
hand”; as well as Dasein) and their general structure (temporality)
grounded in Dasein’s ability to take a stand on its own being. These
existential structures, Heidegger demonstrated, provided the condi-
tions of the possibility of all modes of intelligibility. He also investi-
gated the way the conformity to norms necessary for intelligibility
opens up the possibility of flight into conformism, which levels
down all meaningful distinctions.

But whereas Kierkegaard thought that leveling and lack of commit-
ment had been accentuated to nihilistic proportions by the media,
Heidegger in Being and Time writes as if leveling has been with
humankind as long as tools have, and he sees nothing special in the
present age. Around 1930, however, Heidegger began to investigate
the understanding of being peculiar to modern Western culture. As he
put it, in Being and Time “‘phenomenoclogy’ and all hermeneutical-
transcendental questions had not yet been thought in terms of the
history of being” {EP 15). His early interest in the existential structure
of the self had shifted to another Kierkegaardian concern — the lack of
meaning and seriousness in the present age.

NIHILISM

In his lectures on Nietzsche in 1936 Heidegger quotes with approval
Nietzsche’s Kierkegaardian condemnation of the present age:

Around the year 1882 [Nietzsche] says regarding his times, “Our age is an
agitated one, and precisely for that reason, not an age of passion; it heats
itself up continuously, because it feels that it is not warm — basically it is
freezing. . . . In our time it is merely by means of an echo that events acquire
their ‘greatness’ — the echo of the newspaper.” (N 1 47)

Heidegger agrees with Nietzsche that “there is no longer any goal
in and through which all the forces of the historical existence of
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peoples can cohere and in the direction of which they can develop”
(N1 157).

Nihilism is Nietzsche’s name for this loss of meaning or direction.
Both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche agree that if nihilism were com-
plete, there would be no significant private or public issues. Nothing
would have authority for us, would make a claim on us, would
demand a commitment from us. In a non-nihilistic age there is some-
thing at stake; there are questions that all can agree are important,
even if they violently disagree as to what the answers to these ques-
tions are. But in our age, everything is in the process of becoming
equal. There is less and less difference among political parties,
among religious communities, among social causes, among cultural
practices — everything is on a par, all meaningful differences are be-
ing leveled.

Kierkegaard thought that the answer to nihilism was to make
one’s own individual absolute commitment. If you can commit your-
self unconditionally — in love, for instance — then that becomes a
tocus for your whole sense of reality. Things stand out or recede into
insignificance on the basis of that ultimate concern. You do not
discover a significance that is already there. There is no basis for this
commitment in the cosmos. Indeed, such a commitment is exactly
the opposite of belief in an objective truth. You are called by some
concrete concern — either a person or a cause — and when you define
yourself by your dedication to that concern, your world acquires
seriousness and significance.

The only way to have a meaningful life in the present age, then, is
to let your involvement become definitive of reality for you, and
what is definitive of reality for you is not something that is in any
way provisional — although it certainly is vulnerable. That is why,
once a society like ours becomes rational and reflective, such total
commitments begin to look like a kind of dangerous dependency.
The committed individual is identified as a workaholic or 2 woman
who loves too much. This suggests that to be recognized and appreci-
ated, individual commitment requires a shared understanding of
what is worth pursuing. But as our culture comes more and more to
celebrate critical detachment, self-sufficiency, and rational choice,
there are fewer and fewer shared commitments. So commitment
itself begins to look like craziness.

Heidegger comes to see the recent undermining of commitment as
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due not so much to a failure of the individual as to a lack of anything
in the modern world that could solicit commitment from us and
sustain us in it. The things that once evoked commitment — gods,
heroes, the God-man, the acts of great statesmen, the words of great
thinkers — have lost their authority. As a result, individuals feel iso-
lated and alienated. They feel that their lives have no meaning be-
cause the public world contains no guidelines.

When everything that is material and social has become com-
pletely flat and drab, people retreat into their private experiences as
the only remaining place to find significance. Heidegger sees this
move to private experience as characteristic of the modern age. Art,
religion, sex, education — all become varieties of experience. When all
our concerns have been reduced to the common denominator of “ex-
perience,” we will have reached the last stage of nihilism. One then
sees “the plunge into frenzy and the disintegration into sheer feeling
as redemptive. The ‘lived experience’ as such becomes decisive” (N I
86). That is, when there are no shared examples of greatness that focus
public concerns and elicit social commitment, people become specta-
tors of fads and public lives, just for the excitement. When there are
no religious practices that call forth sacrifice, terror, and awe, people
consume everything from drugs to meditation practices to give them-
selves some kind of peak experience. The peak experience takes the
place of what was once a relation to something outside the self that
defined the real and was therefore holy. As Heidegger puts it, “The
loss of the gods is so far from excluding religiosity that rather only
through that loss is the relation to the gods changed into mere ‘reli-
gious experience’” (QCT 117; GA 5 76). Of course, private experience
seems attractive only once the shared public world has lost its mean-
ing and reality. Then one thinks (as if somehow it had always been the
case and one had just discovered it) that, after all, it is the experience
that matters. But soonerorlater one finds that although private experi-
ence may have “energy” or “spontaneity” or “zing,” it provides noth-
ing in terms of which one can give consistency, meaning, and serious-
ness to one’s life.> In Nietzsche’s words “God is dead, and we have
killed him.”

Nietzsche, however, unlike Heidegger, finds the death of God liber-

ating. He foresees a new stage of our culture that he calls “positive .

nihilism,” in which each “free spirit” will posit, that is, create, his
or her own values. Heidegger is not so sanguine. He sets out to
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investigate the history of the understanding of being in the West in
order to understand how we did the terrible deed of killing God. One
way he tells the story of the loss of meaning is by tracing the history
of the very idea of values taken over uncritically by Nietzsche.
Heidegger argues that to think of nihilism as a state in which we
have forgotten or betrayed our values is part of the problem. Think-
ing that we once had values but that we do not have values now, and
that we should regain our values or choose new ones, is just another
symptom of the trouble. Heidegger claims that thinking about our
deepest concerns as values is nihilism.

The essence of a value is that it is something that is completely
independent of us. It is perceived, and then chosen or rejected. Val-
ues have an interesting history. Plato starts with the claim that they
are what shows us what is good for us independent of our interests
and desires. The idea of the good shines on us and draws us to it.
Only with the Enlightenment do we arrive at the notion that values
are objective — passive objects standing over against us —and we
must choose our values. These values have no claim on us until we
decide which ones we want to adopt. Once we get the idea that there
is a plurality of values and that we choose which ones will have a
claim on us, we are ripe for the modern idea, first found in the works
of Nietzsche, especially in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, that we posit
our values — that is, that valuing is something we do and value is the
result of doing it. But once we see that we posit values, we also see
that we can equally “unposit” them. They thus lose all authority for
us. So, far from giving meaning to our lives, thinking of what is
important to us in terms of values shows us that our lives have no
intrinsic meaning. As long as we think in terms of value positing
rather than being gripped by shared concerns, we will not find any-
thing that elicits our commitment. As Heidegger says, “No one dies
tor mere values” (QCT 142; GA 5 102).

Once we see how thinking of the problem of nihilism in terms of
lacking values perpetuates rather than combats the problem, we are
ready to diagnose and seek a cure for our condition. According to
Heidegger our trouble begins with Socrates’ and Plato’s claim that
true moral knowledge, like scientific knowledge, must be explicit
and disinterested. Heidegger questions both the possibility and the
desirability of making our everyday understanding totally explicit.
He introduces the idea that the shared everyday skills, concerns,
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and practices into which we are socialized provide the conditions
necessary for people to make sense of the world and of their lives.
All intelligibility presupposes something that cannot be fully articu-
lated — a kind of knowing-how rather than a knowing-that. At the
deepest level such knowing is embodied in our social skills rather
than in our concepts, beliefs, and values. Heidegger argues that our
cultural practices can direct our activities and make our lives mean-
ingful only insofar as they are and stay unarticulated, that is, as
long as they stay the soil out of which we live. If there is to be
seriousness, it must draw on these unarticulated background prac-
tices. As Heidegger puts it in a later work, “The Origin of the Work
of Art,” “Every decision ... bases itself on something not mas-
tered, something concealed, confusing; else it would never be a
decision” (PLT s55; GA 5 43). Critical reflection is necessary in
some situations where our ordinary way of coping is insufficient,
but such reflection cannot and should not play the central role it
has played in the philosophical tradition. What is most important
and meaningful in our lives is not and should not be accessible to
critical reflection.

The cultural know-how that embodies our concerns is certainly
not conscious, but neither does it appear to be unconscious. To get a
sense of what this know-how is like, let us take a very simple case.
People in various cultures stand different distances from an inti-
mate, a friend, a stranger. Furthermore, the distances vary when
these people are chatting, doing business, or engaging in courtship.
Each culture, including our own, embodies an incredibly subtle
shared pattern of social distancing. Yet no one explicitly taught this
pattern to each of us. Our parents could not possibly have con-
sciously instructed us in it since they do not know the pattern any
more than we do. We do not even know we have such know-how
until we go to another culture and find, for example, that in North
Africa strangers seem to be oppressively close while in Scandinavia
friends seem to stand too far away. This makes us uneasy, and we
cannot help backing away or moving closer. It is through such re-
sponses that we got this know-how in the first place. As small chil-
dren, when we began to interact with other people, we sometimes

got the distances wrong. This made our parents and friends uneasy, -

and they either backed away or moved closer so that we gradually
picked up the whole pattern. It was never made expliicit. As a skill or
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savoir faire it is not something like a set of rules that could be made
explicit.3 Yet it embodies rudiments of an understanding of what it
is to be a human being — hints of how important body contact is, and
the relative importance of intimacy and independence.

Now practices like how far to stand from people are not all that are
passed on by training and imitation. Our everyday know-how in-
volves an understanding of what it is to be a person, a thing, a natural
object, a plant, an animal, and so on. Our understanding of animals
these days, for example, is in part embodied in our skill in buying
pieces of them, taking off their plastic wrapping, and cooking them in
microwave ovens. In general, we deal with things as resources to be
used and then disposed of when no longer needed. A Styrofoam cup is
a perfect example. When we want a hot or cold drink it does its job,
and when we are through with it we throw it away. This understand-
ing of an object is very different from what we can suppose to be the
Japanese understanding of a delicate, painted teacup, which does not
do as good a job of maintaining temperature and which has to be
washed and protected, but which is preserved from generation to
generation for its beauty and its social meaning. Or, to take another
example, an old earthenware bowl, admired for its simplicity and its
ability to evoke memories of ancient crafts, such as is used in a Japa-
nese tea ceremony, embodies a unique understanding of things. It is
hard to picture a tea ceremony around a Styrofoam cup.

Note that an aspect of the Japanese understanding of what it is to
be human (passive, contented, gentle, social, etc.) fits with an under-
standing of what it is to be a thing (evocative of simpler times, pure,
natural, simple, beautiful, traditional, etc.). It would make no sense
for us, who are active, independent, and aggressive — constantly striv-
ing to cultivate and satisfy our desires — to relate to things the way
the Japanese do; or for the Japanese (before their understanding of
being was interfered with by ours) to invent and prefer Styrofoam
teacups. In the same vein we tend to think of politics as the negotia-
tion of individual desires, while the Japanese seek consensus. In
sum, the practices containing an understanding of what it is to be a
human being, those containing an interpretation of what it is to be a
thing, and those defining society fit together. Social practices thus
transmit not only an implicit understanding of what it is to be a
human being, an animal, or an object, but, finally, an understanding
of what it is for anything to be at all.
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The shared practices into which we are socialized, moreover, pro-
vide a background understanding of what matters and what it makes
sense to do, on the basis of which we can direct our actions. This
understanding of being creates what Heidegger calls a clearing in
which things and people can show up as mattering and meaningful
for us. We do not produce the clearing. It produces us as the kind of
human beings we are. Heidegger describes the clearing as follows:

Beyond what is, not away from it but before it, there is still something else
that happens. In the midst of beings as a whole an open place occurs. There
is a clearing, a lighting. . . . This open center is . . . not surrounded by what
is; rather, the lighting center itself encircles all that is. . . . Only this clear-
ing grants and guarantees to human beings a passage to those entities that
we ourselves are not, and access to the being that we ourselves are. (PLT 53;
GA 5 39—40)

As we have noted, our cultural practices and the understanding of
being they embody allow us to direct our activities and make sense
of our lives only insofar as they are and stay unarticulated, that is,
stay the atmosphere in which we live. These background practices
are the concealed and unmastered that Heidegger tells us give seri-
ousness to our decisions. Mattering lies not in what we choose, but
in “that on the basis of which” we choose. The more our know-how
is formulated and objectified as knowing-that, the more it is called
up for critical questioning, the more it loses its grip on us. This is
part of what Kierkegaard saw in his attack on modern critical reflec-
tion, and Heidegger in his attack on value thinking.

But this cannot be the whole story about nihilism. For there must
always be a clearing — background practices containing an under-
standing of being — in order for things and people to be intelligible at
all. And these will never be fully accessible to reflection. So there
must be a deeper problem that Heidegger is pointing to. There must
be something wrong with our current background practices that
leads us to ignore them, causing us to seek meaning by choosing
objective values and finally by positing personal values for our-
selves. So Heidegger raises new questions: What is it to have a nihil-
istic clearing, how did we come to have one, and what can we 'do

about it? Only when we have answered these, he holds, can we ask:

Are there still left in our practices some remnants of shared meaning-
ful concerns? If so, where are such remnants to be found? The strong-
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est argument that some meaningful practices must have survived is
that without some remnant of them we would not be distressed by
nihilism. But before we can answer these questions, we must ask a
prior one: How do practices give shared meaning to the lives of those
who practice them?

THE WORK OF ART (WORLD AND EARTH)

For everyday practices to give meaning to our lives and to unite us in
a community, they must be focused and held up to the practitioners.
Clifford Geertz and Charles Taylor have discussed this important
phenomenon. Geertz, for example, describes the role of the cock-
fight in Balinese society:

It provides a metasocial commentary upon the whole matter of assorting
human beings into fixed hierarchical ranks and then organizing the major
part of collective existence around that assortment. Its function, if you want
to call it that, is interpretive: it is a Balinese reading of Balinese experience,
a story they tell themselves about themselves.+

Heidegger calls that interpretive function “truth setting itself to
work,” and anything that performs this function he calls a work of
art. As his illustration of an artwork, Heidegger takes the Greek
temple. The temple held up to the Greeks what was important, and
so let there be meaningful differences such as victory and disgrace,
disaster and blessing:

It is the templework that first fits together and at the same time gathers
around itself the unity of those paths and relations in which birth and death,
disaster and blessing, victory and disgrace, endurance and decline acquire the
shape of destiny for human beings. The all-governing expanse of this open
relational context is the world of this historical people. (PLT 42; GA 5 29)

The Greeks whose practices were manifested and focused by the
temple lived in a moral space of gods, heroes, and slaves, a moral
space that gave direction and meaning to their lives. In the same
way, the medieval cathedral made it possible to be a sinner or a saint
and showed Christians the dimensions of salvation and damnation.s
In either case, one knew where one stood and what one had to do.
Heidegger would say that the understanding of what it is to be
changes each time a culture gets a new artwork. Then different sorts
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of human beings and things show up. For the Greeks, what showed
up were heroes and slaves and marvelous things; for the Christians,
saints and sinners, rewards and temptations. There could not have
been saints in ancient Greece. At best there could only have been
weak people who let everybody walk all over them. Likewise, there
could not have been Greek-style heroes in the Middle Ages. Such
people would have been regarded as pagans — prideful sinners who
disrupted society by denying their dependence on God.

Generalizing the idea of a work of art, Heidegger holds that “there
must always be some being in the open [the clearing]|, something
that is, in which the openness takes its stand and attains its con-
stancy” (PLT 61; GA 5 48). Let us call such special things cultural
paradigms. Talking of a paradigm focusing the practices seems al-
most inevitable. Compare Geertz: “It is this kind of bringing of
assorted experiences of everyday life to focus that the cockfight . . .
accomplishes, and so creates what, better than typical or universal,
could be called a paradigmatic human event.”s

A cultural paradigm collects the scattered practices of a group,
unifies them into coherent possibilities for action, and holds them
up to the people who can then act and relate to each other in terms
of that exemplar. Works of art, when performing this function, are
not merely representations or symbols, but actually produce a
shared understanding. As Geertz put it: “Quartets, still lifes, and
cockfights are not merely reflections of a pre-existing sensibility
analogically represented; they are positive agents in the creation and
maintenance of . . . sensibility.”7

Charles Taylor makes the same point when he distinguishes
shared meanings, which he calls intersubjective meanings, from
common meanings “whose being shared is a collective act”:

It is part of the meaning of a common aspiration, belief, celebration, etc.
that it be not just shared but part of the common reference world. Or to put
it another way, its being shared is a collective act. . . .

Common meanings are the basis of community. Inter-subjective mean-
ings give a people a common language to talk about social reality and a
common understanding of certain norms, but only with common meaning
does this common reference world contain significant common actions,
celebrations, and feelings. These are objects in the world that everybody
shares. This is what makes community.?
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In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn shows
that scientists engaged in what he calls normal science operate in
terms of such an exemplar or paradigm — an outstanding example of a
good piece of work. The paradigm for modern science was Newton’s
Principia. All agreed that Newton had seen exemplary problems,
given exemplary solutions, and produced exemplary justifications for
his claims. Thus, for more than two centuries natural scientists knew
that, insofar as their work resembled Newton’s, they were doing good
science.

The Newtonian paradigm was later replaced by the Einsteinian
paradigm. Such a paradigm shift constitutes a scientific revolution.
After such a revolution scientists see and do things differently. As
Kuhn puts it, they work in a different world. They also believe and
value different things, but this is less important. Kuhn is quite
Heideggerian in holding that it is the paradigm that guides the scien-
tists’ practices and that the paradigm cannot be explained as a set of
beliefs or values and so cannot be stated as a criterion or rule. As
Kuhn notes: “That scientists do not usually ask or debate what
makes a particular problem or solution legitimate tempts us to sup-
pose that, at least intuitively, they know the answer. But it may only
indicate that neither the question nor the answer is felt to be rele-
vant to their research. Paradigms may be prior to, more binding, and
more complete than any set of rules for research that could be un-
equivocally abstracted from them.”s Kuhn further points out that
“the concrete scientific achievement, as a locus of professional com-
mitment, [is] prior to the various concepts, laws, theories, and points
of view that may be abstracted from it.” He adds that the paradigm
cannot be rationalized: “The shared paradigm [is] a fundamental
unit for the student of scientific development, a unit that cannot be
fully reduced to logically atomic components which might function
in its stead.”r That the paradigm cannot be rationalized but only
imitated is crucial to the paradigm’s authority. It requires that the
paradigm work by way of the background practices, in terms of
which the scientists have a world. It also makes it possible for the
scientists to agree without having to spell out their agreement.

At the time of a scientific revolution, however, Kuhn tells us that
the paradigm itself becomes the focus of conflicting interpretations,
each interpretation trying to rationalize and justify itself. Similarly,
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Heidegger holds that a working artwork is so important to a commu-
nity that people must try to make the work clear and coherent and
to make everyone follow it in all aspects of their lives. But the
artwork, like the scientific paradigm, exhibits a resistance to such
rationalization. Any paradigm could be paraphrased and rationalized
only if the concrete thing that serves as an exemplar symbolized or
represented an underlying system of beliefs or values abstractable
from the particular exemplar. But the whole point of needing an
exemplar is that there is no such system, there are only shared
practices. Heidegger calls the way the artwork solicits the culture to
make the artwork explicit, coherent, and encompassing the world
aspect of the work. He calls the way the artwork and its associated
practices resist such totalization the earth.

Heidegger points out that world and earth are both necessary for an
artwork to work. The temple must clarify and unify the practices — it
must be “all-governing” — but being a concrete thing it resists ratio-
nalization. Such resistance is manifest in the very materiality of the
artwork. Such materiality is not accidental. The temple requires the
stone out of which it is made in order to do its job of showing man’s
place in the natural world, so that a temple made out of steel would
not work. Likewise a tragedy requires the sound of poetry to create a
shared mood and thus open up a shared world. Since it is made out of
rock or sounds, the artwork shows that what is at stake cannot be
captured in a system of beliefs and values. All those aspects of a
cultural paradigm and the practices it organizes that resist being ratio-
nalized and totalized are included in Heidegger’s notion of the earth.
Earth is not passive matter, but comes into being precisely as what
resists the attempt to abstract and generalize the point of the para-
digm. And since no interpretation can ever completely capture what
the work means, the work of art sets up a struggle between earth and
world. This struggle is a necessary aspect of the way meaning inheres
in human practices. It is a fruitful struggle in that the conflict of
interpretations it sets up generates a culture’s history.

Next Heidegger generalizes the notion of a cultural paradigm from
a work of art to any being in the clearing that can refocus and so
renew cultural practices: ‘

One essential way in which truth establishes itself in the beings it has
opened up is truth setting itself into work. Another way in which truth
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occurs is the act that founds a political state. Still another way in which
truth comes to shine forth is the nearness of that which is not simply a
being, but the being that is most of all. Still another way in which truth
grounds itself is the essential sacrifice. Still another way in which truth
becomes is the thinker’s questioning, which, as the thinking of being,
names being in its question-worthiness. (PLT 61-2; GA § 49)

One can recognize an allusion to the covenant of God with the Jews
and the Crucifixion. There is also a reference to the political act that
founds a state. For example, the U.S. Constitution, like a work of art,
has necessarily become the focus of attempts to make it explicit and
consistent and to make it apply to all situations, and, of course, it is
fecund just insofar as it can never be interpreted once and for all. The
founding of a state could also refer to the act of a charismatic leader
such as Hitler. This possibility will concern us later in this essay.

TECHNOLOGY

Cultural paradigms do not, however, always establish meaningful
differences. There can be nihilistic paradigms. Such paradigms, in-
stead of showing forth the earth on the basis of which our actions
can matter to us, conceal the struggle between earth and world and
celebrate our ability to get everything clear and under control. Thus,
the current paradigms that hold up to us what our culture is dedi-
cated to and is good at are examples of flexibility and efficiency, not
for the sake of some further end, but just for the sake of flexibility
and efficiency themselves. We admire the way computers are getting
faster and faster and at the same time cheaper and cheaper, without
knowing how we will use the incredibly flexible computing power
they give us. Likewise, fast-food chains that give us cheap and in-
stant service at any time of day or night stand out as technological
triumphs of efficiency and adaptability. Heidegger’s example is the
power station of the Rhine:

The hydroelectic plant is set into the current of the Rhine. It sets the Rhine
to supplying its hydraulic pressure, which then sets the turbines turning.
This turning sets those machines in motion whose thrust sets going the
electric current for which the long-distance power station and its network of
cables are set up to dispatch electricity. . . . the energy concealed in nature is
unlocked, what is unlocked is transformed, what is transformed is stored
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up, what is stored up is, in turn, distributed, and what is distributed is
switched about ever anew. In the context of the interlocking processes per-
taining to the orderly disposition of electrical energy, even the Rhine itself
appears as something at our command. {QCT 16; VA 23)

All such paradigms deny that an understanding of being necessarily
involves receptivity and mystery, and so they deny Heideggerian
seriousness.

Again, a comparison with Kuhn can help us see Heidegger’s point.
According to Kuhn, a science becomes normal when the practitio-
ners in a certain area all agree that a particular piece of work identi-
fies the important problems in a field and demonstrates how certain
of these problems can be successfully solved. Thus, a modern scien-
tific paradigm sets up normal science as an activity of puzzle solv-
ing. It is the job of normal science to eliminate anomalies by show-
ing how they fit into the total theory the paradigm sketches out in
advance. In a similar way, the technological paradigm embodies and
furthers our technological understanding of being according to
which what does not fit in with our current paradigm — that is, that
which is not yet at our disposal to use efficiently (e.g., the wilder-
ness, friendship, and stars) — will finally be brought under our con-
trol, and turned into a resource. The contrast with the Greek temple
is obvious. The temple is not a totalizing paradigm that makes every-
thing clear and promises to bring it under control. The temple not
only shows people what they stand for, but shows them that there is
an earthy aspect of things that withdraws and that can never be
articulated and dominated.

In the face of the totalizing tendency of the technological artwork,
the earth’s resistance to total ordering shows up as a source of what
Kuhn calls anomalies. What cannot be ordered is treated as recalci-
trant human beings who are deviant and must be reformed or as
natural forces that have yet to be understood and mastered. All
cultures inculcate norms of human behavior and find some order in
nature, but ours is the only culture that tries to make the social and
natural order total by transforming or destroying all exceptions. Kier-
kegaard already saw that the individual or exceptional was menaced

by leveling. Heidegger sees that all our marginal practices are in.

danger of being taken over and normalized. It looks to us, of course,
as if this is for our own good.
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Heidegger, however, sees in these marginal practices the only pos-
sibility of resistance to technology. Greek practices such as friend-
ship and the cultivation of the erotic are not efficient. When friend-
ship becomes efficient networking, it is no longer the mutual trust
and respect the Greeks admired. Likewise, the mystical merging
power of the erotic is lost when we turn to private sexual experience.
Similarly, Greek respect for the irrational in the form of music and
Dionysian frenzy do not fit into an efficiently ordered technological
world. Indeed, such “pagan” practices did not even fit into the Chris-
tian understanding of being and were marginalized in the name of
disinterested agapé love and peace. These Christian practices in turn
were seen as trivial or dangerous given the Enlightenment’s empha-
sis on individual maturity, self-control, and autonomy.

In order to combat modern nihilism Heidegger attempts to point
out to us the peculiar and dangerous aspects of our technological
understanding of being. But Heidegger does not oppose technology.
In “The Question Concerning Technology” he hopes to reveal the
essence of technology in a way that “in no way confines us to a
stultified compulsion to push on blindly with technology or, what
comes to the same thing, to rebel helplessly against it.” Indeed, he
promises that “when we once open ourselves expressly to the es-
sence of technology, we find ourselves unexpectedly taken into a
freeing claim” (QCT 25-6; VA 33).

We will need to explain opening, essence, and freeing before we
can understand Heidegger here. But already Heidegger’s project
should alert us to the fact that he is not announcing one more reac-
tionary rebellion against technology, although many take him to be
doing just that. Nor is he doing what progressive thinkers would like
to do: proposing a way to get technology under control so that it can
serve our rationally chosen ends. The difficulty in locating just
where Heidegger stands on technology is no accident. Heidegger has
not always been clear about what distinguishes his approach from a
romantic reaction to the domination of nature, and when he does
finally arrive at a clear formulation of his own original view, it is so

~ strange that in order to understand it we are tempted to translate it

into conventional platitudes. Thus, Heidegger’s ontological con-
cerns are mistakenly assimilated to ecologically minded worries
about the devastation of nature.

Those who want to make Heidegger intelligible in terms of current



304 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HEIDEGGER

antitechnological banalities can find support in his texts. During the
war he attacked consumerism: “The circularity of consumption for
the sake of consumption is the sole procedure which distinctively
characterizes the history of a world which has become an unworld”
{EP 107; VA 96). And as late as 1955, in an address to the Schwarzwald
peasants, he points out: “The world now appears as an object open to
the attacks of calculative thought. ... Nature becomes a gigantic
gasoline station, an energy source for modern technology and indus-
try” (DT 50; G 19—20). In this address he also laments the appearance
of television antennas on the peasants’ dwellings and gives his own
version of an attack on the leveling power of the media:

Hourly and daily they are chained to radio and television. . . . All that with
which modern techniques of communication stimulate, assail, and drive
man — all that is already much closer to man today than his fields around his
farmstead, closer than the sky over the earth, closer than the change from
night to day, closer than the conventions and customs of his village, than
the tradition of his native world. (DT s50; G 17)

Such quotes make it seem Heidegger is a Luddite who would like to
return from consumerism, the exploitation of the earth, and mass
media to the world of the pre-Socratic Greeks or the good old
Schwarzwald peasants. ,

Nevertheless, although Heidegger does not deny that technology
presents us with serious problems, as his thinking develops he
comes to the surprising and provocative conclusion that focusing on

|1oss and destruction is still technological: “All attempts to reckon
existing reality ... in terms of decline and loss, in terms of fate,
catastrophe, and destruction, are merely technological behavior”
(QCT 48; TK 45—46). Seeing our situation as posing a problem that
must be solved by appropriate action is technological too: “The
jinstrumental conception of technology conditions every attempt to
‘bring man into the right relation to technology. . . . The will to mas-
tery becomes all the more urgent the more technology threatens to
slip from human control” (QCT s5; VA 14—15). Heidegger is clear this
approach will not work. “No single man, no group of men,” he tells
us, “no commission of prominent statesmen, scientists, and techni-

cians, no conference of leaders of commerce and industry, can brake:

or direct the progress of history in the atomic age” (DT 52; G 22).
Heidegger’s view is both darker and more hopeful. He thinks there
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is a more dangerous situation facing modern man than the techno-

logical destruction of nature and civilization, yet this is a situation

about which something can be done — at least indirectly. Heidegger’s

concern is the human distress caused by the technological under-

standing of being, rather than the destruction caused by specific

technologies. Consequently, he distinguishes the current problems

caused by technology — ecological destruction, nuclear danger, con-

sumerism, and so on-—from the devastation that would result -
should technology solve all our problems:

What threatens man in his very nature is ... that man, by the peaceful
release, transformation, storage, and channeling of the energies of physical
nature, could render the human condition . . . tolerable for everybody and
happy in all respects. [PLT 116; GA 294)

The “greatest danger” is that

the approaching tide of technological revolution in the atomic age could so
captivate, bewitch, dazzle, and beguile man that calculative thinking may
someday come to be accepted and practiced as the only way of thinking.
(DT 56; G 27)

The danger, then, is not the destruction of nature or culture but
certain totalizing kinds of practices — a leveling of our understand-
ing of being. This threat is not a problem for which we must find a
solution, but an ontological condition that requires a transforma-
tion of our understanding of being.

What, then, is the essence of technology — that is, the technologi-
cal understanding of being, or the technological clearing — and how
does opening ourselves to it give us a free relation to technological
devices? To begin with, when he asks about the essence of technol-
ogy we must understand that Heidegger is not seeking a definition.
His question cannot be answered by defining our concept of technol-
ogy. Technology is as old as civilization. Heidegger notes that it can
be correctly defined as “a means and a human activity.” But if we
ask about the essence of technology (the technological understand-
ing of being) we find that modern technology is “something com-
pletely different and . . . new” (QCT s; VA 15). It even goes beyond
using Styrofoam cups to satisfy our desires. The essence of modern
technology, Heidegger tells us, is to seek to order everything so as to
achieve more and more flexibility and efficiency: “Expediting is al-
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ways itself directed from the beginning . . . towards driving on to the
maximum yield at the minimum expense” (QCT 15, VA 23). That is,
our only goal is optimal ordering, for its own sake: “Everywhere
everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately at hand, indeed
to stand there just so that it may be on call for a further ordering.
Whatever is ordered about in this way has its own standing. We call
it standing-reserve” (QCT 17; VA 24). No more do we have subjects
turning nature into an object of exploitation: “The subject—object
relation thus reaches, for the first time, its pure ‘relational,’ i.e.,
ordering, character in which both the subject and the object are
sucked up as standing-reserves” (QCT 173; VA 61). Heidegger con-
cludes: “Whatever stands by in the sense of standing-reserve no
longer stands over against us as object” (QCT 17; VA 24). He tells us
that a modern airliner, understood in its technological essence, is
not a tool we use; it is not an object at all, but rather a flexible and
efficient cog in the transportation system. Likewise, we are not sub-
jects who use the transportation system, but rather we are used by it
to fill the planes.

In this technological perspective, ultimate goals like serving God,
society, our fellows, or even ourselves no longer make sense to us.
Human beings, on this view, become a resource to be used — but more
important, to be enhanced — like any other: “Man, who no longer
conceals his character of being the most important raw material, is
also drawn into this process” (EP 104; VA 90). In the ilm 2001, the
robot HAL, when asked if he is happy on the mission, says: “I'm using
all my capacities to the maximum. What more could a rational entity
want?” This is a brilliant expression of what anyone would say who is
in touch with our current understanding of being. We pursue the
development of our potential simply for the sake of further growth.
We have no specific goals. The human potential movement perfectly
expresses this technological understanding of being, as does the at-
tempt to better organize the future use of our natural resources. We
thus become part of a system that no one directs but that moves
toward the total mobilization and enhancement of all beings, even us.
This is why Heidegger thinks the perfectly ordered society dedicated
to the welfare of all is not the solution to our problems but the culmi-
nation of the technological understanding of being.

Heidegger, however, sees that “it would be foolish to attack tech-
nology blindly. It would be shortsighted to condemn it as the work of
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the devil. We depend on technical devices; they even challenge us to
ever greater advances” (DT 53, G 24). Instead, Heidegger suggests
that there is a way we can keep our technological devices and yet
remain true to ourselves as receivers of clearings: “We can affirm the
unavoidable use of technical devices, and also deny them the right to
dominate us, and so to warp, confuse, and lay waste our nature” (DT
54; G 24~—25). To understand how this might be possible, we need an
illustration of Heidegger’s important distinction between technol-
ogy and the technological understanding of being. Again we can turn
to Japan. In contemporary Japan traditional, nontechnological prac-
tices still exist alongside the most advanced high-tech production
and consumption. The television set and the household gods share
the same shelf — the Styrofoam cup coexists with the porcelain tea-
cup. We thus see that the Japanese, at least, can enjoy technology
without taking over the technological understanding of being.

For us to be able to make a similar dissociation, Heidegger holds,
we must rethink the history of being in the West. Then we will see
that although a technological understanding of being is our destiny,
it is not our fate. That is, although our understanding of things and
ourselves as resources to be ordered, enhanced, and used efficiently
has been building up since Plato, we are not stuck with that under-
standing. Although the technological understanding of being gov-
erns the way things have to show up for us, we can be open to a
transformation of our current cultural clearing.

Only those who think of Heidegger as opposing technology will be
surprised at his next point. Once we see that technology is our latest
understanding of being, we will be grateful for it. Our technological
clearing is the cause of our distress, yet if it were not given to us to
encounter things and ourselves as resources, nothing would show up
as anything at all, and no possibilities for action would make sense.
And once we realize — in our practices, of course, not just as a matter
of reflection — that we receive our technological understanding of
being, we have stepped out of the technological understanding of
being, for we then see that what is most important in our lives is not
subject to efficient enhancement — indeed, the drive to control every-
thing is precisely what we do not control. This transformation in our
sense of reality — this overcoming of thinking in terms of values and
calculation — is precisely what Heideggerian thinking seeks to bring
about. Heidegger seeks to make us see that our practices are needed
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as the place where an understanding of being can establish itself, so
we can overcome our restricted modern clearing by acknowledging
our essential receptivity to understandings of being:

Modern man must first and above all find his way back into the full breadth of
the space proper to his essence. That essential space of man’s essential being
receives the dimension that unites it to something beyond itself . . . that is
the way in which the safekeeping of being itself is given to belong to the
essence of man as the one who is needed and used by being. (QCT 39; TK 39)

This transformation in our understanding of being, unlike the
slow process of cleaning up the environment, which is, of course,
also necessary, would take place in a sudden gestalt switch: “The
turning of the danger comes to pass suddenly. In this turning, the
clearing belonging to the essence of being suddenly clears itself and
lights up” (QCT 44; TK 43). The danger — namely that we have a
leveled and concealed understanding of being — when grasped as the
danger, becomes that which saves us. “The selfsame danger is, when
it is as the danger, the saving power” (QCT 39; TK 39).

This remarkable claim gives rise to two opposed ways of under-
standing Heidegger’s response to technology. Both interpretations
agree that once one recognizes the technological understanding of
-being for what it is — a historical understanding — one gains a free
~ relation to it. We neither push forward technological efficiency as
our sole goal nor always resist it. If we are free of the technological
imperative we can, in each case, discuss the pros and cons. As
Heidegger puts it:

We let technical devices enter our daily life, and at the same time leave
them outside, . . . as things which are nothing absolute but remain depen-
dent upon something higher. I would call this comportment toward technol-
ogy which expresses “yes” and at the same time “no,” by an old word,
releasement towards things.* (DT 54; G 25)

One natural way of understanding this proposal holds that once
we get in the right relation to technology, namely, recognize it as a
clearing, it is revealed as just as good as any other clearing.r
Efficiency — getting the most out of ourselves and everything élse,

“being all you can be” —is fine, as long as we see that efficiency for

its own sake is not the only end for man, dictated by reality itself,
but is just our current understanding. Heidegger seems to support
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this acceptance of the technological understanding of being as a way
of living with technological nihilism when he says:

That which shows itself and at the same time withdraws [i.e., our under-
standing of being] is the essential trait of what we call the mystery. I call the
comportment which enables us to keep open to the meaning hidden in
technology, openness to the mystery.

Releasement toward things and openness to the mystery belong together.
They grant us the possibility of dwelling in the world in a totally different
way. They promise us a new ground and foundation upon which we can
stand and endure in the world of technology without being imperiled by it.
(DT 55; G 26)

Nevertheless, such acceptance of the mystery of the gift of an
understanding of being cannot be Heidegger’s whole story about
how to overcome technological nihilism, for he immediately adds,
“Releasement toward things and openness to the mystery give us a
vision of a new rootedness which someday might even be fit to
recapture the old and now rapidly disappearing rootedness in a
changed form” (DT 55; G26). When we then look back at the preced-
ing remark, we realize releasement gives only a “possibility” and a
“promise” of “dwelling in the world in a totally different way”; it
does not enable us to do so. Mere openness to technology leaves out
much that Heidegger finds essential to overcoming nihilism: embed-
dedness in nature, or localness, and new shared meaningful differ-
ences. Releasement, while giving us a free relation to technology
and protecting our nature from being distorted and distressed, can-
not by itself give us any of these.

For Heidegger, then, there are two issues. One is clear: “The issue
is the saving of man’s essential nature. Therefore, the issue is keep-
ing meditative thinking alive” (DT 56; G 27). This is a matter of
preserving our sense of ourselves as receivers of understandings of
being. But that is not enough: “If releasement toward things and
openness to the mystery awaken within us, then we should arrive at
a path that will lead to a new ground and foundation” (DT 56; G 28).
Releasement, it turns out, is only a stage, a kind of holding pattern
we can enter into while we are awaiting a new understanding of
being that would give a shared content to our openness — what
Heidegger calls a new rootedness. That is why each time Heidegger
talks of releasement and the saving power of understanding technol-
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ogy as a gift, he then goes on to talk of the divine: “Only when man,
in the disclosing coming-to-pass of the insight by which he himself
is beheld . . . renounces human self-will . . . may [he], as the mortal,
look out toward the divine” {QCT 47; TK 45). This is reflected in
Heidegger’s famous remark in his last interview: “Only a god can
save us now.”'s But what does this mean?

To begin with, Heidegger holds that we must learn to appreciate
marginal practices — what Heidegger calls the saving power of insig-
nificant things — practices such as friendship, backpacking in the
wilderness, and drinking the local wine with friends. All these prac-
tices remain marginal precisely because they resist efficiency. These
practices can, of course, also be engaged in for the sake of health and
greater efficiency. Indeed, the greatest danger is that even the mar-
ginal practices will be mobilized as resources. That is why we must
protect these endangered practices. But just protecting nontechnical
practices, even if we could succeed, would still not give us what we
need, for these practices by themselves do not add up to a shared
moral space of serious, meaningful options.

Of course, one cannot legislate a new understanding of being. But
some of our practices could come together in a new cultural para-
digm that held up to us a new way of doing things — a new paradigm
that opened a world in which these practices and others were cen-
tral, whereas efficient ordering was marginal. An object or event that
would ground such a gestalt switch in our understanding of reality
Heidegger calls a new god, and this is why he holds that only a god
can save us.

What can we do to get what is still nontechnological in our
practices in focus in a non-nihilistic paradigm? Once one sees the
problem, one also sees that there is not much one can do about it.
A new sense of reality is not something that can be made the goal
of a crash program like the moon flight — another paradigm of mod-
ern technological power. A new paradigm would have to take up
practices that are now on the margin of our culture and make them
central, while deemphasizing practices now central to our cultural
self-understanding. It would come as a surprise to the very people
who participated in it, and if it worked it would become an exem-

plar of a new understanding of what matters and how to act. There.

would, of course, be powerful forces tending to take it over and
mobilize it for our technological order, and if it failed it would nec-
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essarily be measured by our current understanding and so look
ridiculous.

A hint of what such a new god might look like is offered by the
music of the sixties. Bob Dylan, the Beatles, and other rock groups
became for many the articulators of a new understanding of what
really mattered. This new understanding almost coalesced into a
cultural paradigm in the Woodstock music festival of 1969, where
people actually lived for a few days in an understanding of being in
which mainline contemporary concerns with order, sobriety, willful
activity, and flexible, efficient control were made marginal and sub-
servient to certain pagan practices, such as enjoyment of nature,
dancing, and Dionysian ecstasy, along with neglected Christian con-
cerns with peace, tolerance, and nonexclusive love of one’s neighbor.
Technology was not smashed or denigrated; rather, all the power of
electronic communications was put at the service of the music,
which focused the above concerns.

If enough people had recognized in Woodstock what they most
cared about and recognized that many others shared this recogni-
tion, a new understanding of being might have been focused and
stabilized. Of course, in retrospect it seems to us who are still in the
grip of the technological understanding of being that the concerns of
the Woodstock generation were not organized and total enough to
sustain a culture. Still we are left with a hint of how a new cultural
paradigm would work. This helps us understand that we must foster
human receptivity and preserve the endangered species of pretechno-
logical practices that remain in our culture, in the hope that one day
they will be pulled together in a new paradigm, rich enough and
resistant enough to give a new meaningful direction to our lives.

POLITICS

Heidegger’s political engagement was predicated upon his interpre-
tation of the situation in the West as technological nihilism, and of
National Socialism as a new paradigm that could give our culture a
new understanding of being. But the very same interpretation of
the history of being that led Heidegger to support Hitler in 1933
provided the ground for his decisive break with National Socialism
somewhere between 1935 and 1938. Between 1933 and 1935
Heidegger seems to have thought that following Hitler as a charis-
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matic leader was the only way to save and focus local and tradi-
tional practices in the face of global technology as exemplified by
the Soviet Union and the United States. In 1935 he says in a lecture
course:

From a metaphysical point of view, Russia and America are the same; the
same dreary technological frenzy. . .. Situated in the center, our nation in-
curs the severest pressure. . . . If the great decision regarding Europe is not to
bring annihilation, that decision must be made in terms of new spiritual
energies unfolding historically from out of the center. (IM 31-2)

But by 1938, in “The Age of the World Picture,” Heidegger sees
technology as the problem of the West, and National Socialism,
rather than the USSR and the United States, as the most dangerous
form of what he calls, in Nazi terms, “total mobilization” (QCT 137;
GA 5 97). Heidegger also criticized the belief in a Fiihrer as the
organizer of a total order as an example of faith in technological
ordering.

Beings have entered the way of erring in which the vacuum expands which
requires a single order and guarantee of beings. Herein the necessity of
“leadership,” that is, the planning calculation . . . of the whole of beings, is
required. (EP 105; VA 93}

After 1938, then, Heidegger thought of National Socialism not as
the answer to technology and nihilism, but as its most extreme
expression. .

This gets us to one final question: To what extent was Heidegger’s
support of National Socialism a personal mistake compounded of
conservative prejudices, personal ambition, and political naiveté,
and to what extent was his engagement dictated by his philosophy?
We have seen that Heidegger, like Charles Taylor and Robert Bellah
more recently, holds that we can get over nihilism only by finding
some set of shared meaningful concerns that can give our culture a
new focus. Moreover, Heidegger sees no hope of overcoming nihil-
ism if one accepts the faith in rational autonomy central to the
Enlightenment. In fact, he sees the pursuit of autonomy as the cause
of our dangerous contemporary condition. He counters the Enlight-

enment vision with a nontheological version of the Christian mes-

sage that man cannot be saved by autonomy, maturity, equality, and
dignity alone. Heidegger holds that only some shared meaningful
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concerns that grip us can give our culture a focus and enable us to
resist acquiescence to a state that has no higher goal than to provide
material welfare for all. This conviction underlies his dangerous
claim that only a god — a charismatic figure, or some other culturally
renewing event — can save us from nihilism.

To many, however, the idea of a god that will give us a unified but
open community — one set of concerns that everyone shares if only
as a focus of disagreement — sounds either unrealistic or dangerous.
Heidegger would probably agree that its open democratic version
looks increasingly unobtainable and that we have certainly seen that
its closed totalitarian form can be very dangerous. But Heidegger
holds that given our historical essence — the kind of beings we be-
came in fifth century B.C. Greece when our culture gained its
identity — such a community is necessary to us or else we will re-
main in nihilism. It is, he thinks, our only hope or, as he puts it, our
destiny.

It follows for Heidegger that our deepest needs will be satisfied
and our distress overcome only when our culture gets a new center.
Our current condition is defined by the absence of a god:

The era is defined by the god’s failure to arrive, by the “default of god.” But
the default of god . .. does not deny that the Christian relationship with
God lives on in individuals and in the churches; still less does it assess this
relationship negatively. The default of god means that no god any longer
gathers men and things unto himself, visibly and unequivocally, and by
such gathering disposes of the world’s history and man’s sojourn in it. (PLT
o1; GA 5 269)

Heidegger’s personal mistake comes from having thought that Hit-
ler or National Socialism was such a god. Yet Heidegger had already,
in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” developed criteria that could
serve to determine whether a charismatic leader or movement de-
served our allegiance. He stresses there that a true work of art must
set up a struggle between earth and world. That is, a true work of art
does not make everything explicit and systematic. It generates and
supports resistance to total mobilization. Yet Heidegger chose to
support a totalitarian leader who denied the truth of all conflicting
views and was dedicated to bringing everything under control.
Heidegger no doubt interpreted Hitler as setting up some sort of
appropriate struggle. Unfortunately, there is no interpretation-free
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criterion for testing a new god, and such mistakes are always possi-
ble. Heidegger’s philosophy, then, is dangerous because it seeks to
convince us that only a god —a charismatic figure or some other
culturally renewing event — can save us from falling into contented
nihilism. It exposes us to the risk of committing ourselves to some
demonic event or movement that promises renewal.

What sort of claim is Heidegger making when he tells us that
Enlightenment welfare and dignity are not enough and that only a
god can save us? How can one justify or criticize Heidegger when he
reads our current condition as the absence of a god and our current
distress as a sign of the greatest danger? — for only such a reading of
the present age justifies risking commitment to some new cultural
paradigm.

The first answer we might try to give is that Heidegger is offering a
genealogical interpretation. He will focus on and augment our dis-
tress and show that it can be accounted for by telling a story of the
progressive narrowing, leveling, and totalizing of the West’s under-
standing of being. Such an interpretation has to make sense of more
details of our history and present situation than any rival interpreta-
tion, and ultimately it must convince us by the illumination it casts
on our current condition, especially on our sense of ontological dis-
tress or emptiness, if we have one.

But how could we know that our distress was due to the absence
of a god rather than personal and social problems? One answer might
be that we will just have to wait for the perfected welfare state and
then see how we feel. If defenders of the Enlightenment are right,
distress will be eliminated, whereas Heidegger, one might suppose,
would expect that, as technology succeeds, the suffering will grow.
But Heidegger does not make this claim. Heidegger admits and fears
the possibility that everyone might simply become healthy and
happy, and forget completely that they are receivers of understand-
ings of being. All Heidegger can say is that such a forgetting of our
forgetting of being would be the darkest night of nihilism. In such an
‘unworld,” Heidegger could no longer expect to be understood. Only
now, and only as long as he can awaken our distress and our sense of
our receptivity to a mysterious source of meaning that creates and

sustains us, can he hope that we will be able to see the force of his .

interpretation.
Such thinking is far from the “infallible knowledge”:+ many think
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Heidegger claims. Indeed, Heidegger goes out of his way to point out
that he can claim no infallibility for his interpretation. He writes to
a student that “this thinking can never show credentials such as
mathematical knowledge can. But it is just as little a matter of
arbitrariness” (PLT 184; VA 183). He then goes on to repeat his
reading of the West as having lost touch with the saving practices
excluded by totalizing technology — practices that are nonetheless
all around us:

The default of god and the divinities is absence. But absence is not nothing;
rather it is precisely the presence, which must first be appropriated, of the
hidden fullness and wealth of what has been and what, thus gathered, is
presencing, of the divine in the world of the Greeks, in prophetic Judaism, in
the preaching of Jesus. (PLT 184; VA 183)

And he immediately adds that he can claim no special authority: “I
can provide no credentials for what I have said . . . that would permit
a convenient check in each case whether what I say agrees with
‘reality’ ” (PLT 186; VA 184). This is an appropriate warning since
Heidegger’s own political mistake reminds us that any guidelines
must always be interpreted, and that if one opts for the charismatic
one cannot avoid the risk. Thus, Heidegger’s letter to the student
fittingly concludes: “Any path always risks going astray. . . . Stay on
the path, in genuine need, and learn the craft of thinking, unswerv-
ing, yet erring” (PLT 186; VA 185).
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CHARLES TAYLOR

12 Engaged agency and background
in Heidegger

Heidegger’s importance lies partly in the fact that he is perhaps the
leading figure among that small list of twentieth-century philoso-
phers who have helped us emerge, painfully and with difficulty, from
the grip of modern rationalism. Others on the short list would in-
clude Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty. But one might claim some
preeminence for Heidegger, in that he got there first. In the case of
Merleau-Ponty, the breakthrough plainly built on Heidegger’s work.

The emergence these philosophers helped us toward has, alas,
been only partial and is still very contested; indeed, it is always
menaced with being rolled back — hence the continuing relevance of
their works, some of which appeared more than half a century ago.

In this essay, I shall discuss Heidegger, though with a side-glance
at the others from time to time. I shall try to formulate the way in
which his thinking takes us outside the traditional epistemology,
using the notions of engaged agency and background.

My use of the term “rationalism” at the beginning of this essay
could be contested, even by people basically sympathetic to the
current of thought I am trying to articulate. There are a number of
ways of formulating the outlook, more a set of semiarticulate as-
sumptions, that Heidegger helped “deconstruct.” It has a number of
features, and we can argue which are most fundamental. In speaking
of “rationalism” I am supposing that a certain conception of reason
played a determining role. My view is, in short, that the dominant
conception of the thinking agent that Heidegger had to overcome
was shaped by a kind of ontologizing of rational procedure. That is,
what were seen as the proper procedures of rational thought were

317
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read into the very constitution of the mind and made part of its very
structure.

The result was a picture of the human thinking agent as disen-
gaged, as occupying a sort of protovariant of the “view from no-
where,” to use Nagel’s suggestive phrase.: Heidegger had to struggle
against this picture to recover an understanding of the agent as en-
gaged, as embedded in a culture, a form of life, a “world” of involve-
ments, ultimately to understand the agent as embodied.>

The issue of engaged agency merits some discussion because it is
still difficult and controversial. What does “engagement” mean
here? It is to say something like: the world of the agent is shaped by
his or her form of life, or history, or bodily existence. But what does
it mean to have one’s “world shaped” by something? This is a rela-
tion subtly different from the ordinary causal link it is sometimes
confused with.

Let us take a particular aspect of engagement, namely, being em-
bodied; that is, let us focus on the way our world is shaped by our
being bodily agents of the kind that we are. This is something differ-
ent from the way some of our functions as agents are determined by
physical causes. For instance, as a perceiving agent, I cannot now see
the wall behind me. This can be explained by certain causal rela-
tions in physical terms: the light refracted off the surface of the wall
behind me cannot reach my retina. The behavior of light and my
physical constitution are so disposed as to make this impossible. In
this sense, my embodiment undoubtedly shapes my perception, and
hence in a sense my “world.”

But this relation is rather different from the following example. As
I sit here and take in the scene before me, this has a complex struc-
ture. It is oriented vertically, some things are “up,” others are
“down”; and in depth, some are “near,” others “far.” Some objects
“lie to hand,” others are “out of reach”; some constitute “unsur-
mountable obstacles” to movement, others are “easily displaced.”
My present position does not give me “good purchase” on the scene;
for that I would have to shift farther to the left. And so on.

Here is a “world shaped” by embodiment in the sense that the way
of experiencing or “living” the world is essentially that of an agent
with this kind of body. It is an agent who acts to maintain equilibrium
upright, who can deal with things close up immediately 2nd has to
move to get to things farther away, who can grasp certain kinds of
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things easily and others not, can remove certain obstacles and others
not, can move to make a scene more perspicuous, and so on. To say
that this world is essentially that of this agent is to say that the terms
in which we describe this experience — for instance, those in quotes
in the preceding paragraph — make sense only against the background
of this kind of embodiment. To understand what it is to “lie to hand”
one has to understand what it is to be an agent with the particular
bodily capacities that humans have. Some creature from another
planet might be unable to grasp this as a projectible term. Of course,
the creature might work out some descriptions that were roughly
extensionally equivalent. But to project this term the way we do, one
has to understand what it is to be human.

Thus, there are two quite different kinds of relationship that might
be expressed by saying that our experience is shaped by our bodily
constitution. In the first — the case of the wall behind me — we note
some consequences of this constitution for our experience, however
characterized. In the second, we point out how the nature of this
experience is formed by this constitution, and how the terms in
which this experience is described are thus given their sense only in
relation to this form of embodiment. The first kind of relation is
asserted in an ordinary statement of contingent causality. The second
concems, by contrast, the conditions of intelligibility of certain
terms. It is this second relation that I invoke in speaking of our “world
being shaped” by body, culture, form of life. The ways in which our
world is so shaped define the contours of what I am calling engaged
agency — what Heidegger sometimes referred to as the “finitude” of
the knowing agent.3

Now the other half of my claim is that the dominant rationalist
view has screened out this engagement, has given us a model of
ourselves as disengaged thinkers. In speaking of the “dominant”
view I am thinking not only of the theories that have been preemi-
nent in modern philosophy, but also of an outlook that has to some
extent colonized the common sense of our civilization. This offers
us the picture of an agent who in perceiving the world takes in
“bits” of information from his or her surroundings and then “pro-
cesses” them in some fashion, in order to emerge with the “picture”
of the world he or she has; who then acts on the basis of this picture
to fulfill his or her goals, through a “calculus” of means and ends.

The popularity of this view is part of what makes computer
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models of the mind so plausible to lay people in our day. These
models fit neatly into already established categories. The “informa-
tion-processing” construal builds on a long-supported earlier con-
ception, whereby atomic “ideas” were combined in the mind and
made the basis of a calculation underlying action. Classical Carte-
sian and empiricist epistemologies provided earlier variants of this
conception, which combine an atomism of input with a compu-
tational picture of mental function. These two together dictate
a third feature: “factual” information is distinguished from its
“value,” that is, its relevance for our purposes. This separation is
dictated by atomism, since the merely “factual” features can be
distinguished from their having some role to play in our goals. But
it is also encouraged by another underlying motivation, to be dis-
cussed later. In any case, the composite traditional conception has
this third feature, which we might call “neutrality” whereby the
original input of information is shorn of its evaluative relevance, is
merely the registering of “fact.”

Now in some respects this view has roots in the common sense of
(in any case} our civilization, going back before the modem era. But
in other important respects, this conception was shaped and en-
trenched in modern times. And one of the factors it was shaped by
was modern reason — or so I want to suggest in my perhaps tenden-
tious term “rationalism.”

There are two facets of modern reason relevant here. The first is
that the modern conception, starting with Descartes, focuses on pro-
cedure. Reason is not that faculty in us that connects us to an order of
things in the universe, which itself can be called rational. Rather,
reason is that faculty whereby we think properly. In its theoretical
employment, reason serves to build a picture of the world. Rational-
ity requires that we scrutinize this building closely and not let our
view of things just form itself distractedly, or self-indulgently, or fol-
lowing the prejudices of our day. Rationality involves a careful scru-
tiny by thinking of its own processes. This determines the reflexive
turn of modern rationalism. Careful construction of our picture of
things requires that we identify and follow a trustworthy procedure.
Modern thinkers differ on what this is, and there is a crucial and hotly
contested difference in the seventeenth century between, for in-
stance, that defined by the clear and distinct perception of Descartes
and that organized around the rules of believable evidence of Locke.
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But both views call for reflexive self-policing in the name of a canoni-
cal procedure.

More to the point, both procedures require that we break down our
too hastily acquired beliefs into their components and scrutinize
their composition to see if they are properly to be trusted. They both
require that we treat candidate beliefs in this sense atomistically.
Now a “method” of this sort is, in certain domains, an uncontestable
advance over earlier ways of proceeding. The fateful step was not so
much its formulation, but rather what I earlier called its ontologi-
zing, that is, the reading of the ideal method into the very constitu-
tion of the mind. It was one thing to call on us to break down our
beliefs into their possibly separable components, another to think
that the primitive information that enters the mind must do so in
atomic bits. The “simple ideas” of Locke are a classical example of
such a reification of procedure, pouring it, as it were, in theoretical
concrete and building it into the constitution of the mind itself.

But this reification has been immensely influential, conferring on
the resulting model of the mind all the prestige and unchallengeable
force that the procedures of reason have acquired in our civilization.
The more we learn to treat things rationalistically, the more we are
inclined to accept the corresponding view of how we “really” oper-
ate. The atomist-computational view owes part of its powerful hold
on common sense to this.

“Simple ideas” result from reifying the procedure of challenging
too hasty interpretations and inferences in order to get back to the
basic data. But there was another important feature of correct, scien-
tific thought as conceived in the seventeenth-century revolution
that has also strongly influenced our ontology of the subject. This is
the feature that Nagel calls “objectivity.” Our thinking is objective
when it escapes the distortions and parochial perspectives of our
kind of subjectivity and grasps the world as it is. Seventeenth-
century thinkers were impressed with the way our embodied experi-
ence and our ordinary way of being in the world (to use contempo-
rary language) could mislead us. Descartes pointed out how the way
we take our everyday experience leads us to attribute, say, the color
to the object or to situate the pain in the tooth. These localizations
were fine for Aristotelian theory, but the new mechanism showed
that they were illusory. Only “primary” properties were really “in”
the objects; “secondary” properties, like color, were effects produced
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in the mind by concatenations of primary properties in things. See-
ing things as really colored was one of those distorting effects of our
peculiar constitution as substantial union of soul and body. What
comes to be called “objectivity” requires an escape from this.

Again, because of our situation in the world, we tend to “see” the
sun “rising” and “setting,” we “feel” directly that objects stop when
they are no longer being pushed, and the like. One of the recurrent
themes of seventeenth-century scientific discovery was the gap it
showed between the real underlying constitution of things and the
way things appeared to common sense. Sometimes the common
appearance “regestalted” under the impact of the discovery: before
Galileo, people “saw” that cannonballs shot straight forward and
then dropped to the ground. Later, it was “obvious” that their trajec-
tory was curved. But in very many cases, we still cannot help seeing
things in the old way. The development of science since then has
only entrenched this sense of strangeness, of the distance between
underlying truth and our ordinary ways of seeing. An experience of
everyday space that remains Euclidean coexists with our settled
convictions about the curvature of space.

All this has nourished the aspiration to objectivity as Nagel de-
fines it:

The attempt is made to view the world not from a place within it, or from
the vantage point of a special kind of life or awareness, but from nowhere in
particular and no form of life in particular at all. The object is to discount for
the features of our pre-reflective outlook that make things appear as they do,
and thereby to reach an understanding of things as they really are.

There is nothing wrong with this aspiration as it stands — except
perhaps the hyperbolic form in which it is stated here. If we stated it
slightly more modestly, as the goal of disengaging from those fea-
tures of our prereflective outlook that we come to discover are dis-
tortive of reality, then it is not only unexceptionable but an indis-
pensable condition of pursuing, say, modern physics. The fateful
move was, once again, the ontologizing of this disengaged perspec-
tive, reading it into the depth constitution of the mind itself, and
relegating the distortions to the periphery, either as a result of error,

inattention, mere lapse or as a feature only of the brute preprocessed

input, not touching the procedures of processing themselves.
Thus, the authors of the Port Royal Logic describe it as a culpable
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weakness in us that we tend to attribute color, heat, and the like to
the things we experience.s They and the other foundational thinkers
of seventeenth-century epistemology could agree that the input to
our minds was extremely limited and lacunary, but the constitution
of the mind as a thinking agency was unaffected by these limita-
tions, which offered no real excuse for, even if they helped to explain
the prevalence of, the distortions we typically fall prey to. The disen-
gaged perspective, which might better have been conceived as a rare
and regional achievement of a knowing agent whose normal stance
was engaged, was read into the very nature of mind. This was the
major motivation I alluded to earlier underpinning the third major
feature in the modern “commonsense” view of the mind, the “neu-
trality” of the original input.

This ontologizing of the disengaged perspective took two major
forms. One was dualism, as with Descartes. Disengagement can be
seen as getting free of the perspective of embodied experience. It is
this perspective that is responsible for our attributing the color to
the object; it is this that makes us give disproportionate importance
to the senses and imagination in our account of knowing. That the
thinking activity of the mind is really in its essential character free
from these distorting media shows that the mind is essentially
nonbodily — so argues Descartes in the celebrated passage about the
piece of wax that closes the second Meditation.

But what looks like a totally antithetical ontology could do just as
well, that of monistic mechanism: thinking is an event realized in a
body, mechanistically understood. This idea is given its modern
form in Hobbes and thus has just as long a pedigree as the Cartesian
alternative. Mechanism can do as well as dualism to underpin the
disengaged perspective, because the underlying belief was that we
need to attain this perspective in order to do justice to a mechanistic
universe. This assumption is common ground to Descartes and his
empiricist or mechanist critics. But to the extent that we understand
our thinking mechanistically, we have to understand it outside of
any context of engagement. The very relationship to something that
defines a “world shaping,” and hence identifies a form of agency as
engaged, cannot be stated in a mechanistic perspective. The other
relationship, that of the causal dependency of experience on some
physical conditions, can of course figure in such an account. It is
indeed of the essence of this kind of explanation. But nothing can be
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said about the conditions of intelligibility. That is why mechanists
constantly misunderstand descriptions of experience as engaged as
statements of causal dependency and are puzzled when they are
described as denying such engagement. But, in fact, their denial is of
the most effective sort, that of leaving a rival thesis no ontological
room for coherent formulation.

To the extent that we explain thinking mechanistically, as with
the present wave of computer-based theories of mind, what it means
to say that the agent finds the input intelligible can be described
only in terms of the operations it can put this input through. The
unintelligible is what cannot be processed. But these operations are
themselves mechanistically explained. So any statement of some-
thing like “conditions of intelligibility” for some input would have
to take the form of some statement about how the mechanism is
hard-wired or contingently programmed, that is, about the causal
relations of the input to the series of steps it can trigger off. The
“world-shaping” relation as defined earlier cannot be stated.s

Both dualism and mechanism are thus ontologies of disengage-
ment. With the decline over the centuries in the credibility of the
former, the latter has gained ground. But what has helped underpin
the credibility of both, or rather of the view that sees these as the
only two viable alternatives, is the power of the disengaged model of
the mind, which draws on the prestige of the procedures of disengage-
ment, channeling its authority, as it were, into a picture of the mind
and its constitution that has the three features already mentioned.
What I have called the ontologizing move brings about this (dubi-
ously legitimate) transfer. The disengaged picture of mind then adds
strength to mechanism; and since mechanistic explanations them-
selves have great prestige because of their association with the spec-
tacular successes of natural science, support can also flow the other
way as well. A picture of mind and an underlying theory of its
explanation are thus locked into a posture of mutual support, and
this complex has sunk deep into the common sense of our age. When
one runs into trouble, the other comes to its support. If the picture
can be made to seem implausible on the phenomenological level
(and this is not hard to do}, one can be reassured by the reflection
that it all has to be explained mechanistically on a more basic level
anyway and at that level that picture must be right. Reciprocally, the
force of otherwise powerful arguments against mechanism is neutral-
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ized by the thought that in some sense we “know” that thinking is
all information processing anyway, so surely some computer-based
explanation must hold in the last analysis.

When I say that this rationalist model has entered common sense,
I mean partly that the first reaction of most people when asked to
theorize about thinking takes the form of this model, but also that it
benefits from the onus of argument. That is, it stands as the default
position. Powerful philosophical arguments have to be marshaled to
convince people to think differently about these matters, to shake
them out of what seems obvious. But in the absence of such a chal-
lenge the model itself seems to need no defense.

II

My claim here is that Heidegger is one of the principal sources of
such powerful arguments that have helped to pry us loose from
rationalism. In part, this was accomplished by our being made to
appreciate the role of the background in one sense of this widely
used term.

The sense I am pointing to here is that which arises inevitably in
connection with any view of engaged agency. Engaged agency, as I
described it earlier, is that agency whose experience is made intelligi-
ble only by being placed in the context of the kind of agency it is.
Thus, our embodiment makes our experience of space as oriented up—
down understandable. In this relation, the first term - the form of
agency (e.g., embodiment) - stands to the second — our experience —
as a context conferring intelligibility. When we find a certain experi-
ence intelligible, what we are attending to, explicitly and expressly, is
this experience. The context stands as the unexplicited horizon
within which — or to vary the image, as the vantage point from out of
which — this experience can be understood. To use Michael Polanyi’s
language, it is subsidiary to the focal object of awareness; it is what we
are “attending from” as we attend to the experience.”

Now this is the sense in which I use the term “background.” It is
that of which I am not simply unaware (as I am unaware of what is
now happening on the other side of the moon), because it makes
intelligible what I am uncontestably aware of; but at the same time I
cannot be said to be explicitly or focally aware of it, because that
status is already occupied by what it is making intelligible. Another
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way of stating the first condition — that I am not simply unaware of
it —is to say that the background is what I am capable of articulat-
ing, that is, what I can bring out of the condition of merely implicit,
unsaid contextual facilitator, and can make articulate in other
words. In this activity of articulating, I trade on my familiarity with
this background. What I bring out to articulacy is what I “always
knew,” as we might say, or what I had a “sense” of, even if I didn’t
“know” it. We are at a loss exactly what to say here, where we are
trying to do justice to our not having been simply unaware.

But if the background is brought to articulacy, does it not then lose
the second feature, that of not being the focal, explicit object? But
this seemingly plausible inference is based on a misunderstanding.

Earlier I mentioned how the relation of “world shaping,” which
holds between a kind of agency and a certain form of experience, is
easily confused with a psychophysical causal relation. But here we
see that it can also be confused with another kind of relation, one
between sentences, propositions, or thoughts. Someone’s argument,
for instance, can be “made more intelligible” by providing addi-
tional premises if it has initially been stated too elliptically. My
enthymeme may not be fully plausible to you, but becomes so when
I spell out the premises. There is a relationship of rendering intelligi-
ble that holds between speech acts — I explain to you what I was “on
about” when I spoke earlier — which is based ultimately on logical
relations between the sentences they put in play.

Now the “world-shaping” relation is neither of these. It is not a
psychophysical link holding between states of affairs or events; nor
is it a relationship of making intelligible holding between sentences.
One of the great obstacles to winning recognition for this relation in
our philosophical world is just that these two familiar forms of con-
nection are thought to exhaust the space of possibilities. More spe-
cifically, it is often just taken for granted that if a relationship in-
volves conferring intelligibility, it must hold between sentences or
at least representations of some sort. The reasons behind my mud-
dled and lacunary thoughts in the earlier example are further
thoughts. ‘

But the way in which my form of embodiment makes, for exam-

ple, “lying to hand” or “too unwieldy” intelligible descriptions of -

some object is utterly different. The first term is not a representa-
tion or made up of representations. It is a really existent agent in
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the world. But, one might object, this is surely not the whole story.
If my being humanly embodied makes “lying to hand” intelligible
to me, this is because I have some “sense” of this embodied agency.
This was the word I quite naturally had recourse to a few para-
graphs back. That is perfectly true. Being this kind of agent means
one has an implicit understanding, what Heidegger at one point
calls a “pre-understanding” of what it is to act, to get around in the
world, the way we do.

But this is not a matter of representations. The rationalist episte-
mologyzinduces us to jump to this conclusion because it construes all
our understanding as made up of representational bits in the way I
described earlier. But this is not at all what preunderstanding is like.
“Knowing our way about” is not a capacity that can be analyzed into a
set of images on one side and a reality portrayed on the other. An
analysis of this kind is certainly foreign to-our lived experience, as
Merleau-Ponty has shown.® To know one’s way about is to be really
moving around, handling things, dealing with things, with under-
standing. What is described in the last two words is not an extra layer
of representations mirroring the effective actions; it conveys rather
the way we inhabit these actions, differentiating them from certain
autonomic processes in the body — digestion, for instance — or from
what we may do in certain moments of blind distraction. An
artificial-intelligence theory of bodily action may reconstruct an ex-
planation in which inner representational states and computations
on them play a role in enabling us to get about, but this has nothing to
do with the way we live this capacity.

This background sense of reality is nonrepresentational, because
it is something we possess in — that is inseparable from — our actual
dealings with things. This is the point that is sometimes made by
saying that it is a kind of “knowing how” rather than a “knowing
that.” The latter kind of knowledge is understood as consisting in
having correct representations. We cannot do justice to our ordinary
ability to get around if we construe it on the model of mind over
against a world that it mirrors.

And it is also something that permits of what I called “articula-
tion.” I can become focally aware of where I am placing my feet; or I
can say that I was taking your word in one way rather than another.
This is neither a matter of fixing or saying expressly what was al-
ready formulated; nor is it one of totally fresh discovery. I am draw-
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ing on my sense of things to make these formulations or to rise to
this explicit awareness. Articulation is a quite different process, for
it calls on rather different skills and disciplines, even on quite differ-
ent qualities of character, than describing independent realities.
Think of the difference between articulating how you feel about
someone and describing a scene involving that person. Of course,
one may contaminate the other, but that is considered a vice. The
tasks are distinct.

Our sense of things can be more or less articulate. But now we can
see why the supposition that it could be totally articulate is miscon-
ceived in its very nature. I said that an engaged form of agency is one
whose world is shaped by its mode of being. This mode of being
provides that context in which the experience of this agent is intelli-
gible, that is, has the sense it makes to the agent, as well as being
understandable to an observer. World shaping is a matter of sense
making. But the form can only determine the “sense” things make
for the agent, because the agent has some “sense” of this form. The
word in quotes in this sentence figures in two, closely related uses.
“Up” and “down” have meaning for me because of my sense of what
it is to be a creature embodied as I am. Engaged agents are creatures
with a background sense of things.

But why can’t it all be articulated? Because it isn’t a matter of
representations, but of a real context conferring sense. As a real
context conferring sense, our form of life is also the essential back-
ground to any articulation being meaningful. The short answer to
why complete articulacy is a chimera is that any articulation itself
needs the background to succeed. Each fresh articulation draws its
intelligibility in turn from a background sense, abstracted from
which it would fail of meaning. Each new articulation helps to rede-
fine us, and hence can open up new avenues of potential further
articulation. The process is by its very nature uncompletable, since
there is no limit on the facets or aspects of our form of life that one
can try to describe or of standpoints from which one might attempt
to describe it.

The supposition of complete articulacy arises out of the Procrus-
tean outlook of modern rationalism. Qur understanding is suppos-
edly made up of a finite number of not yet expressly foregrounded
representations that are in some sense already there. Beyond this it
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is all hard wiring. What this completely misses is the irreducible
content—context structure of engaged agency.

One of the crucial distortions of the traditional rationalist episte-
mology was just that it had no place for this content—context struc-
ture. Ideas, the reified contents of the mind, were taken as bits of
information. The background understanding in which they made
sense either had to be ignored altogether or had to be treated like other
bits of information. This leads to almost comical consequences at
times, as in Hume’s complaint that he can find no idea corresponding
to the self. The same disability affects the contemporary heirs of this
outlook who propound computer models of thinking.

The paradoxical status of the background can then be appreciated.
It can be explicited, because we aren’t completely unaware of it. But
the expliciting itself supposes a background. The very fashion in
which we operate as engaged agents within such a background
makes the prospect of total explicitation incoherent. The back-
ground cannot in this sense be thought of quantitatively at all.

One of the features that distinguishes a view of human agency as
engaged from the disengaged picture is that the former has some
place for this kind of background. On the disengaged view, and in
particular the mechanist theory that often underpins it, there is
not, of course, an explicit rejection of this notion, but the entire
issue to which it provides some answer does not arise. Intelligibil-
ity is assumed from the start and does not need a context to pro-
vide it. It is understood that the bits of input information are taken
as such from the beginning and that the operations that follow
amount to processing of that information. In the case of computer-
based theories of the mind, this reading of input and process is
built in to the very definition of what occurs as the realization of a
program. Its being describable as such is a sufficient condition of its
counting as such.s

Thus, it is not surprising that all the philosophies that have chal-
lenged the disengaged picture have had some place for a notion of
the background. I already referred to Heidegger’s notion of preunder-
standing, or a prethematized understanding of our world. Wittgen-
stein makes use of a similar notion — for example, when he shows
what has to be supposed as already understood when we try to define
something ostensively or name something.
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III

But the background does not just figure in these philosophies as a
doctrine. It also plays a crucial role in their argumentative strategy.
They overturn the disengaged picture through an articulation of the
background that it too has to suppose. In doing this, they can be seen
as answering a potential challenge that a defender of the disengaged
view might throw back at his critic: if you're right, and we are
always drawing on a background understanding that gives intelligi-
bility to our experience, then even my account of the knowing agent
in terms of the disengaged picture must draw on such a background
to be intelligible to me. For according to you, what I am really
describing is the disengaged stance, which you see as a special and
regional achievement by an agent whose experience as a whole is
made intelligible only by a background of the kind you invoke. As a
special stance, one among the many possibilities of this agent, hav-
ing a determinate place in his or her world, this must as well be
made intelligible by some background understanding. So articulate
for me the implicit understanding that I am allegedly drawing on;
show me the preunderstanding I could not be doing without. Then I
will have to believe you. Otherwise, stop prattling on about my
being held captive by a picture, caught in a fly bottle, or suffering
from Seinsvergessenheit.

The line of argument of the major “deconstructors” of the disen-
gaged picture could serve as an answer to this challenge. It under-
mines the picture by bringing out the background we need for the
operations described in the picture to make sense, whereby it be-
comes clear that this background cannot fit within the limits that
the disengaged view prescribes. Once understood against its back-
ground, the account shows itself to be untenable.

The pioneer in this kind of argument, in whose steps all decon-
structors find themselves treading, is Kant. Not that he intended to
refute the disengaged view as such. But he did manage to upset one of
its crucial features, at least in an earlier variant. The arguments of the
transcendental deduction can be seen in a number of lights. But one
way to take them is as a final laying to rest of a certain atomism of the
input that had been espoused by empiricism. As this came to Kant
through Hume, it seemed to be suggesting that the original level of
knowledge of reality (whatever that turned out to be} came in particu-
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late bits, individual “impressions.” This level of information could be
isolated from a later stage in which these bits were connected
together — for example, in beliefs about cause—effect relations. We
find ourselves forming such beliefs, but we can, by taking a stance of
reflexive scrutiny (which, as we saw earlier, is fundamental to the
modern epistemology), separate the basic level from our too hasty
conclusions. This analysis allegedly reveals, for instance, that noth-
ing in the phenomenal field corresponds to the necessary connection
we too easily interpolate between “cause” and “effect.”r

Kant undercuts this whole way of thinking by showing that it sup-
poses, for each particulate impression, that it is being taken as a bit of
potential information. It purports to be about something. The primi-
tive distinction recognized by empiricists between impressions of
sensation and those of reflection amount to an acknowledgment of
this. The buzzing in my head is discriminated from the noise I hear
from the neighboring woods, in that the first is a component in how I
feel and the second seems to tell me something about what’s happen-
ing out there. So even a particulate “sensation,” really to be sensation
(in the empiricist sense, i.e., as opposed to reflection), has to have this
dimension of “aboutness.” This will later be called “intentionality,”
but Kant speaks of the necessary relation to an object of knowledge.
“Now we find that our thought of the relation of all knowledge to its
object carries with it an element of necessity.”

With this point secured, Kant argues that this relationship to an
object would be impossible if we really were to take the impression
as an utterly isolated content, without any link to others. To see it as
about something is to place it somewhere, at the minimum out in
the world, as against in me, to give it a location in a world that,
while it is in many respects indeterminate and unknown for me,
cannot be wholly so. The unity of this world is presupposed by
anything that could present itself as a particulate bit of information,
and so whatever we mean by such a particulate bit, it could not be
utterly without relation to all others. The background condition for
this favorite supposition of empiricist philosophy, the simple impres-
sion, forbids us giving it the radical sense that Hume seemed to
propose for it. To attempt to violate this background condition is to
fall into incoherence. To succeed in breaking all links between indi-
vidual impressions would be to lose all sense of awareness of any-
thing. “These perceptions would not then belong to any experience,
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consequently would be without an object, merely a blind play of
representations, less even than a dream.”

The transcendental deduction, and related arguments in the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, can be seen as a turning point in modern philoso-
phy. With hindsight, we can see them as the first attempt to articulate
the background that the modern disengaged picture itself requires for
the operations it describes to be intelligible and to use this articula-
tion to undermine the picture. Once one goes through this transition,
the whole philosophical landscape changes, because the issue of back-
ground understanding is out in the open. A crucial feature of the
reified views that arise from ontologizing the canonical procedures of
modern epistemology is that they make this issue invisible. The con-
ditions of intelligibility are built into the elements and processes of
the mind as internal properties. The isolated impression is intelligi-
bly information on its own, just as the house is red or the table is
square. It has all the particulate, separable existence of an external
object. Locke treats simple ideas as analogous to the materials we use
for building.*s This outlook forgets that for something to be intelligi-
bly X is for it to count as intelligibly X, and that there are always
contextual conditions for anything to count as something.

In its original Kantian form, this revolution sweeps away the
atomism of modern epistemology. In this respect, all those who have
come after follow Kant closely. In a sense the very move that
dereifies our account of the knowing agent has an inherently holistic
bent. What was formerly built into the elements is now attributed to
the background they all share. ‘

Heidegger follows this pioneering Kantian form of argument. In
Being and Time, he argues that things are disclosed first as part of a
world, that is, as the correlates of concerned involvement, and
within a totality of such involvements. This undercuts the first and
third features of the disengaged picture, and hence makes the second
feature inoperative. The first feature, the atomism of input, is denied
by the notion of a totality of involvements. The third feature, neu-
trality, is undercut by the basic thesis that things are first disclosed
in a world as ready-to-hand (zuhanden). To think of this character as
something we project onto things that are first perceived neutrally is
to make a fundamental mistake.

Heidegger’s discussion in Being and Time is sometimes taken by

unsympathetic readers to be an interesting discussion of everyday
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existence that has no relevance to the philosophical issues of ontol-
ogy he claims to be discussing. So we usually treat things as tools or
obstacles in their relevance to our activities — what does this show
about the priority of neutral information? Of course, we are not
aware of things most of the time as neutral objects, but this does not
show that the disengaged account is not right. Our ordinary every-
day consciousness must itself be seen as a construct. We must not
make the pre-Galilean mistake of thinking that things are as they
appear, even in matters of the mind — so runs 2 common complaint
by supporters of the disengaged view against “phenomenology.”

But Heidegger’s intention is plainly other than just reminding us of
what it is like to live in the world at an everyday level. The purport of
the argument is the same as Kant’s and could be invoked like his as an
answer to the challenge I voiced earlier. The aim is to show that
grasping things as neutral objects is one of our possibilities only
against the background of a way of being in the world in which things
are disclosed as ready-to-hand. Grasping things neutrally requires
modifying our stance to them that primitively has to be one of involve-
ment. Heidegger, like Kant, is arguing that the comportment to things
described in the disengaged view requires for its intelligibility to be
situated within an enframing and continuing stance to the world that
is antithetical to it, hence that this comportment could not be origi-
nal and fundamental. The very condition of its possibility forbids us
giving this neutralizing stance the paradigmatic and basic place in our
lives that the disengaged picture supposes.

This argument about the conditions of possibility — the condi-
tions of intelligibly realizing the stance — is carried in Heidegger’s
use of the term urspriinglich (“primordial”}. This term does not just
mean “prior in time,” but something stronger. Qur urspriinglich
stance comes before, but also as a condition of, what follows and
modifies it. The argument about conditions of possibility is also
carried in his repreated use of the phrase zundchst und zumeist
(“proximally and for the most part,” according to the standard trans-
lation). Once again this sounds deceptively weak. But it is applied to
a way of being that is not just there earlier and more frequently, but
that also provides the background for what is not it.

In this essay, I have tried to show how Heidegger has helped to free
us from the thrall of modermn rationalist epistemology. I have formu-
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lated his line of thinking in terms of the notion of engaged agency.
This in turn brings us to the notion of the background. But the idea
of a background we can articulate figures not only as part of a new
picture of the knowing agent. The series of philosophical arguments
of Heidegger’s existential analytic is itself such an articulation. The
picture puts itself in motion. This pragmatic self-confirmation is
what gives the existential analytic its peculiar force — a force that is
very much needed to combat the hold of the disengaged understand-
ing of agency in our culture.

I
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NOTES

See T. Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1983).

Merleau-Ponty, whom I consider another of these great twentieth-
century “deconstructors,” focused more than anyone else on this issue
of embodied agency. See especially La phénoménologie de la perception
(Paris: Gallimard, 1945).

These two senses in which experience is shaped by embodiment help to
explain the dialogue of the deaf between critics and exponents of
artificial-intelligence-inspired theories of the mind. The former, e.g,,
Hubert Dreyfus and John Searle, have often insisted that the computer
offers a model of “disembodied” consciousness. See Dreyfus’s What
Computers Can’t Do (New York: Harper & Row, 1979); and Searle’s
“Minds, Brains and Programmes”, in Behavioural and Brain Sciences, 3
(1980): 417—-57. Proponents of the artificial intelligence model, insulted
in the very heart of their materialist commitment, generally find this
accusation unintelligible. But it is easy to see why the criticism is not
understood. Proponents of strong artificial intelligence are thinking of
the first kind of relation. The second kind has not yet swum into their
conceptual ken, and hence they have great trouble understanding what
they are being accused of.

Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1979), p. 208.

The soul “ne s’est pas contentée de juger qu'il y avoit quelque chose hors

d’elle qui étoit cause qu’elle avoit ses sentiments, en quoi elle ne se

seroit pas trompée; mais elle a passé plus outre.” “Et comme ces idées

ne sont point naturelles, mais arbitraires, on y a agi avec une grande

bizarrerie.” A. Arnaud and P. Nicole, La logique ou ’art de penser, Pt. 1,
Chap. 9 (Paris: Flammarion, 1970), p. 103.

This is, of course, what underlies the misunderstanding mentioned in
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note 3 about the issue of “embodiment.” Mechanists cannot formulate
the issue without transcending their favorite explanatory language. It is
odd that they have such trouble seeing that this language is so framed as
to exclude engaged thinking, because with another part of their minds
they are aware of this, and often say so. Thus, one of the original motiva-
tions for constructing computer realizations of reasoning was that real-
ization on a program was thought to be a good criterion of formal rigor. A
formally rigorous proof is one in which the transitions depend purely on
the shape of the expressions, regardless of their semantic “meaning.”
But a proof can sometimes seem rigorous in this sense, and fail really to
be so, because we can unawares be “supplying” some of the missing
steps through the intuitive leaps we make as we check it. “Subjective”
intelligibility is filling the gaps in formal argument. But if such a proof
can be automated, that is, run on a machine, then we know that there
can be no such surreptitious input from subjective intelligibility, and the
proof must be valid. See John Haugeland’s “automation principle: wher-
ever the legal moves of a formal system are fully determined by algo-
rithms, then that system can be automated” (in Artificial Intelligence:
The Very Idea [Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985], p. 83). Also Marvin
Minsky: “If the procedure can be carried out by some very simple ma-
chine, so that there can be no question of or need for ‘innovation’ or
‘intelligence,’ then we can be sure that the specification is complete, and
that we have an ‘effective procedure’ ” (in Computation: Finite and
Infinite Machines [Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1967], p. 105).
See Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1958}, and The Tacit Dimension (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1966).

See Merleau-Ponty, La phénoménologie de la perception.

See Daniel Dennett, The Intentional Stance {Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1988}, Chaps. 2 and 7.

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1966), Chap. 7.

“Wir finden aber, dass unser Gedanke von der Beziehung aller Erkennt-
niss auf ihren Gegenstand etwas von Notwendigkeit bei sich fiihre.”
Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. N. K. Smith {London:
Macmillan Press, 1963}, A 104.

“Diese [sc. Wahrnehmungen] wiirden aber alsdannn auch zu keiner
Erfahrung gehéren, folglich ohne Objekt und nichts als ein blindes Spiel
der Vorstellungen, d.i. weniger als ein Traum sein.” Ibid., A 112.

John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1975, 2.2.2.

14 “The kind of Being which belongs to these entities is readiness-to-hand.
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But this characteristic is not to be understood as merely a way of taking
them, as if we were talking such ‘aspects’ into the ‘entities’ which we
proximally encounter, or as if some world-stuff which is proximally
present-at-hand were ‘given subjective coloring’ in this way” (BT ro1).
{“Die Seinsart dieses Seienden ist die Zuhandenheit. Sie darf jedoch
nicht als blosser Auffassungscharakter verstanden werden, als wiirden
dem zunichst begegnenden ‘Seienden’ solche ‘Aspekte’ aufgeredet, als
wiirde ein zunichst an sich vorhandener Weltstoff in dieser Weise
‘subjektiv gefirbt’ ” (SZ 71).

RICHARD RORTY

13 Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and the
reification of language

What Gustav Bergmann christened “the linguistic turn” was a
rather desperate attempt to keep philosophy an armchair discipline.
The idea was to mark off a space for a priori knowledge into which
neither sociology nor history nor art nor natural science could in-
trude. It was an attempt to find a substitute for Kant'’s “transcenden-
tal standpoint.” The replacement of “mind” or “experience” by
“meaning” was supposed to insure the purity and autonomy of phi-
losophy by providing it with a nonempirical subject matter.

Linguistic philosophy was, however, too honest to survive. When,
with the later Wittgenstein, this kind of philosophy turned its atten-
tion to the question of how such a “pure” study of language was
possible, it realized that it was not possible — that semantics had to
be naturalized if it were to be, in Donald Davidson’s phrase, “pre-
served as a serious subject.” The upshot of linguistic philosophy is, I
would suggest, Davidson’s remark that “there is no such thing as a
language, not if a language is anything like what philosophers . . .
have supposed. ... We must give up the idea of a clearly defined
shared structure which language users master and then apply to
cases.”r This remark epitomizes what Ian Hacking has called “the
death of meaning” — the end of the attempt to make language a
transcendental topic.

I take Frege and the early Wittgenstein to be the philosophers
primarily responsible for imposing on us the idea that there was
such a clear defined shared structure. In particular, we owe to Witt-
genstein the idea that all philosophical problems can in principle be
finally solved by exhibiting that structure. I take the later Wittgen-

Reprinted from Essays on Heidegger and Others (Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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stein, Quine, and Davidson to be the philosophers who freed us from
the idea that there is any such structure. The early Wittgenstein had
defined the mystical as “the sense of the world as a limited whole.”
By contrast, the later Wittgenstein triumphed over his younger,
more Schopenhauerian self by no longer feeling the need to be mysti-
cal, no longer needing to set himself over against the world as “the
unsayable limit of the world.”

The younger Heidegger, the author of Being and Time, was much
more free of this Schopenhauerian urge than was the younger Witt-
genstein. That book was filled with protests against the idea of phi-
losophy as theoria. Heidegger saw that idea as an attempt to rise
above the “guilt” and “thrownness” which he claimed were insepara-
ble from Dasein’s worldly and historical existence, an attempt to
escape from the contingency of that existence. The younger Heideg-
ger, had he read the Tractatus, would have dismissed that book in the
same way as the older Wittgenstein dismissed it — as one more at-
tempt to preserve the philosopher’s autonomy and self-sufficiency by
letting him picture himself as somehow above, or beyond, the world.
The younger Heidegger would have seen the linguistic turn recom-
mended by Frege and Wittgenstein as merely one more variation on
the Platonic attempt to distance oneself from time and chance.

But although the younger Heidegger worked hard to free himself
from the notion of the philosopher as spectator of time and eternity,
from the wish to see the world from above “as a limited whole,” the
older Heidegger slipped back into a very similar idea. The limited
whole which that Heidegger tried to distance himself from was called
“metaphysics” or “the West.” For him, “the mystical” became the
sense of himself as “thinking after the end of metaphysics” — as look-
ing back on metaphysics, seeing it as a limited, rounded-off whole —
and thus as something we might hope to put behind us. The old
Heidegger’s final vision was of the West as a single gift of Being, a
single Ereignis, a chalice with one handle labeled “Plato” and the
other “Nietzsche,” complete and perfect in itself — and therefore, per-
haps, capable of being set to one side.

The young Wittgenstein had said, echoing Kant and Schopen-
hauer, that ‘

We feel that even when all possible scientific questions have been an-

swered, the problems of life remain completely untouched. Of course there
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are then no questions left, and this itself is the answer. . .. There are, in-
deed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves mani-
fest. They are what is mystical.>

By contrast, the young Heidegger had no explicit doctrine of
things that cannot be put into words, of das Unaussprechliche.
Dasein was linguistic through and through, just as it was social
through and through.s What the younger Heidegger tells us about
the socichistorical situation of Dasein is just what the older Wittgen-
stein tells us about our situation in regard to language — that when
we try to transcend it by turning metaphysical we become self-
deceptive, inauthentic.

But the older Heidegger retreated from sentences and discourse to
single words — words which had to be abandoned as soon as they
ceased to be hints {Winke) and became signs (Zeichen), as soon as they
entered into relations with other words and thus became tools for
accomplishing purposes. The younger — unpragmatical, mystical —
Wittgenstein had wanted sentences to be pictures rather than merely
tools. By contrast, the pragmatical young Heidegger, the philosopher
of inescapable relationality (Beziiglichkeit), had been content to let
them be tools. But the older, more pragmatical Wittgenstein became
content to think of them as tools, about the same time that the older
Heidegger decided his early pragmatism had been a premature surren-
der to “reason [which)], glorified for centuries, is the most stiff-necked
adversary of thought.”+

On my reading of them, then, these two great philosophers passed
each other in mid-career, going in opposite directions. Wittgenstein,
in the Tractatus, started from a point which, to a pragmatist like
myself, seems much less enlightened than that of Being and Time.
But, as Wittgenstein advanced in the direction of pragmatism, he met
Heidegger coming the other way — retreating from pragmatism into
the same escapist mood in which the Tractatus had been written,
attempting to regain in “Thought” the sort of sublimity which the
young Wittgenstein had found in logic. The direction in which Witt-
genstein was going led him to radical doubts about the very notion of
philosophy as a provider of knowledge, and to a detranscendentalized,
naturalized conception of philosophy as a form of therapy, as a techné
rather than as the achievement of theoria. Heidegger had himself
begun with just such doubts. But he was unable to sustain them, and



340 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO HEIDEGGER

soin the end he was driven to inventing “Thought” as a substitute for
what he called “metaphysics.” This led him to speak of language as a
quasi-divinity in which we live and move and have our being, and of
all previous Thought as a limited whole, a tale that had now been
fully told.

So far I have been presenting a brief outline of a story which I shall
tell in more detail. I shall begin my longer version with Wittgen-
stein’s attempt to find a new way of doing philosophy.

Any attempt to preserve a method and a topic for armchair philoso-
phy, one which will permit it to lock down upon natural science and
history, is likely to invoke the Kantian notion of “conditions of
possibility.” Whereas physics and history find conditions for the
existence of actualities by discovering temporally prior actualities,
philosophy can achieve autonomy only if it escapes from time by
escaping from actuality to possibility. The Kantian strategy for
achieving this escape was to replace an atemporal Deity with an
atemporal subject of experience. Kant’s “possible experience” — the
domain whose bounds philosophy was to set —was purportedly
smaller than the broader domain of logical possibility to which
Wolft’s ontotheology had claimed access. But it was enough for
Kant’s purposes that it overarched the domains of the scientists and
the historians.

The linguistic turn was a second attempt to find a domain which
would overarch those of the other professors. This second attempt
became necessary because, in the course of the nineteenth century,
evolutionary biology and empirical psychology had begun to natu-
ralize the notions of “mind,” “consciousness,” and “experience.”s
“Language” was the twentieth-century philosopher’s substitute for
“experience” for two reasons. First, the two terms had an equally
large scope — both delimited the entire domain of human inquiry,
of topics available to human study. Second, the notions of “lan-
guage” and “meaning” seemed, at the beginning of the century,
immune to the naturalizing process.s Wittgenstein’s Tractatus be-
came the model around which the disciplinary matrix of analytic
philosophy was molded. The preface to that book suggested (for the

first time, as far as I know) the doctrine which Michael Dummett .

later put forward explicitly: that philosophy of language was first
philosophy.
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Philosophy of language, done in the manner of Frege, was sup-
posed to produce conditions of describability, just as Kant had prom-
ised to produce conditions of experienceability. Describability, like
experienceability, was supposed to be the mark of everything studied
or exemplified by all areas of study other than philosophy. Language
seemed able to avoid relativization to history, for description was
thought to be a single indissoluble activity, whether done by Nean-
derthals, Greeks, or Germans. If one could give a priori conditions of
the activity of description, then one would be in a position to offer
apodeictic truths. To both Husserl and Frege, Brentano’s thesis of
the irreducibility of the intentional seemed to guarantee that the
Kantian distinction between the a priori and apodeictic and the a
posteriori and relative would remain secure. For even though the
evolutionary transition from organisms which do not exhibit linguis-
tic behavior to those which do ¢ould be explained naturalistically,
linguistic behavior could not be adequately characterized in the
terms used to characterize everything else in the universe. So the
irreducibility of the intentional seemed to guarantee the autonomy
of philosophy.”

The young Wittgenstein saw, however, what Frege and the young
Russell had not seen: that the search for nonempirical truth about
the conditions of the possibility of describability raises the self-
referential problem of its own possibility. Just as Kant had faced the
problem of rendering the possibility of transcendental philosophy
consistent with the restrictions on inquiry which such philosophy
purports to have discovered, so Frege and Russell had trouble explain-
ing how knowledge of what they called “logic” was possible. The
problem was that logic seemed to be an exception to the conditions
which it itself laid down. The propositions of logic were not truth-
functional combinations of elementary statements about the objects
which make up the world. Yet “logic” seemed to tell us that only
such combinations had meaning,.

Russell had tried to solve this problem by reinventing the Platonic
Forms. He had postulated a realm of otherworldly logical objects and
afaculty of intellectual intuition with which to grasp them. But Witt-
genstein saw that this led to a new version of the “third man prob-
lem” which Plato had raised in the Parmenides — the problem of how
the entities designed to explain knowledge are known. Russell’s logi-
cal objects, the Kantian categories, and the Platonic Forms were all
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supposed to make another set of objects — the empirical objects, the
Kantian intuitions, or the Platonic material particulars — knowable,
or describable. In each case, we are told, the latter objects need to be
related by the former objects before they become available — before
they may be experienced or described.

Call the lower-level entities, those which stand in need of being
related in order to become available, entities of type B. These are
entities which require relations but cannot themselves relate, re-
quire contextualization and explanation but cannot themselves con-
textualize nor explain. The Platonic Forms, the Kantian categories,
and the Russellian logical objects are examples of what I shall call
type A entities. These entities contextualize and explain but cannot,
on pain of infinite regress, be contextualized or explained.

Those who postulate type A objects are always faced with the
following self-referential problem: if we claim that no entity is avail-
able which remains unrelated by a form of relationship which can-
not hold between unaided type B entities, then we have problems
about the availability of the type A entities we postulate to lend the
necessary aid. For if we are allowed to say that type A entities are
their own rationes cognoscendi, or their own conditions of linguis-
tic accessibility — that they make themselves available without be-
ing related to one another or to anything else — then we are faced
with the question of why type B entities cannot themselves have
this obviously desirable feature.

This dilemma is familiar from theology: if God can be causa sui,
why should not the world be? Why not just identify God and nature,
as Spinoza did? All type A entities, all unexplained explainers, are in
the same situation as a transcendent Diety. If we are entitled to
believe in them without relating them to something which condi-
tions their existence or knowability or describability, then we have
falsified our initial claim that availability requires being related by
something other than the relata themselves. We have opened up the
question of why we ever thought that there was a problem about
availability in the first place. We have thereby questioned the need
for philosophy, insofar as philosophy is thought of as the study of
conditions of availability.

I shall define “naturalism” as the view that anything might have -

been otherwise, that there can be no conditionless conditions.8 Natu-
ralists believe that all explanation is causal explanation of the ac-
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tual, and that there is no such thing as a noncausal condition of
possibility. If we think of philosophy as a quest for apodicticity, for
truths whose truth requires no explanation, then we make philoso-
phy inherently antinaturalistic and we must agree with Kant and
Husserl that Locke and Wundt operate at a subphilosophical level.
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus can be read as a heroic attempt to save
philosophy from naturalism by claiming that type A objects must be
ineffable, that they can be shown but not said, that they can never
become available in the way that type B objects are.

As David Pears has pointed out in his admirable The False Prison,
there is an analogy between Wittgenstein’s discussion of the mysteri-
ous “objects” of the Tractatus and “the via remotionis in theology.”s
Of these objects, which form what he called “the substance of the
World,” Wittgenstein wrote as follows:

If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would
depend on whether another proposition was true.
In that case we could not sketch out any picture of the world (true or false).™®

No intrinsically simple objects, no pictures, and no language. For if
analysis could not end with such objects, then whether a sentence
had sense would depend, horribile dictu, upon whether another sen-
tence were true — the sentence which specifies that two simpler ob-
jects making up a composite stand in the relevant compositional
relationship. But when one asks what would be so horrible about
that, Wittgenstein has no obvious answer.

On Pears’s account, which seems to me right, what would be
horrible about this situation would be that it would violate Wittgen-
stein’s doctrine that “sense-conditions are ineffable.” But, Pears sen-
sibly continues, this just makes us wonder why they have to be
ineffable.”* His answer to this latter question is that if they were not
ineffable we should have to give up the notion of “the limits of
language,” and therefore give up the doctrine that there is something
which can be shown but not said.r Pears rightly takes this “doctrine
of showing” to be the one closest to Wittgenstein’s heart. He sums it
up as follows:

[Wittgenstein’s] leading idea was that we can see further than we can say.
We can see all the way to the edge of language, but the most distant things
that we see cannot be expressed in sentences because they are the pre-
conditions of saying anything.*3
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Another way in which Pears formulates this point is by saying
that “if factual language could contain an analysis of its conditions
of application, the language in which it analysed them would itself
depend on further conditions. . . .”1¢ This chimes with the following
passage:

Objects can only be named. Signs are their representatives. I can only speak
about them: I cannot put them into words. Propositions can only say how
things are, not what they are. The requirement that simple signs be possible
is the requirement that sense be determinate.s

To sum up, if there were no objects, if the world had no substance, if
there were no “unalterable form of the world,” then sense would
not be determinate, we would not be able to make ourselves pictures
of the world, and description would be impossible. So the condition
of the possibility of description must itself be indescribable. By way
of parallel arguments, Plato concluded that the conditions of the
possibility of the material world must be immaterial, and Kant that
the conditions of the phenomenal world must be nonphenomenal.

The later Wittgenstein dropped the notion of “seeing to the edge
of language.” He also dropped the whole idea of “language” as a
bounded whole which had conditions at its outer edges, as well as
the project of transcendental semantics — of finding nonempirical
conditions for the possibility of linguistic description. He became
reconciled to the idea that whether a sentence had sense did indeed
depend upon whether another sentence was true — a sentence about
the social practices of the people who used the marks and noises
which were the components of the sentence. He thereby became
reconciled to the notion that there was nothing ineffable, and that
philosophy, like language, was just a set of indefinitely expansible
social practices, not a bounded whole whose periphery might be
“shown.” At the time of the Tractatus he had thought that the
assemblage of philosophical problems formed such a whole, and that
he had solved all these problems at once by drawing the conse-
quences of the statement which, he claimed, “summed up the whole
sense of [his] book”: “what can be said at all can be said clearly, and
what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.”” He

thought of philosophy as coextensive with an investigation of the |

possibility of meaning, and of that investigation as culminating in
the discovery of the ineffable.
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As Michael Dummett rightly says, if one adopts the point of
view of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, there can be
no such thing as a “systematic theory of meaning for a language.”
If one believes, with Dummett, that philosophy of language is first
philosophy, then it follows that philosophy can never be more than
therapeutic — can never set out positive conclusions.’® As Thomas
Nagel rightly says, Wittgenstein’s later position “depends on a posi-
tion so radical that it ... undermines the weaker transcendent pre-
tensions of even the least philosophical of thoughts.” This position
entails, as Nagel puts it, “that any thoughts we can form of a mind-
independent reality must remain within the boundaries set by our
human form of life.”* Dummett and Nagel both see the later Witt-
genstein as endangering philosophy by casting aside the picture
which had held him captive when he wrote the Tractatus — the
picture which Davidson has labeled the distinction of scheme and
content. This is the distinction between what I have called type A
entities and type B entities.

I would argue that this A-versus-B distinction is the least common
denominator of the Greek distinction between universals and par-
ticulars, the Kantian distinction between concepts and intuitions,
and the Tractarian distinction between the available and effable
world and the unavailable and ineffable “substance of the world.”
The last version of this distinction is the most dramatic and the
most revealing, since it sets out starkly the contrast between
atomism and holism — between the assumption that there can be
entities which are what they are totally independent of all relations
between them, and the assumption that all entities are merely nodes
in a net of relations.

Both Nagel and Dummett see a need to resist holism in order to
preserve the possibility of philosophy. Both think of Davidson as en-
dangering philosophy by embracing a thoroughgoing holism. They
areright todo so, since Davidson’s account of human linguistic behav-
ior takes for granted, as the later Wittgenstein also did, that there are
no linguistic entities which are intrinsically relationless — none
which, like the “simple names” of the Tractatus, are by nature relata.
But Davidson’s holism is more explicit and thoroughgoing than Witt-
genstein’s, and so its antiphilosophical consequences are more appar-
ent. Whereas in the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein still
toys with the idea of a distinction between the empirical and the
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grammatical, between nonphilosophical and philosophical inquiry,
Davidson generalizes and extends Quine’s refusal to countenance
either a distinction between necessary and contingent truth or a dis-
tinction between philosophy and science. Davidson insists that we
not think either of language in general or a particular language (say,
English or German) as something which has edges, something which
forms a bounded whole and can thus become a distinct object of study
or of philosophical theorizing. Bjorn Ramberg is right in saying that
Davidson’s principal motive is to avoid the reification of language.2°
So Davidson has no use for the idea that philosophical therapy is a
matter of detecting “nonsense,” of spotting “violations of language.”
Rather, it is a matter of spotting unproductive and self-defeating philo-
sophical behavior — the sort of behavior which sends one, over and
over again, down the same blind alleys [e.g., alleys labeled “realism,”
“idealism,” and “antirealism”).

Instead, Davidson asks us to think of human beings trading marks
and noises to accomplish purposes. We are to see this linguistic
behavior as continuous with nonlinguistic behavior, and to see both
sorts of behavior as making sense just insofar as we can describe
them as attempts to fulfill given desires in the light of given beliefs.
But the realm of belief and desire — the so-called “realm of the
intentional” — does not itself form an object of philosophical in-
quiry. Davidson agrees with Quine that neither the practical indis-
pensability of the intentional idiom nor its Brentanian irreducibility
to a behavioristic idiom gives us reason to think that there are type
A entities called “intentions” or “meanings” which serve to relate
type B entities.2!

So much, for the moment, for Wittgenstein’s and Davidson’s at-
tempts to escape from the idea that there is a discipline —
philosophy — which can study conditions of possibility rather than
merely conditions of actuality. I turn now to the early Heidegger’s
attempt to escape from this same idea —the idea of a discipline
which lets us stand over and against the world of everyday practice
by seeing it as God sees it, as a limited whole. I interpret the prag-
matism of the first Division of Being and Time - the insistence on

the priority of the ready-to-hand, the Zuhanden, over the present-

at-hand, the Vorhanden, and on the inseparability of Dasein from
its projects and its language — as a first attempt to find a nonlogo-
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centric, nonontotheological way of thinking of things. It was a
holistic attempt to eschew the scheme—content distinction, to re-
place a distinction between entities of type A and those of type B
with a seamless, indefinitely extensible web of relations.

From the point of view of both Philosophical Investigations and
Being and Time, the typical error of traditional philosophy is to imag-
ine that there could be, indeed that there somehow must be, entities
which are atomic in the sense of being what they are independent of
their relation to any other entities (e.g., God, the transcendental sub-
ject, sense-data, simple names). For the later Wittgenstein, the best
example of this mistake is his own earlier hope to discover the “unal-
terable form of the world,” something which underlies the available
or lies at the edges of the available, something which is a condition of
the possibility of availability. When in the Investigations he is criticiz-
ing the Tractarian desire for “something like a final analysis of our
forms of language,” he says that it is as if we had in mind “a state of
complete exactness” as opposed to whatever relative degree of exact-
ness may be required for some particular purpose. This notion impels
us, Wittgenstein continues, to ask “questions as to the essence of
language, of propositions, of thought.” He diagnoses the urge to ask
such questions as due to the idea that “the essence is hidden from us.”
Obsession with this image of something deeply hidden makes one
want to ask questions whose answers would be, as he says, “given
once for all; and independently of any future experience.” >

This last phrase sums up the idea that there is a nonempirical
discipline which can tell us about the conditions of “all possible
experience,” or of all possible languages and forms of life. This is the
idea which Being and Time rejected by insisting on the primor-
diality of the Zuhanden, on the fact that everything was always
already related. The early Heidegger saw as clearly as the later Witt-
genstein that the present-at-hand was only available in the context
of pre-existent relations with the ready-to-hand, that social practice
was the presupposition of the demand for exactness and for answers
that could be given once and for all. Both saw that the only way in
which the present-at-hand could explain the ready-to-hand was in
the familiar unphilosophical way in which evolutionary biology, so-
ciology, and history combine to give a causal explanation of the
actuality of one particular social practice rather than another. Early
Heidegger and late Wittgenstein set aside the assumption (common
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to their respective predecessors, Husserl and Frege) that social
practice — and in particular the use of language — can receive a
noncausal, specifically philosophical explanation in terms of condi-
tions of possibility. More generally, both set aside the assumption
that philosophy might explain the unhidden on the basis of the
hidden, and might explain availability and relationality on the basis
of something intrinsically unavailable and nonrelational.

One can imagine a possible Heidegger who, after formulating the
Dewey-like social-practice pragmatism of the early sections of Being
and Time, would have felt that his job was pretty well done.>s But
the early Heidegger was driven by the same urge to purity which
drove the early Wittgenstein. The same drives which led Heidegger
to develop the notions of “authenticity” and “being-toward-death”
in the later portions of Sein und Zeit led Wittgenstein to write the
final sections of the Tractatus — the sections in which the doctrine
of showing is extended from logic to ethics. These are the so-called
“Schopenhauerian” sections in which we are told such things as

It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words. . . . It is impossible to speak
about the will in so far as it is the subject of ethical attributes. . . . Death is
not an event in life. . . . How things are in the world is a matter of complete
indifference for what is higher. . . . It is not how things are in the world that
is mystical, but that it exists. . . . Feeling the world as a limited whole — it is
this that is the mystical.>¢

What is common to early Heidegger on authenticity and to the
early Wittgenstein on the sense of the world as a limited whole is
the urge to see social practice as merely social practice, thereby
rising above it. This is the urge to distance the social practice to
which one has been accustomed {though not necessarily to cease to
participate in it) by seeing it as contingent — as something into
which one has been thrown. So seen, it is something which one can
only make authentic, only properly appropriate, by being able to say,
with Nietzsche, “thus I willed it,” thereby “becoming what one is.”

To become authentic in this way is to see the requirement of
mere accuracy (Heidegger’s Richtigkeit)—the requirement to say
what “one” (das Man) says, to give the right answers to “scientific”
and “empirical” questions — as the requirement only of a “limited
whole,” of one possible ontic situation among others. This attempt
to distance mere accuracy, to find something more important than
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giving the correct answers to intelligible questions, something
more important than anything empirical science might offer, was
encouraged by Kant’s project of denying reason in order to make
room for faith, and developed further by Schopenhauer, from whose
hands both Nietzsche and the young Wittgenstein received it. It
was also encouraged by Kierkegaard’s and Nietzsche’s sneers at
Hegel’s pretensions to scientificity and rigor.

But whereas the attempt to find what Habermas calls (following
Adorno) “an Other to Reason” was common to the young Heidegger
and the young Wittgenstein, Heidegger pressed it further as he grew
older, whereas Wittgenstein gradually abandoned it. The crucial dif-
ference between their later selves is in their attitude toward the
projects of their earlier selves. Whereas Heidegger came to feel that
Being and Time was insufficiently radical, because “not yet thought
through in terms of the history of Being” (EP 15; N2 415), Wittgen-
stein came to feel that the Tractatus was just a last outbreak of a
disease from which he had been almost, but not quite, cured.
Whereas Heidegger continued his own quest for authenticity by at-
tempting to win himself a place in the history of Being as the first
postmetaphysical Thinker, Wittgenstein’s attitude toward philoso-
phy became steadily more casual. Whereas the young Wittgenstein
had had large quasi-Schopenhauerian things to say about such sub-
jects as “the whole modern Weltanschauung,”»s that sort of topic no
longer surfaces in his later work. Heidegger becomes more and more
interested in his own relation to history, and Wittgenstein less and
less.

This is particularly clear in their respective attitudes toward meta-
phors of depth and antiquity. As Heidegger goes along, he worries
more and more about whether he is being sufficiently primordial.
Although Wittgenstein expressed sympathy with what he had heard
of early Heidegger, one imagines that he would have mocked the
later Heidegger’s search for ever greater primordiality. That search
would have seemed an instance of the process he described as “In
order to find the true artichoke, we divested it of its leaves.”26

The same opposition turns up if one looks at the way in which the
two men change their attitudes toward language as a topic of study.
The Tractatus starts out by telling us that the problems of philosophy
are posed “because the logic of our language is misunderstood,” but
by the time we get to the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein
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is mocking the idea that there is any such logic to study. He mocks his
younger self for believing that logic is “the incomparable essence of
language,” something “of purest crystal,” something deeply hidden
and graspable only after strenuous philosophizing. In the Investiga-
tions philosophy does not study a subject called “language,” nor does
it offer a theory of how meaning is possible — it offers only what
Wittgenstein calls “reminders for a particular purpose.”>?

By contrast, the term “language” (Sprache) plays a very small role
in Being and Time, and when it does occur, in section 34, it is
subordinated to “talk” {Rede) and thus to Dasein. But by the time
we get to the “Letter on Humanism,” we find Heidegger saying “If
the truth of Being has become thought-provoking for thinking, then
reflection on the essence of language must also attain a different
rank.”28 The stock of language rises as that of Dasein falls, as
Heidegger worries more and more about the possibility that his ear-
lier work has been infected with the “humanism” characteristic of
the age of the world picture, about the possibility that Sartre had not
misread him, and that Husserl had had a point when he said that
Being and Time was merely anthropology.>» More generally, Heideg-
ger’s turn from the earlier question “What are the roots of the tradi-
tional ontotheological problematic?” to the later question “Where
do we stand in the history of Being?” is accompanied by a desperate
anxiety that he be offering something more than, as he puts it, “sim-
ply a history of the alterations in human beings’ self-conceptions.”3°
So, at the same time as Wittgenstein was coming to see “language”
as referring simply to the exchange of marks and noises among hu-
man beings for particular purposes, as no more denoting a real es-
sence than does “game,” Heidegger is trying desperately to think of
the various houses of Being in which human beings have dwelt as
“gifts of Being” rather than “human self-conceptions.”

In order to justify my obvious preference for the later Wittgenstein
over the later Heidegger, and my view that Heidegger’s “turn” was a
failure of nerve, I need to offer an account of the motives which
dictated the trajectories of the two philosophers’ careers. As I see it,
they both started from a need to escape from what they both called
“chatter” (Geschwitz),3* a need for purity, a need to become authen-.
tic by ceasing to speak the language of the philosophical tribe within
which they had been raised. The early Wittgenstein was convinced
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that this meant getting beyond language altogether. In his “Lecture
on Ethics” Wittgenstein says that “the tendency of all men who ever
tried to talk about Ethics or Religion was to run against the bound-
aries of language.”s> Elsewhere he said that “Man has the urge to
thrust against the limits of language. ... This thrust against the
limits of language is ethics. ...”33 In a much-quoted letter he said
that the point of the Tractatus was “an ethical one.”3s The Tractatus
was supposed to help us get beyond chatter, help eliminate the temp-
tation to try to say what could only be shown, to talk of type A
entities in terms appropriate only to type B entities.

As Wittgenstein grew older, however, he became reconciled to the
fact that the difference between chatter and nonchatter is one of
degree. As he gradually became reconciled to the fact that he would
never see the world as a limited whole, he gradually dropped the
notion of the “limits of language.” So he turned the Tractatus dis-
tinction between saying and showing into the distinction between
assertions and the social practices which gave meaning to asser-
tions. He thereby reinvented Heidegger’s doctrine that assertion is a
derivative mode of interpretation. The latter Wittgenstein would
have heartily agreed with the claim in Being and Time that

The pointing-out which assertion does is performed on the basis of what has
already been disclosed in understanding or discovered circumspectively. As-
sertion is not a free-floating kind of behavior which, in its own right, might be
capable of disclosing entities in general in a primary way: on the contrary it
always maintains itself on the basis of Being-in-the-world. (BT 199; SZ 156)

This claim is the one developed in detail in Quine’s and Davidson’s
holism — a holism deplored by Nagel and Dummett because, as
Nagel put it, it shows a lack of humility, an “attempt to cut the
universe down to size.”

Anyone who, like Nagel and the later Heidegger, wants to retain a
sense of humility, or a sense of gratitude, toward something which
transcends humanity must insist that there are some uses of lan-
guage which are cases of free-floating behavior. Such a philosopher
must insist that the presentation of a succession of worlds revealed
by social practices — world pictures — does not exhaust the function
of language. So anyone who wants to escape from what Heidegger
calls our “age of the world picture” must either resurrect the early
Wittgenstein’s doctrine of ineffability, as Nagel does, or else hy-
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postatize language in the way in which the older Heidegger does in
the following passage:

Man acts as though he were the shaper and master of language, while in fact
language remains the mistress of man. . .. For strictly, it is language that
speaks. Man first speaks when, and only when, he responds to language by
listening to its appeal.3s

But the reification of language in the later Heidegger is simply a
stage in the hypostatization of Heidegger himself — in the transfigu-
ration of Martin Heidegger from one more creature of his time, one
more self constituted by the social practices of his day, one more
reactor to the work of others, into a world-historical figure, the first
postmetaphysical thinker. The hope for such transfiguration is the
hope that there is still the possibility of something called “thinking”
after the end of philosophy. It is the hope that the thinker can avoid
immersion in the “always already disclosed,” avoid relationality, by
following a single star, thinking a single thought. To break free of
metaphysics, free of the world which metaphysics has made, would
require that Heidegger himself be capable of rising above his time. It
would mean that his work was not simply one more Selbstauf-
fassung, one more human self-concept, for he would have escaped
himself by escaping his time.

This hope is not to be mocked. It is the same hope which led Plato,
Kant, and Russell to invent regress-stopping type A entities, and
which led the young Wittgenstein to seek for the limits of language.
But, from the point of view of the older Wittgenstein, it is a vain
hope: the hope that one may, by coming to look down upon lan-
guage, or the world, or the West, as a limited whole, become a type A
entity oneself. Such an entity would be one which imposes limits.
Without such an entity, the old Heidegger thought, language, or the
world, or the West, is doomed to remain shapeless, a mere tohubohu.
This attempt to avoid relatedness, to think a single thought which is
not simply a node in a web of other thoughts, to speak a word which
has meaning even though it has no place in a social practice, is the
urge to find a place which, if not above the heavens, is at least
beyond chatter, beyond Geschwxitz. '

But I think that the later Wittgenstein had concluded that there

was no such place. He summed up the reason for the failure of the
Tractatus when he said, in the Investigations:
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So in the end when one is doing philosophy one gets to the point where one
would like just to emit an inarticulate sound. - But such a sound is an
expression only if it occurs in a particular language-game, which should
now be described.3¢

The later Wittgenstein saw all philosophical attempts to grasp type
A entities, all attempts to express the ineffability of such entities, as
succeeding only in creating one more language-game.

From the later Wittgenstein’s naturalistic and pragmatic point of
view, we can be grateful to Heidegger for having given us a new
language-game. But we should not see that language-game as Heideg-
ger did — as a way of distancing and summing up the West. It was,
instead, simply one more in a long series of self-conceptions.
Heideggerese is only Heidegger’s gift to us, not Being’s gift to
Heidegger.

NOTES

1 Donald Davidson, “A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs,” in Truth and
Interpretation: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed.
Ernest LePore (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986}, p. 446.

2 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuiness
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961), 6.52—6.522.

3 I take the claim in Being and Time (BT 318; SZ 273} that “Conscience
discourses solely and constantly in the mode of keeping silent” to be not
a doctrine of inexpressibility but rather the doctrine that the realization
that one must change one’s life cannot be backed up with reasons — for
such reasons could only be voices from one’s past life. See Davidson on
this point in his “Paradoxes of Irrationality” in Richard Wollheim and
James Hopkins, eds., Philosophical Essays on Freud {Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1982), p. 305: “The agent has reasons for chang-
ing his own habits and character, but those reasons come from a domain
of values necessarily extrinsic to the contents of the views or values to
undergo change. The cause of the change, if it comes, can therefore not
be a reason for what it causes.”

4 Heidegger, “Nietzsche’s Word: ‘God is Dead’ ” (QCT 112; HW 247).

5 After Darwin, it became increasingly difficult to use the notion of “expe-
rience” in the sense Kant had tried to give it. For Darwin, by making
Spirit continuous with Nature, completed the historicizing process
which Hegel had begun. So those who wanted to preserve the notion of
philosophy as a nonempirical science relativized the Kantian a priori, in
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the manner common to Dilthey, Collingwood, Croce, and C. . Lewis.
They tried to keep intact the notion of a distinction between the formal
and the material — the domain of philosophy and the domain of natural
science. But this relativizing cast doubt on the notion of a “transcenden-
tal standpoint,” and thus on the notion of “possible experience” as some-
thing the conditions of which could be specified. For a plurality of forms
of experience or forms of consciousness looks much like a plurality of
actualities, each of which may be presumed to have causal, naturalis-
tically explicable conditions. Further, if the a priori could change, then it
is no longer a priori enough, for philosophical arguments can no longer
culminate in immutable, apodeictic truths.

In this situation, what was needed was to find something which looked
as much like an indissoluble unity as Kant had thought “experience” to
be, but which could not be subjected to relativization. For Husserl, this
need was met by the realm which opened itself up to those highly trained
professionals capable of performing transcendental-phenomenological re-
ductions. For Frege and the young Wittgenstein, it was met by the notion
of alanguage, construed in the sense condemned by Davidson, as referring
to a “clearly defined shared structure.”

What Hacking describes as the “death of meaning” brought about by
Davidsonian holism I should prefer to describe as the naturalization of
Fregean meaning. This description preserves the parallel with Darwin'’s
naturalization of Kantian experience.

I have argued elsewhere, following leads provided by Quine and David-
son, that the irreducibility of one vocabulary to another is no guarantee
of the existence of two distinct sets of objects of inquiry. On the current
state of debate about the nature and importance of intentional ascrip-
tions, see Daniel Dennett’s suggestion that the great divide within con-
temporary philosophy of mind and philosophy of language comes be-
tween those who believe in “intrinsic intentionality” (Searle, Nagel,
Fodor, Kripke, et al.) and those who do not {(Dennett, Davidson, Putnam,
Stich, et al.). Dennett develops this suggestion in chapters 8 and 1o of his
The Intentional Stance (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987).

8 Historicism is a special case of naturalism, so defined.
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latch on to this possibility and that is to exploit the same method of
correlation. . . . There is only one way in which the ultimate grid of
possibilities [the array of objects which form the substance of the world]
imposes its structure on all factual languages, and in this case it has
been pre-empted by the original sentence” {ibid., I:144).

Ibid., I:146—7.

Ibid., 1:7.

Tractatus, 3.221—3.23.

See ibid., 2.026—2.027: “There must be objects if the world is to have an
unalterable form. Objects, the unalterable, and the subsistent are one
and the same.”

Ibid., “Foreword.”

See Michael Dummett, Truth and Other Enigmas (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1978), p. 453, and compare Dummett’s “What
Is a Theory of Meaning? (II),” in Truth and Meaning, ed. Gareth Evans
and John McDowell {Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 10s. In
the latter essay Dummett traces our philosophical problems back to
“our propensity to assume a realistic interpretation of all sentences of
our language, that is, to suppose that the notion of truth applicable to
statements of this kind is determinately either true or false, indepen-
dently of our knowledge or means of knowing” (p. 1o1). In contrast,
Davidson is inclined to trace them back to the antiholistic implications
of the assumption which Dummett (p. 89} calls “principle C,” viz., “if a
statement is true, there must be something in virtue of which it is true.”
Dummett mistakenly believed, at the time of writing this paper, that
this principle was accepted by both himself and Davidson. Dummett’s
acceptance of this principle and his insistence on the need for an
“atomic or molecular theory of meaning,” as opposed to a thoroughgo-
ing holistic one, stands to Davidson’s view roughly as the Tractatus
stands to the Philosophical Investigations.

Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere {Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1986), pp. 106—7.

See Bjorn Ramberg, Donald Davidson’s Philosophy of Language: An
Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), p. 2 and chapter 8, passim.

See Quine’s remark about Brentano at Word and Object {Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), p. 221, and Davidson’s treatment of Brentanian
irreducibility in “Mental Events,” included in his Essays on Actions and
Events {Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980).

My picture of Quine and Davidson as taking the holism of the Philo-
sophical Investigations to its limits helps bring out the frequently cited
analogies between Wittgenstein and Derrida. See Henry Staten, Wittgen-
stein and Derrida {Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984). For
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analogies between Derridean and Davidsonian doctrines, see Samuel
Wheeler, “Indeterminacy of French Interpretation: Derrida and David-
son,” in Truth and Interpretation: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Don-
ald Davidson, ed. Emest LePore ({Oxford: Blackwell, 1986}, pp. 477-94.
In my picture, Davidson stands to Wittgenstein as Derrida stands to
Heidegger: both of these more recent writers are trying to purify the
doctrines of the earlier writer, trying to divest them of the last traces of
the tradition which they had tried to overcome. Derrida’s suspicion of
what he calls “Heideggerian nostalgia” is the counterpart to Davidson’s
suspicion of the later Wittgenstein’s distinction between “grammar”
and “fact.” Davidson and Derrida are both protesting against vestiges of
what Derrida calls “logocentrism” — trying to free their respective prede-
cessors from their last remaining attachments to the idea that philoso-
phy can shield itself from natural science, art, and history by isolating
what Derrida calls “a full presence which is beyond play.” (Derrida,
Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass [Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1978], p. 279.) Texts for Derrida, and human behavior for
Davidson, are both centerless networks of relations, networks which
can always be redescribed and recontextualized by themselves being
placed within some larger network. For both writers, there is no such
thing as “the largest network” — no bounded whole which can be the
object of specifically philosophical inquiry.
All the passages cited in this paragraph are from Philosophical Investiga-
tions, 1, secs. 91—2. Norman Malcolm’s admirable account of the rela-
tion of the Tractatus to Wittgenstein’s later thought.is entitled Nothing
is Hidden, a reference to Investigations, 1, sec. 126: “Philosophy simply
puts everything before us, and neither explains nor deduces anything.
Since everything lies open to view there is nothing to explain. For what
is hidden, for example, is of no interest to us.”
I am following Robert Brandom (“Heidegger’s Categories in Being and
Time,” The Monist 66 [1983]) and Mark Okrent (Heidegger’s Pragmatism
[Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988]) in taking Heidegger’s at-
tack on Cartesianism as central to the achievement of Being and Time.
See also Charles Guignon, Heidegger and the Theory of Knowledge (India-
napolis: Hackett, 1983}, chapter 1, “Heidegger’s Problem and the Carte-
sian Model.” These writers agree in thinking that what Brandom de-
scribes as the recognition that social practice is determinative of what is
and is not up to social practice is Heidegger’s crucial insight in this work.
See especially Brandom’s interpretation of the claim that the analytic of
Dasein is fundamental ontology as an expression of this recognition
(Brandom, p. 389). I take the criticism of Husserl at Prolegomena der
Geschichte des Zeitbegriffs (Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe, vol. 20 [Frank-
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furt: Klostermann, 1979}, p. 62}, and Heidegger’s claim on the following
page that what is needed to get beyond Husserl is to clear up “the together-
ness of intentum and intentio” as prefiguring the claim of Being and Time
that, in Brandom'’s words, “Dasein-in-the-world-of-the-ready-to-hand is
ontologically self-adjudicating.”

24 These passages are extracted from Tractatus 6.421-6.52.

25 See Tractatus 6.371 — 6.372. Compare Philosophical Remarks, p.7.

26 Philosophical Investigations, I, sec. 164.

27 Ibid,, I, sec. 127.

28 BW 198; WM 149. Heidegger goes on to suggest that he already knew
this when he wrote Section 34 of Sein und Zeit, but I think this claim to
prescience should be taken with a grain of salt.

29 See N2 194, for a grudging admission on this point.

30 N4 138. The original is at Nietzsche, Vol. 2 (Pfulligen: Neske, 1961}, p.
192: eine Geschichte des Wandels der Selbstauffasung der Menschen.

31 See McGuiness, ed., Wittgenstein und der Wiener Kreis (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 184}, p. 69: “I think it obviously important that we put an end
to all the chatter about ethics [Geschwiitz tiber Ethik] — whether it is
cognitive, whether values exist, whether “good” is definable, and so on.”
The context is his famous remark that he could understand what
Heidegger meant by “Being” and “Angst.” Compare Heidegger, Was
heisst Denken? (Tibingen, 1954), p. 19: Was einmal Schrei war: ‘Die
Wiiste wichst . . .’ droht zum Geschwiitz zu werden ([Nietzsche’s words|
“The wasteland grows’ were once a shout, but now threaten to become
merely chatter).

32 Wittgenstein, “Lecture on Ethics,” Philosophical Review 74 {196 s, p.
13. For a detailed account of the connection between the Tractatus’s
doctrine of showing and Wittgenstein’s ideas about spiritual perfection,
see James Edwards, Ethics Without Philosophy: Wittgenstein and the

Moral Life {Tampa: University Presses of Florida, 1982)-a book to
which I am much indebted for my understanding of Wittgenstein. Unfor-
tunately, I read Edwards’s The Authority of Language: Heidegger, Witt-
genstein and the Threat of Philosophical Nihilism (Tampa: University
of South Florida Press, 1990} too late to use it when composing this
paper. That book now seems to me the most illuminating of the many
attempts to bring Heidegger and Wittgenstein together.

33 Wittgenstein und der Wiener Kreis, p. 68.

34 Englemann, Letters from Wittgenstein, ed. McGuiness, p. 143.

35 Heidegger, “Poetically man dwells...” (PLT 215-6; VA 190). {I have
changed Hofstadter’s “master” [for Herrin] to “mistress.”

36 Philosophical Investigations I, sec. 261.
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