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Foreword

In the second half of Martin Heidegger’ s philosophical career, he made a
turn toward explaining the metaphysics of language through poetry.
Heidegger’s ontology of language relies largely upon the work of Friedrich
Holderlin, whose poetry Heidegger understands as giving ‘voice' to Beingin a
peculiar proximity. For Heidegger, Holderlin’s articulations are not those of a
ubject ‘expressing’ a meaning (according to the classical theory of language
from Aristotle to Husserl), but rather those of a poet whose ‘remembrance’
recals a sense of Being metaphysics has forgotten. Heidegger argues that
Holderlin's language is of Being, beyond the self as defined by humanist
notions of subjectivity which reduce Being, along with beings, to the subject’ s
objectifying examination. In “dialogue” with poetic language, Heidegger's
philosophy aims to achieve a genuine thinking of Being, as well as

Gelassenheit, which is the stance of receptivity.

According to Heidegger, only the poetic power of language is able to
open up an historica world. It does this by awakening a basic mood in the
people and leaving “the unsayable unsaid’ in saying. Heidegger takes his
essential concept of language as such from poetic language. Everyday
language, communication, statements are for Heidegger not language in a
primary sense, but poetry as the “originary language of a people’ is, compared
to which language in the conventional sense as understood by theories of
language and in linguistics is only an insipid dilution. (The concept of the
“originary” historical time of the peoples is therefore the time of the poets,
thinkers and creators of states, i.e. of those who properly found and reinforce
the historical existence of a people.)



This invites a number of interesting questions to address within this
study. For example, where does this priority of language come from, even if it
be a priority of poetic language? This question becomes even more urgent
considering the fact that originary poetical language that founds history is
supposed to primarily awaken a basic mood. Can a basic mood eventuate or be
awakened originarily only in (poetic) language? If the basic mood is supposed
to cal an opening of being and entities in their totality into temporal being,
then, according to Heidegger, only language is able to unlock an historical
world. How s0? Is world only where language is? For Heidegger, language is

and will remain “the house of being.”

Holderlin's philosophical  writings, however, chalenge some of
Heldegger’s views both of poetic language and of the self or subject implied
by language. Holderlin offers a critique of Kantian and Fichtean
transcendental idealism and a theory of poetic language as promising a non
transcendental grasp of the ‘idedl,” ‘spirit’ (Geist), or Being. HOlderlin's
examination of the ‘poetic I’ involves both skepticism and utopianism, in
which a self is understood to encounter the world outside the auspices of

possessive, determinative, or objectifying relations.

The aim of this study is to show how the depth of Heidegger’ s continued
commitment throughout the second half of his career to a number of
fundamental assumptions of transcendental philosophy constitutes both a
source of ggnificant insight and deep philosophical confusion for the
completion of his project outlined in his work, Being and Time More
specifically for this study, the subject of the turn toward poetic language is
examined in Heidegger's writings. The guiding concern of this study is. the
guestion of finitude as it presents itself in relation to the self-definition (or self-



affirmation) of Dasein in a project of Being, and more specificaly, in
Heidegger's later thought. This will involve: (1) a purposive introduction to
his writings before the turn; (2) a basic historical and biographical
understanding of what called Heidegger to move beyond hisinitial analysis of
Being toward language; (3) and finaly, | will show that Holderlin suggests a
model of ‘poetic subjectivity’ which conforms to dimensions of Heidegger’'s
critique of the modern subject, yet which also does not leave behind the self

and the human concerns of that salf.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

| preface my comments by citing a poem by Holderlin, which may have
directly influenced Heidegger, who had been familiar with Holderlin’s poems
since 1908.% It aso explains my thesis in this dissertation in its most succinct
form. The poem is Holderlin’s “Natur and Kunst” [subtitled “Saturn and
Jupiter”]. In the ode, Jupiter, who is identified with art, triumphs over Saturn,

who symbolizes everyday, ontic time and, in the myth, is the “father of Art”:

As early as 1908, Heidegger had come into contact with the poetry of Hélderlin, which, of
course, had great impact on him. Cf. his “Antrittsrede” (1957), in Gesamtausgabe 1, 1978.
(Frihe Schriften), 56. Thisis the text of an Inaugural Address, given at Heidelberg, which
later served as his preface to the first editions of his Early Writingsin 1972. The trandation
appears in Heidegger, The Man and the Thinker, ed. T. Sheehan (Chicago, Illinois:
Precedent, 1981), 21. With regard to the influence of Hélderlin, Heidegger said in the
Soiegel interview:

My thought stand in an wunavoidable relationship to the poetry of
Holderlin. 1 consider Holderlin not [just] one poet among others whose
work the historians of literature may take as a theme [for study]. For me,
Holderlin is the poet who points into the future, who waits for a god,
and who, consequently, should not remain merely an object of research
according to the canons of literary history.

These lines appear in the tranglation of the interview in Heidegger, The Man and the
Thinker, 61-62.
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High up in day you govern, your law prevails,
Y ou hold the judgment scales, O Saturn’s son.
Hand out our lots and well-contented
Rest on the fame of immortal kingship.

Y et, singers know, down the abyss you hurled
The holy father once, your own parent, who
Long now has lain lamenting where the
Wild ones before you more justly languish.

Quite guiltless he, the god of the golden age:
At once effortless and greater than you, though
He uttered no commandment, and no
Mortal on earth ever named his presence.

So down with you! Or cease to be ashamed of your thanks!
And if you stay, defer to the older god
And grant him that above all others.
Gods and great mortals, the singer name him!

For as from clouds your lightning, from him has come
What you call yours. And, look, the commands you speak
To bear him witness, and from Saturn’s
Peace has ever power devel oped.

And once my heart has fdt his life most living,
And things that you shaped grow dim,
And in his cradle changing Time has
Fallen adeep and sweet quiet lulls me —

I’ll know you then, Kronion, and hear you then,
The one wise master who, like ourselves, a son
Of Time, gives laws to us, proclams
That which lies hidden deep in holy twilights.?

Friedrich Holderlin, Poems and Fragments, tr. Michael Hamburger, (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1967), 164-67.
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In the ode, the theme of naming is central, but now it is the hidden
meaning of time that is to be named in the conflict between nature (Saturn) and
art (Jupiter).

Holderlin has identified Saturn with Time (Kronios, Chrones). Kronion
(son of Kronos, i.e., son of Time) is the law-giver who reigns when the “golden
age’ of Saturn’'s hegemony has ended. Jupiter has gone down to the dwelling
place of the mortals, most of whom will be oblivious to the presence of Saturn —

Time— until the son of Time, Kronion, has come to earth.

Jupiter is asked to grant to those “great morals,” the poets, the power to
name time. In Holderlin’s fable titled, “Nature and Art,” Jupiter is the god who
gives shape to, formulates, and arranges things. But the poet does not find time
present in art until Time “has/Fallen adeep” and all of Jupiter’s creation (works
of art) have “grown dim.” Only then does the poet see the laws that govern the
arts.

Though the ode manifestly takes up the themes of the triumph of art over
nature, it is aso concerned with the relation between art and time. The
connection between the themes of this poem and those of the fable lies in the
problem of naming. In “Nature and Art,” it is a question of the possbility of
naming time, and in the fable it is a question of what to name the creation of
Sorrow. The possbility of naming time rests on determining the laws of
creating works of art, while naming the creation of Sorrow, the human being, is
a matter o determining the mutuality of belonging that holds between the
human keing and Sorrow. This mutuality is named in the word homo. The
problematic of what is named by this word must be sought in the meaning of
the word.
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In both the ode and the fable, Jupiter and Saturn represent time as it is
passed on to mortals with the awareness provided by spiritus— ontic time [Zeit].
What appears as Kronion? | would suggest that the Dasein is portrayed as
Kronion in Holderlin's ode. This interpretation may be helpful for a clearer
understanding of (1) the seed of what this current work concerns, and (2) the
relation between the Dasein and its ontological structure, Sorrow. Heidegger's
concept of the Dasein can be fixed in this way as an ontological determination
somewhere between the concept of Gestalten (forms) of the work of art and
Gebild (creation) of Sorrow, mortal Man.

The key to this determination is found in Heidegger’s concern for art, and

the place of art in humanity’s relation to Being, which, of course, includes
poetry.

An admonition appears near the beginning of Heidegger's essay
“ldentity and Difference” which should give pause to any commentator of

Heidegger's work:

When thinking attempts to pursue something that has claimed
its attention, it may happen that on the way it undergoes a
change. Thusit is advisable in what follows to pay attention to
the path of thought rather than to its content.®

These sentences suggest that we do not begin to read Heidegger until the
surface intelligibility of the language is shaken and we follow not the content,

3 Identity and Difference, tr. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 1. This
edition contains the German text.
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a series of propositions or theses (or even a series of what may seem to be

poetic figures), but the very movement of thought in its becoming-other.

Heldegger suggests to us that the claim upon thought and thought’s
transformation are to be understood in terms of an arrest or capture of thought
by its “thing” or affair @die Sache). This latter, for the earlier Heidegger at
leadt, is the finite transcendence of Dasein — a relation to something other than
what is that makes possible any relation to being in the world (including other
human beings) and any self-relation. It makes possible the very structure of
representation and therefore cannot be posed before us (or-gestellt) in a
theoretical or forma manner — hence Heidegger’s effort to draw us beyond the

conceptual and figurative levels of his discourse.

Of thought’s transformation, we may say that the questioning relation
provoked by the arrest of thought (described most frequently by Heidegger as
an astonishment or perplexity — an uncanny experience of alterity that marks
the presence to us of things in the world) bears not only upon the object of this
guestioning but also upon the act of questioning itself. Thought comes
increasingly into question as it discovers ever more profoundly its initiative to
have been a repetition of a determination to question — and no reflexive act can
define absolutely the measure of its engagement in the history defined by
temporal precedence of the origin or opening of its act. To the extent that a
thing opens to that which claims it and assumes the tempora structure of its
activity — assumes its finitude — it carries itself into a movement that exceeds it

and carries it beyond itself.

This is an unsettling movement. It is unsettling, first, because it refuses
itself to any conceptual definition or mastery and calls into question the

normally secure position of the thinking subject, the position defined by the
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metaphysics of subjectivity in its elaboration of the structure of representation.
Clearly, Heidegger did not find this situation to be an impediment for the task
of thinking and even (initially) for the founding of a science. Near the end of
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, he points explicitly to one consequence

of assuming the finitude of metaphysical questioning:

It remains to be considered that the working out of the
innermost essence of finitude required for the establishment of
metaphysics must itself always be basically finite and can
never become absolute. The only conclusion one can draw
from thisis that reflection on finitude, always to be renewed,
can never succeed, though a mutua playing off, or mediating
equalization of standpointsin order to finally and in spite of
everything to give us an absolute knowledge of finitude, a
knowl %dge that is surreptitioudly posited as being “truein
itself.”

By virtue of its inescapable temporal determination, thought can achieve
no final definition of its own situation and thus cannot transcend the history in
which it finds itself as it turns back upon that which give it its impetus. The
repetitive nature of Heidegger’s course of thinking — his constant return to
what he calls the ”fundamental experience” of Being and Time> throughout his
career — points to his own assumption of this understand of finitude. But
Heldegger suggests that, if thought cannot hold this movement in its grasp, it
might hold itself in this movement in such a way as to find in it a certain
measure. For the movement to which thought opens is understood by

Heidegger to have a gathering and unifying character. Whether we speak in

4 Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, tr. R. Taft (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1997), 245.

®  Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche I1: The Eternal Recurrence of the Same, , tr. D.F. Krell (New
York: Harper and Row, 1984), 260.
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terms of the temporality of Dasein, the history of Being, or Appropriation
(Ereignig), that which claims thought and sets it on a path that is without any

assignable end also gathers it within what Heidegger terms an intimacy.

Yet there are aso elements in Heidegger's thinking that make this
fundamental assertion problematic, just as his consistent refusal of certain
dimensions of the thought of those to whom he turns in his interpretive
encounters (I refer in particular to the encounters with Hoélderlin and
Neitzsche, the former for which this study is centered upon after an thorough
introductory examination of Dasein) takes on a symptomatic character.
Heidegger failed to recognize in his Kantbuch (and, in some ways, throughout
his career) just how unsettling his meditation on the finitude of Being and of
thought might be. He points to this fact himself when he remarks much later
(in 1956) that he has been unable to find a satisfactory answer to the problem
of finitude. What was assumed affirmatively in the Kantbuch is now the
source of a distress. | refer here to the statement in the “Addendum” to “The
Origin of the Work of Art"® in which Heidegger recognizes that his
formulation of the role of man in art as creator and preserver remans
ambiguous in his essay. He notes that, if truth is taken as the subject of the
phrase by which he defines art, namely, “the setting into work of truth,” then

art is conceived in terms of disclosive appropriation.” He adds:

& All references to “The Origin of the Work of Art” will hereafter be referred to as Origin,
unless context demands the full title.
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Being, however, isacal to man and is rot without man.
Accordingly, art is a the same time defined as the setting into
work of truth, where truth now isthe “object,” and art is
human creating and preserving.... In the heading, “the setting-
into-work of truth,” in which it remains undecided, but
decidable, who does the setting or in what way it occurs, there
is concealed the relation of Being and human being
[Menschenwesen], arelation which is unsuitably conceived
even in this verson — adistressing difficulty, which has been
clear to me since Being and Time, and has since been
expressed in a variety of versions. [GA 5 (Holzwege) 74/87]"

This statement does not necessarily contradict the more assumed
statements in the later work concerning the place of mortas in what
Heidegger calls the Foufold. But it is a sign that the relation between Being
and human being is very much open to question in Heidegger's text and,
necessarily with it, Heidegger’'s assertions concerning the gathering nature of
the experience of difference (in thought’'s becoming-other), and thus the
nature of difference itself and with it Being and Ereignis. This statement from
Heidegger’'s “Addendum,” indeed Heidegger’'s own methods of reading and
the entire pedagogical thrust of Heidegger’'s project, invites us to question his
path of thinking, even to repeat it in a more questioning manner. The
remainder of this work represents an initial attempt to question in this way the
relation between Being and human being as it is articulated in Heidegger’'s
work of the period between 1927 and 1947 (that is, between the dates of

publication of Being and Timeand the Letter on Humanism).

Abbreviated references indicate the page number in the German edition, followed,
where available, by the page number in the English translation. In some cases, | have
modified the translation for the sake of clarity or terminological consistency. | wish to thank
Harper & Row for granting me this privilege in regard to their translations, in thisand other
works.
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This questioning does not take the form of a complete exposition of
Heidegger’s thought during this period; it consists (after an extensive review
of Dasein), rather, in a series of individual readings that seek in each case to
enter into the movement of Heidegger's thought as he refers to it in the
passage from which | started. Only a most attentive reading of Heidegger's
texts — one that seeks the place and function of any particular theme, figure, or
statement within a larger textual disposition or configuration — leads to an
experience of the dynamic quality of his thinking and to an apprehension of
the strangeness or perplexity that clams his thought and gives it its
movement. And such a reading is a prerequisite for a more profound textual
reading that moves beyond this still phenomenologically determined
apprehension of the movement of a thought and begins to follow the
movement of the “letter” of the text (though the task of defining the meaning
of this “moving beyond” is still very much before us).

| should at least note that this movement does not lead to the impasse of
restricting thought to an examination of textua phenomena in the restricted
sense. The notion of finitude | attempt to elaborate in this work points to the
necessary “tracing” or “inscription” of thought (just as truth must be “set into”
the work, according to Heidegger’s argument in Origin). But it should become
clear that this does not dictate a kind of formalism. The movement to which |
am referring is perhaps properly named deconstruction, in the sense of this
term developed by Jacques Derrida. Though | have not taken up here
Derida's relation to Heldegger (in order retain my focus on Heidegger’s text,
and because such a question requires an extensive, contextual analysis of
Derrida’ s work), In the latter part of this study, | will be working very much in
view of his thought. But | want to emphasize that this work remains somewhat

ghort of a deconstruction in the Derridean sense (or in the sense developed
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more recently by Paul de Man). If | were to attempt a full deconstruction of
Heidegger’'s text in the terms | have sought to develop in this work, — out of
Heidegger's own thought, therefore — | would begin by trying to fold back
upon the language and structure of the text itself at least the following:
Heidegger's own discussion of a work’s form (in “The Origin of the Work of
Art,” for example), the notion of figurality that | present briefly in later
chapters, an understanding of the performative dimension of his use of
language (which | begin to develop in the second half of this study), and other
clues offered by Heidegger concerning his use of language, including his
reference to a “fugue” articulated around the word “but” that he discovers
Holderlin's poem “Andenken.” | hope that the analyses present in this study
will give some indication of the difficulty of the questions involved here and

explain why | approach them with a certain prudence.

The unity of the examined readings that follow derives from the fact
that, in seeking the dynamic element in the writings by Heidegger under
consideration, | have been led to focus on the “circling” in Heidegger's
thinking, whose necessity Heidegger has described as the hermeneutic circle. |
analyze this movement first in Being and Time and attempt to describe how
the circle in which Heidegger situates the questioning of Dasein in a project of
Being is to be thought not in a circular fashion but rather in terms of a double
movement like that which Heidegger describes elsewhere as a play of
presence and absence, distance and proximity. In subsequent chapters |
describe this paradoxical movement in terms of an experience of
“disappropriation” that accompanies man’'s effort at appropriation
(indissociably of history and of self). Before World War 11, Heidegger names
the poles of human experience, but by 1940, Heidegger no longer speaks in
terms of Selbstbehauptung [self-affirmation], but the effort to articulate a less

10
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willful mode of creative existence in a concept such as Gelassenheit

(releasement or letting be) still obeys the structure to which | refer.

The hermeneutic situation described in Being and Time as “a remarkable
‘relatedness backward or forward’ of what we are asking about (Being) to the
inquire itself as a mode of being of being” BT, 8/28), structures Heidegger’'s
interpretation of both Nietzsche and Holderlin. In my reading of Heidegger's
Nietzsche, | attempt to demonstrate that, if Heidegger's encounter with
Nietzsche is understood in the light of this hermeneutic situation (and it is
described quite explicitly in the first volume of Nietzsche), then a richer
interpretation emerges than the one commonly attributed to Heidegger, which
consists merely in a violent resituation of Nietzsche within the history of
metaphysics. | approach Heidegger’ s reading of Holderlin in a similar manner,
though | do so in the light of readings of An Introduction to Metaphysics and
“The Origin of the Work of Art.” The meditations on techn¢ and art in these
latter texts, and on what we might call the finitude of Being, lead me to a
somewhat more precise formulation of the double movement of appropriation
and disappropriation; thus | come to describe a creative project of Being as the
tracing of the limits of Dasein whereby these limits are brought forth as limits
and thus as the mark of arelation to an alterity. | consider Heidegger’s reading
of Holderlin, then, in relation to this description of a creative project, and by
contrasting Holderlin’s understanding of the nature of the experience of
difference with Heidegger's interpretation of it. | bring into question
Heldegger’s assertions concerning the gathering and founding character of a
poetic project. In light of the claims Heidegger makes for poetry (Dichtung)
and the role he assigns to Hdlderlin, this questioning should give some
suggestion of what Heidegger finds so distressing in the question of the

relation between Being and human being.

11
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Within the hermeneutic situation | have described, | will address the
problem of the constitution of identity. This problem arises first in relation to
the question of Mitsein in Being and Time One of Heidegger's fundamental
theses in this volume concerns the individuating aspect of Dasein’s solitary
assumption of its mortality. But the reading of Being and Timethat | offer will
suggest that Dasein is not aone in being-toward-death. In his description of
the originary experience to which resoluteness of being-towards-death opens,
Heldegger points furtively but consistently to an uncanny experience of the
other Dasein. We might conclude from Being and Time that the call of Being
(which takes form in Being and Time as the call of conscience) first comes by
way of another — strictly speaking, by way of another’s presentation of the
finitude of their being.

In light of this perspective on Mitsein, the nature of Heidegger's
interpretive stance in relation to figures such as Nietzsche and Holderlin calls
for particular attention. In each case we may observe something like a
fascination on Heidegger's part (and here | mean to refer beyond the
psychological category, for fascination belongs to Dasein’'s originary
experience of difference as it is described by Heidegger) and a corresponding
violence in hs interpretation. | have recourse in this context to René Girard's
very rich notion of mimetic rivalry,® though | seek a philosophical
understanding of the grounds of this relation — an experience of the other that
is more unsettling than Heidegger wishes to acknowledge. Nietzsche and
Holderlin both claim Heidegger's attention, over and above the reason he
offers for given them privileged placed in the history of Being, because their

self-presentation entails something other than the withdrawal (or the reserve)

8  See René Girard, To Double Business Bound, (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1988).

12
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that belongs to an assumption of finitude.® The identity posited by them
(hence, their “address’) is marked by a certain instability or ambiguity, and
both invite us to ask whether any measure offers itself in the assumption of
finitude as Heidegger describes it. Their testimony brings into question
Heidegger’s assertions concerning the gathering nature of the relation between
Being and human being and thus the possibility of anything like a “dwelling”
as Heidegger definesiit in his readings of Holderlin.

Thus | might say that | am seeking to pose in this examination the
guestion of man — a question that might seem of preliminary and even
secondary importance in relation to the thing or affair of Heidegger’'s thought
as it takes shape along his path of thinking. For the pertinence of this question,
according to most commentaries on the “turn” (Kehre),'° would appear to be
limited to the first steps of Heidegger’s path: specifically to the foundational
thinking that precedes the Kehre and thus, for example, to the final pages of
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, where it is said that the repetition of the
Kantian effort to found metaphysics must be rooted in the question of the
Dasein in man. The effort to go beyond the metaphysics of subjectivity and to
elaborate a thought of difference would appear to require an abandonment of

an essential reference to man.

In 1936 he began his lectures on Nietzsche, which continued into the early 1940s and were
published in 1961. Heidegger’s friends claim that these lectures contained covert criticism
of Nazism and tried to rescue Nietzsche from the use made of him to support racist
doctrines and practices.

19 Heidegger used the word ‘turn’ (ehre) to refer to two things: the shift of perspective

involved in the transition from Divisions | and Il of Being and Time, the analytic of Dasein,
to Division Ill, on being and time; and the change from forgetfulness of being to the
remembrance of it that he hoped would come. Often ‘theturn’ is used to refer to the change
in Heidegger’'s own thought after 1930, beginning with the essay, “The Origin of the Work
of Art.”
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But to this possible objection, | would offer this initial response: The
overcoming of the metaphysics of subjectivity and the anthropocentrism of
modern thought — in short, the overcoming of humanism — in no way implies
that the question of man should lose its gravity. On the contrary, when man
can no longer be taken as the ground for truth, then the question of man should
grow weightier for thought as a question.** In addition, a rigorous examination
of the problematic of Dasein will reveal why it must unsettle any foundational
project and ultimately any project of appropriation of man's essence (any
project that does not simultaneously account for the impossibility of its full
accomplishment and thus open to a history that it cannot master), even if this
appropriation is thought as a gathering of self in the intimacy of a response to
Being.

The guestion of man does of course lead beyond itself. | try to show, for
example, that it must be posed in relation to Heldegger’s interpretation of the
Greek notion of thesis (and his argument concerning the nature of any positing
in general) as it is proposed in Origin — an argument that leads into the
questions of language, Technik, et cetera. But if | persist in holding to the
guestion of man as the crucial point of access to the “thing” of Heidegger's
thought, it is because it poses itself the question of access. A later chapter will
adumbrate how Heidegger arrived at this question to the end of Being and

Time “Dasein” names man’s situation in relation to Being, and no thought of

1 The assertion of Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy that the question of man is
not a question among others in philosophy but involves its very essence and possibility has
played asignificant rolein orienting the focus of this study.
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the history or topology of Being can proceed without situating itself in relation
to this topos.*?

| affirm this while recognizing, again, that Heidegger rethinks this topos
in his later work in relation to the problem of language. We are dealing here
with another version of the hermeneutic circle. One cannot, finally, think the
situation of Dasein without coming to grips with the problem of language, a
point that can already be drawn from Heidegger's remarks on language in
Being and Time and from his very definition of hermeneutic investigation. But
we cannot approach this problem in a rigorous manner without a critical
examination of the earlier problematic of human finitude. The question of man
must not be forgotten at any point. | might also add here for the sake of clarity
that | do not mean to assert that the question of man alone is ever the sole way
of access to the question d Being, for the question of man, as Heidegger
thinks it, cannot be posed alone. It can be posed only in relation to, in the
context of, and as the question of man’s relation to Being, which implies the
guestion of Being. Likewise, as Heidegger states most explicitly in What is
Called Thinking? alecture course of 1951-52 (thus well after any dating of the
Kehre), the question of Being cannot be posed except in relation to the
guestion of man.

Likewise, no reading of Heidegger's text, if it seeks to become a
repetition, or Auseinandersetzung, can neglect this question of access — a
guestion that becomes in repetition both the question of Heidegger’s access to
the thing of his thought and the question of our access to that which claims our

12 My attention to the finitude of Daseinis meant to answer to this hermeneutic situation. But

the notion of finitude, as | will attempt to demonstrate, points to the “positive necessity”
(BT, 310/358) that constrained Heidegger to take as his starting point an “existential
analytic.”
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interpretive attention in this relation. If we follow Heidegger in an effort to
articulate something like a thought of difference, we must be wary of
reassuming the all- too-comfortable place of the meditating subject of theory, a
place of supposed neutrality. A thought of difference becomes no more than a
repetition of the same if it repeats the ahistorical or nonsituated thinking
whose place is defined by the metaphysics of subjectivity.

But in neglecting the question of man in areading of Heidegger, thereis
more than the danger of failing to situate the act of questioning. Heidegger’'s
self-criticism regarding the echoes of the metaphysics of subjectivity in his
early writings, together with the evident movement in his thinking away from
the existential analytic — toward a description of the epochal history of Being
and finaly toward a topological understanding of Being — might well lead us
to conclude that the progress of Heidegger’'s thought as it moves at the limits
of metaphysics and toward a nonmetaphysical thought of difference entails a
resolution of the questionable element in the problematic of Dasein, or entails
a kind of shift in perspective the reveals the problematic character of this
guestion to have been merely a specter of metaphysics. Thus Reiner
Schirmann’'s study of Heidegger, Heidegger on Being and Acting: From
Principles to Anarchy®® — to take a challenging example — argues that we
should read Heidegger’s text from end to beginning in order to distinguish in
his thought the emerging strains of the effort that moves it through its entire
trgjectory and emerges fully in the latest texts: the effort to “grasp presence as
pregnant with a force of plurafication and dissolution.” ** Schiirmann argues
that Heidegger’s path of thought leads him away from any reference to man as

13 Reiner Schirmann, Heidegger on Being and Acting: From Principles to Anarchy

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).
14 Le principe Dasein’ anarchie: Heidegger et la question de I agir (Paris:; Editions du Seuil,
1982), 22.
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origin (“The ‘origin’ henceforth, is no longer simple’)'® and finaly to the
effort to think without reference to man except as a component in the play of
the Foufold. But just as Schirmann must overstate the “antihumanism” of
Heidegger’'s later work in his effort to distinguish Dasein and thought, he must
pass over the complexity of Heidegger's early meditation on man and fail to
recognize that Dasein does not prove “simple’ for Heidegger, even if he seeks
in it a ground. The danger of reading in reverse order to bring forth the
essentia thought of difference in Heidegger is that we may lose sight of the
most unsettling dimensions of his experience of difference. By crediting
Heidegger's own reading of his path of thought, we might we follow him in
avoiding what is “distressing” in the question of man. And by losing sight of
the question of man, we may well lose the possbility of thinking the
constitutive role of Dasein (what Schirmann designates as the “practical a
priori”) in the event of Appropriation —and thus the possibility of thinking the
political import of Heidegger’ s thought.

In presenting as | have the thematic unity of this examination to follow,
| may give the suggestion that it takes the structure of an argument; in fact, it
proceeds in a less continuous fashion (and not aways chronologicaly) —
following the related topics of the question of man through language and the
structure of a project of Being as a kind of fil conducteur (to borrow
Mallarmé's phrase)*® in a series of largely immanent readings of Heidegger's
texts. The assertion | made above concerning the contextual nature of these
analyses might bear some elaboration in that it marks the point at which this
analysis diverges most significantly, in my opinion, from most other readings

5 pid., 67.

16| would translate this phrase as “ guiding element.” See Mallarmé's preface to “Un copu de

dés,” in Oeuvres completes (Paris. Editions Gallimard, 1945), 455.
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of Heidegger. | do not want to claim of course that | attend to the thematic
level of Heidegger’'s texts (I used the phrase only for heuristic purposes — the
thetic content of Heidegger’s writings cannot be divorced from its place in a
textual configuration) in a way that differs significantly from that of other
studies. 1 am convinced that an approach to Heidegger that confronts the
theoretical ambiguities of the work before the Letter on Humanism (including
the questions posed by its political dmensions) will ultimately offer a far
richer reading of the entirety of his path of thinking — richer for our
understanding of Heidegger and, more important, richer for the ongoing task
of elaborating a thought of difference — than one that reads Heidegger for
“results,” as | might put it, and interprets his texts in the light of his most
developed later thought, screening out the more troublesome elements in the
path of his thinking. This reading necessarily takes a more critical approach to
the work preceding the Letter on Humanism than that which characterizes
most efforts to proceed from the existential foundation of Heidegger’s thought
(Gadamer’s, for example) and also points to the fact that a modern thought of
difference cannot assume too easily Heidegger’s later thought; the notions of
the Foufold, of es gibt, and so forth must be situated in their history for their

force to emerge.

But beyond these theoretical arguments, | consider my approach to
Heidegger’'s text to be the most distinctive aspect of this interpretation. Like
any text, Heidegger's body of writing is a construct that has won its apparent
unity and coherence of meaning through a conflictua process of
differentiation and exclusion — a process that always leaves its marks in the
form of gaps, inconsistencies, aporias, et cetera. Like a dream, as Freud
describes it, it is woven around an umbilicus that its self-reflection cannot

account for. Heidegger’s own description of a work, as | try to demonstrate,
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points to the way in which it manifests the precariousness of its limits and thus
points beyond itself. | would like to suggest that Heidegger’ s text must be read

in the light of such a concept.

Thus | have sought the openings in Heidegger’'s in readings that do not
draw their primary interpretive leverage from other theoretical domains (e.g.,
psychoanalysis, et cetera.) or from other perspectives on the history of thought
and culture; critiques that proceed on this basis without submitting their own
presuppositions to a Heideggerian form of questioning must of necessity close
upon the question of Being | advance and can never come to grips with
Heidegger's text. | consider my reading to be fully “Heideggerian” in this
sense, but also very “suspicious’ of Heidegger’s text — unwilling to take it at
face value, so to speak, or to be limited to what it purports to say (however
obscure or difficult its meaning might seem and however important the task of
explication might be). They seek instead those points where the text marks its
relation to something that exceeds it and that provokes its movement. They
seek to define, in other words, what gives the text its fundamentaly historical
character.’” Needless to say, these readings can only begin such a task.

One can undertake such a reading only on the basis of an interpretation
of the text's argument, of course; though | do not carry out the kind of
exposition of Heidegger’'s thought that characterizes most presentations of his
work and though | provide relatively few evaluations of existing studies, |
instead direct my energies to the limits of thinking and language during his
later thought. This analysisis not an introduction to Heidegger, except perhaps
in the sense defined by Heidegger at the beginning of An Introduction to

7" For a development of this concept of the historicity of thought, see Derrida's admirable

essay “Violence and Metaphysics,” in Writing and Difference, tr. Alan Bass (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1978), 79-153.
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Metaphysics, when he argues that the only possible introduction to his
thinking is one that provokes a subsequent questioning. By seeking the
historicity of the text of the thinker who has posed more powerfully than any
other in the 20" century the question of temporality, | seek the conditions of
renewed questioning. An analysis of the enabling historical background of
Heldegger’'s thinking, a careful conceptual articulation of Heidegger’s terms,
and an evaluation of the philosophical merits of his arguments are all essential
and important. But an Auseinandersetzung (argument, confrontation) with
Heidegger — a confrontation that is also the elaboration of another historical
position of questioning — also requires something more, as Heidegger himself
would insist. Even if the history of metaphysics comes to an end in
Heidegger’s thought, as he suggests and as commentators such as Schirmann
and Marx are willing to assume, the historical character of this thought still
demands attention: the most fundamental claim of Heidegger's text concerns
its own historicity. The questioning in which a response might take form must
be willing to submit this claim to the same interpretive treatment that
Heidegger reserves to those who claim his own thinking. His thinking, in other
words, must be situated in a movement that exceeds it, and a new
understanding of this movement must be articulated. The chapters that follow
only begin to meet this exigency, but it defines the measure for an evaluation

of their success.
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Chapter 2

HEIDEGGER AND THE HERMENEUTIC TURN

The closing decades of this century have been marked by a wide-ranging,
multidisciplinary exploration of the theory of interpretation and its practica
implications. To speak of a revolution in the history of thought is perhaps too
grand, but certainly there has been a genera movement that can be called the
“hermeneutic  turn.” This turn has taken various forms, including
poststructuralist cultural studies, decongtructive literary studies, interpretive
anthropology and socia science, and critica legad studies. Of course, the
specific turns taken in each of these fields are reactions to older ways of
practicing each discipline. But in each case the emphasis on interpretation is
used as an antidote, usualy to objectivistic conceptions of the discipline's
methods. However, none of these particular turns would have been imaginable
without a dramatic change earlier in this century, the change brought about in
philosophy by Heidegger in 1927 in Being and Time Heidegger’'s hermeneutic
turn is taken most explicitly in Sections 31 and 32 of that book, where
Heidegger makes interpretive understanding the centrd mode of human

existence (or Dasain).

In 1927 Heidegger himself could not have foreseen the diverse effects of
his theory on later thought, and in the final section of this chapter | will describe
his influence on the hermeneutic and deconstructive philosophies that emerged
in the latter half of the century. But at the time Heidegger did see his account of
understanding as a revolutionary break from the traditional philosophical

emphasis on problems about knowledge and on the dichotomy between
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subjectivity and objectivity. To explain this break | will begin by working
through the details of Heidegger’s account of understanding and interpretation
in Being and Time, situating this material against the background of traditional

hermeneutics as well as Cartesian and Kantian philosophy.

A. The Metahermeneutic Turn in Philosophy’s Self-Conception

Hans-Georg Gadamer, who in Truth and Method (1960) was the first
philosopher to develop Heldegger's account of interpretation into a generd
hermeneutics, defines hermeneutics as the philosophical enterprise for which
the central question is, How is understanding possible?'® This formulation is a
reasonably straightforward way to characterize the hermeneutic philosophy that
Gadamer himsdlf has contributed to twentieth-century thought. However,
before Heldegger, or to any who has not read Heidegger, the question would be
mideading, since hermeneutics might thereby seem to be merely one branch of
philosophy, the one that analyzes the phenomenon of understanding in contrast
to other human activities such as knowledge or language. Hermeneutic
philosophers before Heidegger did think of understanding in this way, and they
therefore distinguished disciplines that could acquire knowledge in an objective
way, as in the natura sciences, from those that could not give lawlike
explanations but instead offered interpretations, as in the humanities (or

Gel steswi ssenschaften).

So classified, since the humanistic disciplines like history, law, literary,

and culturd studies (and perhaps philosophy itself) rarely or never give

18 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2" rev. ed., tr. Joel Weinsheimer and D.G.

Marshall (New Y ork: Crossroad, 1989), XxX.
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explanations emulating the causal laws of natural science, they seem to be poor
cousins in the family of knowledge. One defense of these Gei steswissenschaften
isto claim a separate status for them and to take them as examples of a distinct
cognitive operation called understanding. This move, which ran through
traditional hermeneutics from Friiedrich Schleilermacher (1768-1834) to
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), has a weakness in that it seems to leave

understanding as a derivative and deficient subspecies of knowledge.

A central part of Heidegger's legacy comes from his strikingly different
conception of hermeneutics. Heidegger's analysis of Dasein as Being-in-the-
world changes our understanding of understanding from a derivative
phenomenon to the central feature, the keystone, of human experience. As
Gadamer remarks,

“Heidegger’ stemporal analytics of Dasein has, | think, shown
convincingly that understanding is not just one of the various
possible behaviors of the subject but the mode of Being of
Dasein itsdlf... and hence embraces the whole of its
experience of the world.” *°

When understanding becomes the central phenomenon for philosophy,
hermeneutics is no longer conceived of as simply one minor branch of
philosophy. Instead, philosophy itself becomes hermeneutic. Or at least one can
now speak of a distinctively hermeneutic approach to philosophy in contrast to
the traditiona approach running from Descartes through Kant to Husserl. This
traditional approach conceived of the human being as a “subject,” a knower

disengaged from the world and from practical activity in the world.

19 pid.
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Heidegger's hermeneutic turn is more radical than earlier philosophy,
then, in that it avoids the traditional model of the subject as the knower standing
over againgt what is to be known, the objective world. His hermeneutic turn
shows both that the mentalistic vocabulary of the subject-object model is not the
only possible starting point for philosophy and that this vocabulary is derivative
from the more basic starting point where Dasein and world are coterminous in
understanding. Heidegger conceives of Dasein and world as forming a circle,
and he thus extends the traditional hermeneutic circle between a text and its
reading down to the most primordia level of human existence. Traditionally the
paradigm for the hermeneutic circle is the reading of a text, where the parts
cannot be interpreted without an understanding of the whole, but the whole
cannot be grasped without an understanding of the parts. As | shall explain, in
Heidegger’ s deeper conception of the hermeneutic circle as a feature of human
existence in general, the relation of knowledge and understanding is one neither
of antagonism no or indifference, but one in which the legitimate task of
achieving knowledge is a subspecies of the more general phenomenon of

human understanding.

Heidegger begins his radicalization of the hermeneutic turn in Section 31
of Being and Time by distinguishing his conception of understanding from a
different conception of how a philosopher might be interested in analyzing

understanding:

‘Understanding’ in the sense of one possible kind of cognizing
among others (as distinguished, for instance, from
‘explaining’) must, like explaining, be Interpreted as an
existential derivative of that primary understanding which is
one of the congtituents of the Being of the ‘there’ in genera.”
(BT, 182)
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Traditional, pre-Heideggerian hermeneutics distinguished humanistic
understanding and interpretation from the lawlike explanations of the natural
sciences, and it thus put itself in a weak position when the metaquestion was
raised, What is the status of the knowledge claimed by hermeneutic philosophy
itself? Is hermeneutic philosophy itself the one right explanation, or is it only
one possible interpretation? Obvioudy, hermeneutics is not itself giving causal
explanations, so it appears to be at best only one possible interpretation, not the
definitive explanation, of human inquiry and existence. Traditional
hermeneutics, and Dilthey especially, was thus plagued by the threat of
relativism, particularly by the relativism of its own philosophical status.

Now Heidegger too will want to say that Being and Time is an
interpretation. But because he has a degper conception of what understanding is,
he will have a different conception of interpretation, and a different account of
how interpretation arises from understanding. What he means by understanding
is not smply one form of cognition among others, but our most basic ability to
live in and copy skillfully with our world. Of course, this ability must take into
account that the ways in which features of the world show up are constantly
changing, and this constant change requires us to form particular interpretations.
For instance, sometimes must interpret ourselves as students, as family
members, sometimes as consumers, and perhaps sometimes as philosophers.
Yet Heidegger suggests that all these interpretations presuppose a primary
understanding of the world that runs through them. Our shift from one
interpretation to another at the appropriate moment is a sign that we do
understand the world. So a change in interpretation is rot necessarily a sign of
lack of understanding, since in these cases the change of interpretation shows

that we can cope with the various demands the world places on us.
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Heidegger is describing the “ primary understanding” that runs through our
various ways of existing in and interpreting the world. What is the status, then,
of this philosophical activity of description? The philosophical description is
itself an interpretation, but it is on a plane different from the interpretations that
flow naturaly from our everyday ways of coping with the world. Heidegger
thus distinguishes between Auslegung and Interpretierung. Auslegung, the
standard trandation of which is “interpretation” with a lower-case “i,” includes
the everyday phenomena of ordinary skills like hammering, typing, or driving.
Interpretierung, trandated as “Interpretation” 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 “explanation” as description for what

he is doing.

Whereas the ordinary interpretations are more or less automatic,
philosophical Interpretation of these ordinary interpretations is reflective in two
senses. Firgt, it is reflective n that it must explicitly articulate or thematized
what goes on more immediately and less explicitly in everyday coping. Second,
it is logicaly sdf-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 smply arbitrary,, and not threatened by the problem of
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relativism, because it is a case of the primary understanding that it is trying to
capture. Philosophical Interpretation may be refined, or it may be supplanted by
later redescriptions of what philosophy should be, but if it is agreed that thereis
aprimary understanding of the world, then the philosophical articulation of that
understanding will be binding to the degree that it is adequate to phenomenal

manifestations of understanding, 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 reodering 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
understanding is simply an dternative mode of cognition. Heidegger's
“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 subjective 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 possibility for our scientific knowledge of nature is the
status of the synthetic a priori knowledge claimed by the Critique itsalf. 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.
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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, reflecting, and deciding, but situates
them within a more general account of how they fit together in a primary
understanding that also includes our everyday interactions in and with the
world. Heidegger's account tells a story about how cognitive explanation
always inheres in a context of intelligibility that is projected in understanding.
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 dso part of the world.
Understanding is among these conditions and is a projection of an inclusive
context or pattern of intelligibility as the background against which particular

instances of sense making succeed.

In sum, contary 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 s successful, however, a further problem arises
if this result tells us simply that either direction or derivation is equally valid.
The entire strategy of reordering or deriving would be undermined if that were
the only conclusion, and relativism would again threasten. 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 such difficulties. Also, Heidegger can ur ge that by starting
from the more primary phenomenon of understanding, he can make better sense
than the tradition of how knowledge is really possible. Traditiona philosophy
from Descartes to Kant wanted to offer not only a definition of knowledge (for
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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 drategy, 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 athinking subject). Heidegger’s strategy isto see
Dasein as dready 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 obviousdy and frequently, as when humans make
mistakes, not only cognitively but also practically. The Cartesian strategy runs
into difficulty when it fails to explain (eg., 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 aready-to-hand tool and its transformation into a merely present-
at-hand or piece of junk. A crucid part of Heldegger's account of the
connection of Dasein and world is the section on understanding as the
projection of possibilities, and | will now focus on how the details of that
section contribute to the hermeneutic turn.

B. Understanding, Projection, and Possibility

One question that arises if philosophy is itself a mode of interpretation 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
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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 opened up through
understanding. Understanding thus does not consist 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 aso Dasein’s way of being in the world. So an

understanding of the world is always a so a self- understanding.

To speak of sdlf-understarding can be mideading, 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 a the same time. Dasein's
understanding of its world is thus not distinct from its understanding of itself,
but is a the same time an interpretation of itself. This saf-interpretation thus
does not discover facts about the properties of a mental substance or a
noumenal self, but discloses how Dasein has dedlt with and is dealing with the
guestion or “issue” of its own existence. A student of physics, for instance, is
not smply 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
onesdf nor as acquiring 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.
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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 factua
features. His philosophical Interpretation is trying to show that both discovery
and disclosure are necessary to human activity. Focusing o the discovery of
facts alone (e.g., as empiricist philosophers might) will obscure the dimension
of disclosure. So Heidegger's Interpretation shows that if the dimension of
disclosure is recognized, then both discovery and disclosure can be accounted
for, since disclosure makes the phenomenon of discovery intelligible. The
isolated, atomistic discovery of one fact after another would not generate an
understanding of a world that was significant and intelligible, but only of a
disconnected aggregate. An interpretation is precisely not a heap of facts but an

account of how these facts are possible.

Possihility for Heidegger is not smply logica possbility, since
understanding is of red relations and situations. Possibility aso does not mean
not-yet-actual, since Dasain is itsalf currently one possible way of existing or
understanding. Dasein exists as “definite” 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 Heldegger means by returning to my
example 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. Possibilities 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 issensibleto do in a

particular situation is aready laid out in advance in a genuine understanding of
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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 possibilities, for instance, by trying to fix
them so rigidly that it takes them as necessities instead of as posshilities,
thereby misunderstanding itself and becoming disconnected from a more
primary understanding of itself (BT, 183).

Dasein’s understanding of itself as possibility, and its “knowledge” 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 situation than a reflective turn inward.
Insofar as Dasein finds itself already thrown into a Situation that is not of its
own making, it has “in every case aready gone astray and failed to recognize
itself” (BT, 184). Dasein thus does not “know” itsdf from the start, but if it isto
recover or “find itsalf,” it must come to understand what it can do given its own

possihilities init particular worldly situation.

Understanding thus involves possibilities, and these are not simply
subjective or inner phenomena, but are aways tied to worldly situations.
Heidegger wishes to distance himsdf from the traditional idea that these
possibilities should be thought of as spontaneoudly free choices, and he reects
the “liberty of indifference” (BT, 183). So he avoids making “choosing” the
starting point for his analysis 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 difference unless it mattered or
made a difference to beings that cared, so Heidegger suggests that Dasein’s
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own Being is also projected as that “for-the-sake-of-which” whatever matters or

makes a difference.

Projection is not smply reasoning from alist of all the particular possible
choices that one has, as well as the pros and cons for each choice, to some
decision. Listing al 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 uninteligible. Furthermore, “facts’ about humans are
aways dready meaning-laden and interpretive. Heidegger thus draws a
distinction between “factuality” and “facticity.” Factuality has to do with
nonhuman things, discrete facts about which could be entered in alist. Trying to
draw up such alist for any particular instance of Dasein would always fall short
of characterizing that Dasein, and thus Dasein itsdf aways is something
“more’ than it is (factualy). But a certrd 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 dSituation with concrete possibilities. Possibilities that are
concrete (or definite, bestmmte) differ from purely logical possibilities in that
they come with concrete limitations. So Heidegger speaks of these limitations
as Dasain’s “facticity,” in contradistinction 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 aso from deliberate decisions, conscious planning, or the weighing

of aternatives. He denies that projection consists of making explicit plans or of
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grasping its possibilities “thematically” as explicit contents of the mind. Does
explicit planning or conscious weighing of alternatives and deciding never enter
human action? In Being and Nothingness, Jean-Paul Sartre takes the strong
position that conscious reflection (or deliberation) has little to do with red

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 dways a
deception,” one that really postpones a choice that has dready been made; so
conscious decision always comes too late, and “les jeux sont faits’ (the dice are
cast) 2°

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

thus of the concrete possibilities.

In contrast to Sartre’s claims that “les jeux sont faits” Heidegger's

argument is focused on a different claim, “Become what you are’ (BT, 186).

20 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, tr. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington

Square Press, 1956), 581.
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This dogan has an ancient tradition, going back to the Greeks, but it also
features famoudly in Nietzsche. The imperative that one should become who
one is seem 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 dso 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 factudity, so it is not what it is
factually. However, because Dasein is understanding, and understanding
involves projection into a concrete “current world,” Dasein is what it is
factically. But because the projection aso involves concrete possibilities,
Dasein can become what it is by becoming what it is aready possible for it to
be. There is a genuine aternative here, for Dasein can equally fail to face these
possihilities, and thus it can become disconnected from itself by failing to own
up to dl that it has been and can be.

C. 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 aready 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 interpretations better

than others? Are some interpretations true and others false?
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Since interpretations involve possibilities and not smply facts, the true-
false digtinction 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 al its assertions are true, but this
reductive claim seems to misconstrue what calling an interpretation true means.
An interpretation may consist of more than simply those assertions that are
uttered, since a good interpretation frees up the possibility of uttering nmany
other significant assertions. There is aso no reason to think that the set of
possible assertions generated by an interpretation is closed. Furthermore, two
interpretations 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 invokes such contrasting normative terms as

authentic or inauthentic, genuine or not genuine, and transparent or opague.

Already this traditional philosophical obsession with the truth or falsity of
interpretive clams 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 Interpretation (Interpretierung) but
with the phenomenon of Auslegung, that is, with interpretation of a practica
sort that may not aways involve articulated judgments or thematizing. Contrary
to present tendencies to think of the reading of texts as the paradigm case of

2L For a detailed account of these terms, see Hubert L. Dreyfus, Being-n-theWorld: A

Commentary on Heidegger’s “ Being and Time,” Division | (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1991), ch. 11.
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interpretation, Heidegger's paradigm cases are everyday activities like opening
a door or hammering. Even Heidegger's philosophical Interpretation is an
interpretation not of atext, 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 characteristics of the tools come into being in the concrete interpretation
manifested in activity of using them.

Contrary to an empiricist epistemology that presupposes that we first
“perceive’ objects with their particular properties and only secondarily apply or
use them, Heidegger’ s suggestion is that this type of perception primary. Seeing
does not smply perceive 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 something
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 awhite 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 textuaity to the same degree, his account does not underwrite 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 appropriate
that Heidegger features the notion of meaning (Snn) centrally. He does so in a
way that will be congruent with this hermeneutic model and that will block
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some traditional problems that arise from construing meanings as private,
internal, mental states. Meaning for Heidegger is not something that one
imposes on an object, and it is neither a distinctive object of perception nor an
intermediary between 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
nexus of relations with other entities, not as aggregates of perceptua 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
motorcycle, 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 nexus of relations (BT,
193). Independent of the nexus of meanings, entities are not meaningful, (in this
specia sense). Since this nexus of meaning requires Dasein, only Dasein can be
said to be meaningful or meaningless, as Heidegger understands the notions. In
other words, unless objects inhere in an interpretive context, they could not be
understood. 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-
sructure” 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 understanding must be running in the background. Firgt,
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there must be a genera grasp of the whole situation (e.g., of the workshop as a
whole). Heidegger callsthisthe “fore-having” (Vorhabe), where, before making
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” (Vorsicht), 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  begin interpreting it. So
the third level required before an explicit interpretation can occur is the “fore-
conception” (Vorgriff), where we grasp conceptually in advance the appropriate
way to interpret something.

Each of these levels brings the interpretation close to being explicit, but
none of them is fully explicit. Should we infer from this insgstence on the fore-
structure of understanding that it is “prior to,” which genetically or logicaly,
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 hammers and
opening doors, not from more explicitly cognitive activities 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 al in play at

once in any given act of interpretation.
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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 al 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 al interpretation involves explicit linguistic thematization, the
being who is Dasein and is adle to interpret would also need to be a being who
could thematized and assert. In this section, moreover, he does include textual
interpretation as a case of interpretation. If he says that philologica
Interpretation is a derivative case, he is not making aderogatory claim about
textual interpretation (BT, 194). On the contrary, he objects to the philosophical
tendency to contrast the “textua” 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, ard then puzzling about whether history and literature
should count as knowledge, Heidegger is giving an account of human
understanding that will 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. Mathemetics is “ narrower,” he says (BT, 195), which is not to say
that it is poorer, but smply that it has defined its limits in a different way than

the humanities. Historiography on his modd is not criticized because it is
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incapable of precise definitions and rigorous demonstrations. Instead, when
properly practiced, it can highlight the possibilities, and not smply the factual
conseguences, of human action. Historiographic understanding is circular, but
this circle is not the vicious one of an alegedly rigorous deduction that
succeeded only in proving what it aready presupposed. Instead, all
understanding is circular, says Heidegger, in the sense that “any interpretation
which is to contribute understanding must already have understood what is to
be interpreted” (BT, 194). This “hermeneutic circle’ thus characterizes al
understanding, for there must aready be a context of intelligibility for any

discovery to be made, or for any conclusion to be proved.

This insstence on the circularity of understanding raises the problem of
whether one is always trapped within one’s own assumptions, or whether there
is some way to get out of the circle. The solution to this problem will depend on
how “getting out” is construed. Heidegger, of course, believes that
interpretations can make discoveries and that they can correct their own
inadequacies. Heidegger grants that we do not smply 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 interpretations 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 radicaly
independent “outside.” His point is instead that beliefs can be checked only
against other beliefs. Understanding is holistic and includes a dense pattern of
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interlocking beliefs and skillful know-how, so the idea of “getting out” of it is
not redlly intelligible. Heidegger thus insists that interpretation is never a
“presuppositionless apprehending” of some given (BT, 191).

Even if one is willing to abandon the idea of an independent given
“outsde’ the circle of understanding, one till might object to the holism in the
thesis that al understanding is interpretive.?” That is, one might think that
understanding is prior to interpretation. This clam could mean that there is an
understanding of something, and that this understanding then gets “interpreted,”
for instance, by applying 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 lnguage). Or the claim might be that when we redlly understand
something we do not describe ourselves as interpreting it, since to say that we
were interpreting would suggest that there were features that we had not yet
grasped correctly or adequately. Either way expresses the feeling that there
must be something “beneath” interpretation, such that interpretation is not a
circle but an “arch” that remains firmly grounded in its object.?® Behind this
insstence on the priority of understanding over interpretation would be an
episternol ogical intuition, since the worry would be that understanding needs to
be adequate to its object, which somehow anchors interpretation. 2*

22 Orat least, all understanding isinterpretive in the sense of Auslegung, not necessarily in the

sense of Interpretierung. Richard Shusterman raises the objection under discussion herein
his article “Beneath I nterpretation: Against Hermeneutic Holism,” Monist 73, No. 2 (1990),
181-204.

Paul Ricoeur appeals to the metaphor of the arch in the account of interpretation in “Qu’ est-
ce qu’'un Texte? Expliquer et comprehendre,” in Hermeneutik und Dialektik: Aufsétze 11,
ed. Rudiger Bubner, Konrad Cramer, and Reiner Wiehl (T Ubingen: Mohr, 1970), 181-200.

23

2 For the Heideggerian citique of epistemological foundationalism see Charles Guignon,

Heidegger and the Problem of Knowledge (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1983), especially
150-82.
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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
aready 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 background of shared understanding. While any interpretation may involve
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 misunderstanding.” ?®> Understanding must
generally be a successful practice 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 that
there is something “out there” that is to be understood. Heidegger himself

insists on this phenomenon and gives the following explanation of what is really

happening:

If, when one is engages in a particular concrete kind of
interpretation, in the sense of exact textua Interpretation, one
likes to appeal to what ‘stands there,” then one finds that what
‘stands there' in the first ingtance is nothing other than the
obvious, undiscussed assumption of the interpreter, which
necessarily liesin every interpretive approach as such, that is,
as that which is pre-given through fore-having, fore-sight, and
fore-conception” (BT, 192).

% Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Sructuralism (Ithaca, New

York:: Cornell University Press, 1982), 176. Jacques Derrida explicitly rejects this thesisin
Limited Inc (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 157.
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So Heidegger does not deny that interpretations include some apparent
givens, commitments, or purchase points. However, these points do not lie
outside the circle of understanding, but are already at play within the circle as
tacit aspects of our prior understanding of our world and ourselves. The world is
itsdf 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 difficulties. But any challenge to any particular assumption can
be made only by appea 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 amenta operation that is distinct from interpretation. Understanding is itself
always redlized 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).
Interpretation 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 explicit interpretive action are integral functions
of any instance of interpretive understanding.



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

D. After Heidegger

If the pieces of Heidegger's account of understanding and interpretation
are now in place, some concluding reflections on the outcome of the
hermeneutic turn later in the twentieth century are in order. Two thinkersin 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 takes the Heideggerian account
in different and apparently opposed directions. Gadamerian hermeneutics
appear to deconstructionists to harbor the hidden assumption that the text has an
interna unity of meaning, and that meaning is a single thing that interpretation
must am at reconstructing. The deconstructionists see this faith in the unity and
the coherence of the text as a vestige of nmetaphysical 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 fait 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 recongtructive 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 interpretation. | will call the position that believes that thisidea is posited

in al interpretation monism, and the denia of monism | will label pluralism.

The debate about deconstruction is too complex to be summarized in this

study, and | therefore limit myself to the ssue of what follows directly from
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Sections 31 and 32 of Being and Time for this controversy. The issue has two
sides, a methodological one and a political one. The methodological one turns
on the question whether Heidegger’s insistence on the circle of understanding
does not simply imprison us in our own outlook, blocking us from recognizing
the otherness or dterity of the text. The political issue arises from Heidegger’s
further indstence that the fore-structure of understanding forms our
interpretations in advance. Thus, interpreters inherit from their tradition much
of background of their readings. From the deconstructive point of view the
hermeneutic position that accepts Heidegger’s analysis is too traditionalist and
thus politically suspect because it seem 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 hopelessly multiple and fractured. Politicaly,
its critique will seem pointless, since the fantasy of a complete break with
tradition can lead nowhere. Deconstruction will seem to be neglecting
Heidegger's insstence that we find ourselves aready thrown into a socia
stuation, which has specific concrete possibilities but aso rea limitations.
Deconstruction’s own faith that any construction can be deconstructed will lead
to an undirected resistance that will be ineffectual because of its inability to

generate a positive construction of its own. 2°

Unfortunately, these charges and countercharges may obscure the reach of

Heidegger's original account of the hermeneutic circle. That account did rot

% Jirgen Habermas advances this line of attack on deconstruction in Chapter 7 of The

Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, tr. Frederick Lawrence
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987).

46



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

envision the specific controversy that | have sketched. Without minimizing this
controversy, that is stimulating much current work in literary theory and social
philosophy, | will briefly outline some ways in which Heidegger's account can
accommodate central features of both reconstructive and the deconstructive

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 that monistic ideal of the one fina, right interpretation.
Much can be said for that idedl, yet | the expostion that | have given of
Heidegger's account | have ddiberately stressed the elements in it that | find
pointing toward an antimonistic pluralism. Heidegger’'s account of “meaning”
in his technical sense may seem monistic because it posits awhole, a totality of
involvements, a single context in which interpretation may take place. My
ingstence on the holistic nature of meaning in this specia sense suggests,
however, that the context is always revisable, and that revision will come from
within the context of belief itsalf. 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 aways turn out to include inadequate 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 findl.

Other aspects of Heidegger's account that support the metaposition of

pluralism includes his revison of the ordinary conception of truth and his
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description of the fore-structure of projective understanding. While
interpretations contain true statements, on cannot adjudicate between two
conflicting interpretations simply by counting 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
considerations 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 appearance 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 epistemological
relativism. The nihilistic conclusion that our present interpretations are mostly
false and does not follow from the pluraistic thought that they will be atered
by future generations, for whom the context and the background conditions will
have changed.

Heidegger may not have fully accepted this pluralistic conclusion about
his own theory of Dasein in Being and Time | noted Heidegger's apparent
desire to outdo Kant with Heidegger’'s own suggestion that Section 31 rivals
Kant's transcendental deduction. But | also pointed out another reading of
Heidegger’s enterprise, one that takes serioudly this metaposition of interpretive
plurdism alows us to imagine ways in which Heidegger's account of
understanding could be expanded and modified. One way it can be modified is
to take the hermeneutic turn more radically than Heidegger did in 1927,
alowing language a more centra role by modeing the account of
understanding more explicitly on reading, as Gadamer did in 1960. Another

way would be to recognize more explicitly and strategically how understanding
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can directly chalenge meaning and how much more conscious the rhetorical
play of language can become. The latter way was the achievement of Derrida

and the decongtructive movement from the late 1960s 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 persona politics
were, the text of Being and Time allows for the deconstructivist suspicion of
simply recovering the tradition. Heidegger insists that the tradition may need to
be criticized, and he reminds us that the “tradition” is not smply the “past.” The
past is finished, and there would be no point in criticizing it since criticism
could have no effect on the past. What we (and poststructuraists like Derrida
and Michel Foucault) may need to criticize is the present, or more specificaly,
the present’s interpretation of how it has come to be what it is, which is what
“tradition” is. The criticism of te “traditiona” 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 possibilities. So
an effective criticism will see places where the present has misconstrued the
possihilities inherited from the tradition, and it will also draw our attention to

concrete possibilities in the tradition that have currently been lost from sight.?’

If political, social, and historical criticism is to be genuinely possible on
the Heideggerian account, however, there must be some resolution of the
methodological question that | rose about whether we are not always
imprisoned in our own cognitive and normative standpoint. This problem seems
to follow from Heidegger's genera claim that we can understand something
only from within a context that we bring with us aready. If the circle of

understanding were static, this worry would be justified. But close attention to

27 See §74 of BT, especially 438.
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Heidegger's text shows that he thinks of the circle @& a dynamic process of
making aspects of the implicit background explicit and then testing standard
assumptions to see if they redly 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). 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 ouit.
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 understanding is a dynamic one where
preconceptions will either work out or fail. Heidegger had spoken of genuine
understanding as that which gets beyond “fancies’ and “popular conceptions,”
and these are precisdly what come to nothing when the interpreter tries

explicitly to work them out.

Gadamer thus ingists that it is false to conclude that the hermeneutic circle
cannot recognize the aterity of the text. | would add that deconstruction could
indeed be a crucid moment in the circle of interpretation, for its techniques
could be used to ensure that the dterity of the text was taken serioudly enough.
The circle of understanding 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 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 tenson and contradiction is itself a

projection of an understanding of what is really going on in the text.
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Heidegger's modd of projective understanding can therefore recognize
both reconstruction and deconstruction as necessary moments of interpretation.
How these are balanced in particular cases is itsdf a matter of judgment and
may be a part of what makes interpretations interestingly different. What makes
some interpretations more interesting or insightful than others is a question that
| suggested at the beginning of this chapter and is an appropriate one with
which to conclude. While the question is alarge one, there is at |east 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 itsdf. 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 procedures of interpretation. A good interpretation, on
Heidegger’s model, will show something about the possibilities of interpretation
as such. An interpretation presupposes a self-understanding, and bringing
crucia features of this implicit self-understanding to light will make the
interpretation insightful (in Heidegger's special sense of sight, which is not
smply the perception of present-at-hand objects, but the disclosure of the total

background or context).

As| have suggested, however, self-understanding is not to be taken in the
traditional sense in which it might suggest grasping some inner, private seif. In
German, “self-understanding” (S chverstehen) has to do with knowing one's
way around. So for Heidegger, who construes 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, such as physics or carpentry, or
bond trading, for example. That Heidegger was interpreting Dasein and not

simply atext does nat, in itsdlf, signify a conflict with later hermeneutic theory.
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Instead, his Interpretierung of Dasein brings out a double-sided possibility of
interpretation. On the one side, genuine interpretation will reflect the being that
is interpreting. So there must be some dimension of the interpreter’s context
that is itsalf 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 Heldeggerian account any good interpretation should disclose
something about both Dasein and the world. Interpretation is, after al, the way

that both meaningful human existence and a significant world become what

they are.
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Chapter 3

ART IN HEIDEGGER'S EARLIER THOUGHT

In this chapter and in the one that follows, | intend to fill out this account
of Heidegger’s thought by dealing with various topics which have either not yet
come to our notice or have been treated only briefly by most authors or as they
found expression in his early writings. Following that, 1 will deal more
intimately with Holderlin and other thinkers that Heidegger engaged. We have
already seen that, beginning from the inaugura lecture, “What is Metaphysics?’
and that additions that were made to it, Heidegger was moving away from the
apparently atheistic and narrowly humanistic or even Promethean beliefs that
some interpreters, notably Sartre, had read into Being and Time By the time we
get to the Letter on Humanism, which belongs to the year 1947, we seem to be
in a very different world, though Heidegger himsalf tended to minimize the
extent of the “turning” (Kehre) that had taken place in his thought and
interpreted the new or apparently new ideas as developments of what was
already implicit in the early writings. But, of course, even he plainly admitted
that the path that he had first tried to follow had broken off, and this fact is
amply attested by the unfinished state of Being and Time

The first topic to be considered is Heidegger's answer to the question,
“What isathing?’ and the way he was answering this question in the 1950s was

decidedly different from what he was saying in 1927 in Being and Time (96-
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97).28 Heidegger is still maintaining that athing is not primarily a materia
object ‘present-at-hand’ for our observation. That objective view of a thing is
derivative from a much more intimate relation to the thing. The tendency in
Western thought has been to think of the world as a collection of things set over
agang us, and of Dasein itself, not indeed as another thing, but as another
entity ‘present-at-hand’. But Dasein is not just another item in the world, not
even another rather special item, to be designated by the word “ person.” Dasein
is certainly ‘Being-in-the-world’ and there can be no worldless Dasein, but
Dasaein's Being-inthe-world is quite different from the “innerworldly
(innerweltlich) being that belongs to things. Dasein transcends the world, and
gives to the world its unity as world, for Dasein is the point from which the
world is seen and understood. The multitude of things contain in the world are
seen and understood in the context of the world, within which they are
connected in anetwork with each other and with Dasein (BT, 95ff.).

These things are seen by Dasein as not just present-at-hand or lying about,
but as ready-to-hand, available for use by Dasein in it concernful dealings with
the world. For Dasein’s Being-in-the-world is not that of an observer, but of
one who “dwells’ in the world, one who has to carve out a living in the world.
Thus the things of the world become Dasein equipment (Zeug) for living. As
Heidegger reminded us,>® the Greek word for ‘thing’ is pragma, something that
we employ in our praxeis, “activities” For Dasein, the things of the world

become increasingly a closaly-knit system of instruments that are serviceable to

2 Here again we see Heidegger trying to overcome a duality. When we speak of a thing, we

think of something ‘there’, something lying around that can seen or used. But in
Heidegger's view, this “objective” way of looking at things is an abstraction from an
originally more concrete practical or pragmatic way. Thisis a point at his concentration on
everyday existence does bring us back to amore basic stance of the Dasein in which theory
and practice have not yet been separated.

2 BT, 96-97.
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Dasein. This is true not only of artifacts, but even of natural objects that are
incorporated into the instrumental system. Today, even accentuating articulation
wilderness area may be designated a “national park” and it becomes, so to
speak, equipment for recreation. Thus the world is more and more a human
project.

The example of athing that Heidegger chooses to illustrate his theory isa
hammer. If we ask, “What is a hammer?’ the question is not answered by an
objective description of the hammer as an object in isolation as merely one of
the many things within the world. It can, of course, be described in that way —
we might be told that the head of the hammer is sted, that the shaft is made of
carbon fiber, and so on, but we would not have begun to understand a hammer.
We understand it only when we see someone hammering, and then we
understand aso its relations to nails and to wood and to such human activities
as building and furnishing — in other words, we understand it in the context of a
world. The world is aready implied in the hammer, for the world, like Dasein,
is not another thing, but an a priori conception that enables us to see thingsin
their being, that is, for what they are. We see the hammer as piece of equipment
for hammering; we see the automobile as a piece of equipment for transport,

and so on.

Now, this whole way of looking at the world may seem very utilitarian
and down-to-earth, and indeed it is, for in the divison of Being and Timein
which he discusses the world, Heidegger does say that he is confining his
analysisto “everyday” existence and he even speaks of the world as a workshop
(BT, 100). But the way remains open to a fuller or richer understanding of the
world and this does in fact come, though not explicitly until about twenty years

later in his writings.
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The new understanding comes in an essay titled “The Thing” (“Das
Ding”)* of the year 1950, though we aready note a preliminary alusion to it in
the little piece about “The Country Lane” written in 1949. It is an
understanding that gets away from the somewhat exploitative attitude to the
world expounded in Being and Time and accords more with the claim in the
Letter on Humanism that “man is not the lord of beings, but the shepherd of
Being (Basic Writings, 221).

The new view is expressed in terms of what of what Heidegger calls the
“Foufold” or the “quadrate”*! (das Geviert). A thing is not only more than an
object, it is more even than a human product or an item in the human equipment
for bringing the earth under control. A thing is now granted the possibility of
having a beauty and dignity of its own. What then is this “Foufold” or
“quadrate”? It means that everything has a Foufold reference, or has four
dimensions of being that together constitute the meaning of that thing. The four
dimensions are: earth and sky, mortals and gods. On hearing these words, we
may wonder whether Heldegger has not dipped over from philosophy into the
realm of myth and poetry. Perhaps he has, but this would not trouble him very
much. Even in Being and Time, he introduced a classica myth about Care into
the middle of his existential analytic, on the ground that this myth shows us a
pre-scientific understanding of Dasein which anticipates the results of
phenomenological analysis, and likewise, from early in his career, he had
recognized that poetry is by no means merely an emotive or nortcognitive type
of utterance, but a way to truth, even truth at the deepest level, so that the
thinker may find that he has more in common with the poet than with the

scientist.

30" vVortrage und Aufsétze, (Pfullingen: Neske, 1954). GA 7.
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This takes us back to the question of the “turn” in his writings, and a brief
explanation of “The Country Lane,” will serve us well when we later discuss
the poetry of Holderlin. Heidegger himself tended to play down the attempt to
contrast his earlier and later thought. He did acknowledge, as we have noted,
that the path on which he originally set out had broken off. He would not have
denied that there had been aturn (Kehre) in the road that he was following. But
he was unhappy with suggestions that this amounted to areversal. Hisam from
the first had been to rekindle interest in the question about the meaning of Being
as such. Those who talked most of areversal were those who had fallen into the
Sartrean error of supposing that Being and Time is primarily a work of
philosophical anthropology, though Heidegger himself could not be altogether
exculpated if people did make this mistake.

Nevertheless, when we look at Heidegger’s work as whole, we do notice
some quite mgjor shifts. Perhaps the most obvious is that there is a shift of focus
from the Dasein known in human existence to Being in the most universal
sense. A secord point is that the scientific (vissenschaftlich) character of the
phenomenological method used in the analysis of Dasein gives way to an
appreciation of the language of the poet in interpreting the meaning of Being
and Dasein’'s relation to Being. There is a change, too, in the character of the
thinking. In the early work, the thinking of the philosopher is investigative and
active. In the later work, thinking becomes meditative, even passive, so that
some critics have clamed to see mystica tendencies in Heidegger. Very
important, too, is the change in the concept of the world. In the early thinking,
the world is an instrumental system, and thing lie ready-to-hand for the use of

the Dasain in everyday concerns. But in the later writings, the world is no

31 \pid., 170ff.
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longer primarily a workshop but has a dignity in its own right, so to speak.
Things are not just “equipment,” but are constituted by the “Foufold” of heaven
and earth, gods and mortas. Thisis aso a good illustration of how the language
of poetry, even a quasi- mythological language, has replaced phenomenological
analysis.

These changes in Heidegger, though they do not congtitute a “reversal,”
are sufficiently substantial to show a definite ‘turn.” Perhaps it could be
summarized under the last of the points that | noted, “from phenomenology to
thought,” and this phrase was in fact chosen by William Richardson as the

subtitle of his magisterial exposition of Heidegger’s philosophy.

The turn or change began very soon after the writing of Being and Time,
when Heidegger realized that he would have to look for a different path from
the one he was planning to follow. But the turn was not an abrupt one, and we
can observe it going on over severa years. Perhaps, as John Caputo has
suggested, we should think not just of one turn in Heidegger's thought but of
several turns.*> He mentions as the first the turn away from Catholicism to a
kind of independent Protestantism in Heidegger's early years of teaching at
Marburg. Then there was the turn to something close to atheism or even
nihilism extending perhaps through the time of his involvement with National
Socialism. But already during these years there are hints of a “return” — not
indeed to his original Catholicism, but to what Richard Kroner called

32 C. Guignon (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Heidegger (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1993), 272.
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n 33

“Heidegger’s private religion” °° which was perhaps as much derived from

Greek sources as from hiblical ones.

In 1949 Heidegger wrote a short piece which is quite different from most
of hiswritings. It was called Der Feldweg, or in English The Country Path, and
describes a path leading through the countryside near to Heldegger’ s hometown
of Messkirch. Thiswriting, | say, is different from most of Heidegger’s work. It
is not overtly philosophical, but one does not need much imagination to see this
path as an alegory of Heidegger’'s own path of thinking, though whether he
intended it to be taken that way, | would not claim to know. The path leaves the
town and proceeds through the fields in the direction of some woods. Near the
edge of the woods stood a tall oak, with a wooden berch beneath it. Heidegger
remembers how in his youth he used to set on that bench studying the great
masters of thought and trying to understand what they were saying. At that time
in his life, | suppose Aristotle must have been one of the authors on whom re
lavished specia attention, perhaps also Heraclitus and Parmenides, certainly St.
Thomas Aquinas and the scholastics, possibly even Nietzsche and Husserl. The
path skirted the woods, where the men of the neighborhood, including
Heidegger’'s father, had each his own woodpile where he would gather falen
boughs. And here Heidegger thinks of the oak as symbolizing that Foufold
nature which is in dl things, though he does not explicitly mention it as a

philosophical doctrine. What he saysisthis:

3 Richard Kroner, “Heidegger’s Private Religion,” in Union Seminary Quarterly Review, v.

I, n. 4 (1956), 17.
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The hardness and smell of the oakwood began to speak clearly
of the dow and lasting way in which the tree grew. The oak
itself proclaimed that all that lasts and bears fruit is founded on
such growth alone; that growth means to lie open to the span
of the heavens and, at the same time, to have roots in the dark
earth; that everything real and true only prospers if mankind
fulfills at the same time the two conditions of being ready for
the demands of highest heaven and of being safe in the shelter
of the fruitful earth. The oak continualy repests this to the
country lane, whose tracks runs past it... The kingdom of all
living things which grow around the country lane offers a
whole world in microcosm. The very ineffability of their
language proclaims, as Meister Eckhart, that old master of life,
says, God, first God.3*

These sentences from the essay show us how Heidegger’'s philosophy, in
gpite of its complexities and sophistication, has its origins in very simple
experience. But we have to be ready to hear such things. Contemporary man,
Heidegger believes, does not hear the message. “Man seeks in vain to reduces
the world to his plans if he is not attuned to the message of the country lane.” *°

The lane ends in some marshes by the riverside. Turning around, we see it
leading back toward the town. We can also see the tower of St. Martin’s church,
and as we climb towards the town, we hear the bell ringing the hour, that bell
which Heidegger’'s father had tended and which had first made him think of
time and temporality. After the bell, there is silence. To quote the essay again,

34 Quotations are from the English translation by Michael Heron in Envoy, v. 3, n. 11 (1950),
71-75; 71.

3% pid., 73.
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The eternal sameness of things surprises and sets free. The
message of the country lane is now quite clear. Isit the soul, or
the world, or God who is speaking?>°

Is it the soul or the world or God who is speaking? Heidegger does not answer
his own question. Perhaps he would have said that it is the voice of Being,
which we human beings may name as the soul or the world or God, but which is
essentially nameless. It is at this point that we can believe Heidegger had come

close to mysticism, and his reference to Meister Eckhart strengthens this belief.

But certainly the country path was leading back towards St. Martin's
church. | do not wish to appear to conscript Heidegger into either god-belief or
the church, and we shall see that even his later writings are not specifically
Christian, though they have a strong religious tone, | would assert more along
the lines of Buddhism than any other religion. But what can be stated as smply
matter of fact is that when Heidegger died in 1976 his remains were interred in
St. Martin’s church yard and a requiem mass was celebrated in the church at the
philosopher’ s request by his old friend and colleague, Father Bernard Welte.

Most of us live our lives in a linear fashion, but often philosophers, such
as Augustine, Whitehead, and Heidegger, tend to live their livesin a vast circle,
returning to the place where they started in life. This may have well been the
case with Heidegger.

Just as he had used the example with the hammer to illustrate his early
understanding of the nature of the thing, Heidegger now chooses the example of
awine-jug or pitcher to elucidate what he means by the Foufold. The jug refers
to earth, because the material of which it is made, some kind of clay, has been

% pid., 75.
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taken from the earth. It refers to the sky, from which has come both sunshine
and rain to swell and ripen the grapes used for making wine. Then there is the
human reference — the jug is the work of skilled craftsman or artist, the potter
who has given to it the form of awine-jug. And what about the gods? The wine-
jug may be used for pouring a libation. Just as with the hammer, it was the act
of hammering that revealed the being of the hammer, so with the jug, it is the

act of pouring out the wine that shows us what the jug is.

Admittedly, one may fedl that Heidegger has to strain matters a little in
order to make the Foufold fit the jug, or possibly to make the jug fit the Foufold
schema. It is the act of pouring that is said to show us the jug as it is, and
presumably, that means in its unity, for we are told that the four aspects of the
jug all belong together and each implies the others. But can we achieve greater
clarity about this “Foufold”?

Although | wrote that the language of Heidegger about the Foufold seems
to be poetic rather than strictly philosophical, his use of the scheme can hardly
fail to remind us of Aristotle’s doctrine of the four causes.®” According to
Arigtotle, every thing has a materia cause — his example is the bronze out of
which a statue is made, and we can see that this corresponds to the clay of the
wine-jug. Then there is the formal cause. The statue is, let us say, a Statue of
Apollo and the bronze has been cast into the form that the artist visualized as
that of the god. It is not easy to see how this could correspond to the sky, in
Heldegger’'s scheme. Third comes the activity that has produced the statue,
namely, the work of the artist and his assistants. This third type of cause is often
caled the “efficient” cause, but Heidegger himsdlf, in a brief discussion of the
Aristotelian causes, points out that Aristotle does not use any adjective that

37 Aristotle, Physics 11, 3, inBasic Works, 240-42.
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might be trandated as “efficient.” While it may have been natura for the
Greeks to think of a person as the “cause” of a statue, such language would be
very odd in English. The Greek word which we trandate “cause” (aitia) had a
different semantic range; being more personal and connected with the notion of
responsibility, while the English word is normally used of impersonal causation.
We might think it was somewhat degrading to describe a human being as a
“cause,” and certainly Heidegger held that it was degrading to God to describe
him as “first cause.” We can, however, recognize a broad correspondence
between Heidegger’s recognition of the mortal or human aspect of a thing and
the kind of agency covered by Aristotle’ s third type of cause. The fourth item in
Heidegger's Foufold, the gods, is once more difficult to relate to Aristotle's
final cause — something is done or made “for the sake of” something or
someone. If the being of the wine-jug is revealed not just in pouring wine, but
specifically in pouring a libation, then perhaps we could say that in Heidegger
the end (telos; purpose) of the artifact is to glorify the gods. We might in turn
link this with what Heidegger has said about sacrifice in the Postscript to “What
is Metaphysics?’ 3

There are, of course, other questions that may be raised at this point.
What, for instance, does Heidegger mean by “the gods’? Probably he uses this
expression because of his fascination with the Greeks, and likewise with the
poetry of Holderlin, in which there are many mentions of the gods. It would be

wrong to read into the expression “God” in atheistic sense, but the word “gods’

38 “sacrifice is taking farewell of all the beings on the way to the maintenance of the favor of

Being.” Heidegger, Existence and Being, tr. Werner Brock (South Bend, Indiana
Regnary/Gateway Press, 1979), 359. We have to bear in mind, however, that this Postscript
to the Freiburg lecture was not written until fourteen years after the lecture was delivered,
and considerable changes had taken place in Heidegger's thought during that time. If we
now go back and examine the Introduction which brings us on to 1949, the changes are
even more striking. Now Heidegger comes out clearly in his disillusionment with
metaphysics and his desire to achieve the “overcoming” of metaphysics.
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does stand for what might be caled a “spiritua factor” in al reality, something
holy in which every thing participates. The early Heidegger seemed to be
depicting a world that is entirdly secular and governed by utilitarian
consderations. Heidegger has not drawn back from his view that temporality
and historicity belong to all redlity, not just humanity but also Being and the
gods. But in the philosophy that he develops in his middie years, he finds room
within time and history for the divine and for the human spirit with its
aspirations. As | have remarked before, this is not a Christian philosophy but
more of a Zen Buddhist perspective. However, his perspective toward
spirituaity and the gods is compatible with Christianity, and that no doubt
explains its attraction for some of the leading theologians of the twentieth

century.

But how does this highly idiosyncratic theory of the thing as Foufold
apply in the technologica society that in which we live today? One can see that
they early Heidegger’sway of seeing the world in terms of the ready-to-hand as
a kind of vast workshop would be a philosophy amost tailor-made for the
technological world, but in broadening his conception of thinghood, he seems to
have moved over to some form of romanticism. This might be understandable,
when we remember that Heidegger is a man of the countryside. Y et on the other
hand it would be hard to square with those important elements in his thought
that reflect the spirit of the twentieth century. Is there a split in Heidegger’s
thinking? Is he trying to come to terms with the actual world that we know and
inhabit today, while at the same time clinging to past ideas that are just not able
to find a secure place in our current paradigm?

These problems emerge very acutely if we consider what Heidegger says
about technology, and | doubt if clear answers are to be had. He hasin fact been
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very much aware of the dominating role that technology has come to play in the
contemporary world, but what he has written on the subject.® is both obscure
and ambiguous, and the confusion seems to have spread to his commentators.
On the one hand, Heidegger obviously cannot be happy with technology,

because it seems to commit what for him is the cardina sin of becoming
absorbed in the beings and so becoming oblivious of Being; yet on the other
hand, common sense tells him that we are already (a fateful word in
Heidegger's writings) deluged in technology and there is no way back, so we
have to learn to live with it. As with so many other matters in both public and
private life, it is too late to ask whether we want to live in a technologica

society, for such a society is aready our factical sSituation — we have been

thrown into it without choice.

Heidegger goes on to tell us that the essence of technology is “enframing”
(Ge-gtell) and this in turn is described as a “gathering together” in which the
world is regarded as akind of fund of goods, or a stock of goods for production
and consumption. The motivation behind this vast activity is the will to power.
But the trouble, as Heidegger envisagesiit, is that the said vast activity seems to
have no clear goals. This is expressed quite clearly in one of his essays where

he writes about the harnessing of the Rhine for the production of electric power.

39 “The Question Concerning Technology,” in Basic Writings ed. David Farrell Krell, (New

York: Harper & Row, 1977), 283-317.
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The hydroelectric plant is set into the current of the Rhine. It
sets the Rhine to supplying its hydraulic pressure, when then
sets the turbines turning. This turning sets those machinesin
motion whose thrust sets going the electric current: the energy
concealed in nature is unlocked, what is unlocked is
transformed, what is transformed is stored up, wheat is stored
up is distributed, and what is distributed is switched about ever
anew. 40

Perhaps these sentences help to clarify in a concrete way what is meant by
the abstract term Ge-stell. Clearly, however, there is atouch of irony or even of
caricature in Heidegger's word picture, a hastening on from one phase of
activity to the next, without much idea of the final destination. There is aso
something like nostalgia in Heidegger’s final remark: “Even the Rhine itself
appears as something at our command” (Basic Writings, 298). The great river
has been reduced to a piece of equipment. | imagine that the Rhine is to the
Germans like the Volga to the Russians or the Nile to the Egyptians, not just a

Foufold but a manifold, with innumerable links to the nation, its history, and its

mythology.

Ambiguous, too, is the way in which technology has gained its hold upon
humanity. We have noted Heidegger’s acknowledgement that it is too late for
people to wonder whether or not they wish to live in a technological society.
They are dready in it, and have to make the best of their time. But how did they
get into it? Was that the result of some initial decisions in the past? Heidegger
seems to suggest that the technological erais a destiny that Being sends on the

human race. Wherever humanity has settled, it has been a builder.**

40 pid., 297-98.
41 pid., 300, 306.
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Enframing sends into away arevealing. Enframing isan
ordaining of destiny, asis every revealing.

We have aready met this notion of destiny in Heidegger, and we should fedl
uneasy about it. But after saying that “destining holds complete sway over

men,” Heidegger suddenly changes course and tells us:

That destining is never afate that compels. For man becomes
truly free only in so far as he belongs to the realm of destining
and so becomes one who listens, though not one who smply

obeys.*?

Can we disentangle some reasonably clear teaching about technology
from the obscurities, ambiguities, and paradoxes that Heidegger has employed
in expounding his ideas on the subject? | shall try, but | do not venture to claim
that what | say represents what Heidegger thought, or that other interpreters
would agree with my findings.

A point from which we may begin and which is, | think, indisputable, is
Heidegger’s own contention that whether we like it or not, we have come into a
technological age. We need not, of course, accept Heidegger’'s further claims
that this is some kind of destiny (Geschick) that Being has sent upon us. We
may have got into it by the choices made by our ancestors, but however it may
have come about, it is part, even the dominant part, of our factica heritage, so

that we have to come to terms with it and live as members of a technological
society.

| think we can further agree with Heidegger that there is danger in
technology. The danger is that what was originaly instrument and equipment
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runs out of control and begins to determine the lives of those who were its
masters. | suppose we were chiefly conscious of this at the time when the arms
race between East and West was at its height, when deadly nuclear weapons
were being piled up in that stock or store which istypical of Ge-stell, and when
we al seemed helpless to prevent a race to destruction. That particular danger
has given way to a growing globa environmental danger, but the genera

danger remains that humanity itself becomes part of the stock.

One further point in Heidegger’s analysis seems acceptable, namely, his
belief that the cure for the dangers of technology cannot come from technology
itself. When something goes wrong in some part of the system, the temptation is
to believe that an improved technology will right it. But that could be the case
only within narrow limits. Technology, as Heidegger indicates in his remarks
on the use of the Rhing, is instrumental, or, at lead, if it has gods, these are
either ill defined or short-term. We need more clarity about goals, but these are
not fixed by technology. At this point, however, we might blame Heidegger
himsdf for never having developed an ethica side to his philosophy. Indeed, it
could be complained with some justice that from his early thinking onward, he

consistently avoided ethical questions.

In the last part of his essay an “The Question Concerning Technology,”
Heidegger seems to raise our hopes, but even there the ethical question is
passed by. He writes,

42" pid., 306.
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The threat to man does not come in the first instance from

the potentialy lethal machines and apparatus of technology.
The actual threat has already affected man in his essence. The
rule of Enframing (Ge-stell) threatens man with the possibility
that it could be denied to him to enter into a more original
revealing and hence to experience the call of a more prima
truth. Thus, when Enframing reigns, thereis danger in the
highest sense.*®

But he quotes Holderlin:

But where danger is, grows
The saving power aso.

The very danger of technology pushes toward a new revealing. Heidegger
reminds us that in ancient Greece techne was the word used for both craft and
art. Perhaps in the fine arts we may find a way forward, and it is to art that we

turn next.

Heidegger’s views on art, especially visua art, are to be found chiefly in a
lengthy essay, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” published in 1950. It had
originated in a lecture as early as 1935, but this lecture was later revised and
expanded to become a series of three lectures. Towards the end of the lecture,
he claims that it is “the linguistic work [of art], namely, poetry, thet has a

privileged place among the arts,” **

and he wrote quite a few pieces on poetry,
especialy the poetry of Holderlin. But we shal leave consideration of poetry
until later, and for the present confine ourselves to Origin, where his concern is

mainly with such arts as architecture and painting.

43 pid., 316.
4 pid., 185.
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Most people, Heidegger thinks, would find the origin of the work of art in
the artist. We think of him or her as the one who creates the work. But his
answer is not satisfactory, for we then want to ask, why do we call this person
an artist? Is it not the case that the artist becomes an artist and is recognized as
an artist with the production of the work of art?

The artist isthe origin of the work. The work isthe origin

of the artist. Neither is without the other.... In themselves and
in their interrelations, artist and work are each of them by
virtue of athird thing which is prior to both, namely, that
which also gives artist and work of art their names — art.*®

So there is circularity in naming the artist as the origin of the work, and we have

to search more deeply.

The work isitself athing. Indeed, in the modern world where art like sport
and virtually everything else have become commercialized, works of art are
shipped around from one exhibition to another and from one auction room to
another, then mass reproduced in posters “like coal from the Ruhr and logs from
the Black Forest,” as Heidegger expresses it. Works of art are undoubtedly
things. But can anything about art be derived from this fact of thingliness?

In the context of this essay, Heidegger raises the question that he has
already raised in Being and Time and will again in other essays, “What is a
thing?’ It was just about the time when Origin was published that Heidegger
was working on his idea of the “Foufold” as constituting the nature of
thinghood. The Foufold does not appear explicitly even in the fina version of
Origin, though we shall see that something rather like it was in his mind. But

4 pid., 149.
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when he first discusses the nature of a thing in this essay, heis criticizing views
that he had dready criticized in Being and Time — views in which a thing is
considered primarily in objective terms as something that confronts Dasein in
an external way as an item encountered in the environment. We need rot go
into these criticisms in detail in this study, because in principle they add nothing
to what he had said earlier. It brings us round to the equipmenta view of the
thing developed in Being and Time where Dasein views the thing
pragmatically as belonging with aworld projected by Dasein.

At this point, Heidegger introduces a new example, and as usua the
concrete illustration goes far to clarify some of his more abstract utterances. The
example of a thing that he chooses is a pair of peasant shoes. Such a pair of
shoes is thingly, but we are reminded that it can aso be a theme for art. The
famous painting by Van Gogh is skillfully used by Heidegger to link thinghood
with art. | suppose that peasant shoes would not usualy be considered in
themselves awork of art. They are certainly equipment, and like the other
equipment we have considered, are understood when we see them in use —
when the owner of the shoes is wearing them at work in the fields. But they
would seem to be objects of utility rather than of beauty. But how then was Van
Gogh able to make them the subject of his painting? Perhaps the answer is that
although a ready-to-hand thing is characterized by utility rather than beauty,
some element of beauty may be there. Shoes specialy made for, ket us say, a
princess or a ballerina might be a work of art as well as a piece of equipment.
Heidegger does suggest that it would be hard to draw a hard line of demarcation
between the craftsman and the artist, both of whom are designated in Greek by
the same word, technites. Perhaps there is no well-formed equipment that does
not begin to have the properties of a work of art; while, on the other hand, the

good artist who works in stone or metal or pigment will be also a craftsman.
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There is a remarkable paragraph in which Heidegger talks about the

significance of the peasant shoes in the Van Gogh painting:

From the dark opening of the worn insides of the shoes the
toilsome tread of the worker stares forth. In the stiffly rugged
heaviness of the shoes there is the accumulated tenacity of her
dow trudge through the far-spreading and ever-uniform
furrows of the field swept by araw wind ... Thisequipment is
pervaded by uncomplaining worry as to the certainty of bread,
the wordless joy of having once more withstood want, the
trembling before the impendi n% childbed and shivering at the
surrounding menace of death.*

| have curtailed the above passage severely, but we see how the work of
art draws out into the open, shal we say, the manifold reference of the thing
which it portrays — whether a Foufold reference or even something more to a
sensitive imagination. Heidegger specifically mentions that the equipment
belongs to the earth (the first item in the Foufold) and then that it belongs also
to the world of the peasant woman, and that world encompasses the remaining

three items.

But, he adds, perhaps it is only in the painting that we notice all this about
the shoes. Perhaps a pair of shoes by themselves would not call forth such
reflections. What about the woman who wears them? Does she smply wear
them? Heidegger thinks there is more to her experience than that. She
presumably does not reflect on the shoes in the manner that Heidegger did on
seeing them in Van Gogh's painting, but she believes in the reliability of her

equipment and this amounts to being implicitly sure of her world.

4 pid., 165.
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What then happens when we are confronted with Van Gogh’s painting?
As Heidegger expresses it, the painting speaks. “It discloses what the equipment
isin truth.” For the Greeks, as we have heard often enough from Heidegger,

truth is the unconceal edness of beings.

If there occurs in the work [of art] a disclosure of a particular
being, disclosing what and how it is, then there is here an
occurring, a happening of truth at work. In the work of art, the
truth of beings has set itsalf to work ... Some particular being,
apair of peasant shoes, comesin the work to stand in the light
of its Being. The Being of beings comes into the steadiness of
its shining.*’

Heidegger seems to be suggesting here that the discovery of truth is not
just a result of human search, but that Being opens itsalf in truth. The Greek
word physis, usualy trandated as “nature,” would, according to Heidegger, be
better trandated as “emergence or emergent.” Furthermore, physis is “being”
and is cognate with the English word. So we could say “Being is emergence.” If
one accepts this, then art, which, it was argued, is prior both to the artist and to
the work of art, has its origin in Being. “The essence of art would then be this:
the truth of beings setting itself to work.”*® Heidegger goes so far asto say that
in great art, the artist remains inconsequential compared with the work. Could
we say of the work of art that it brings into the open, into unconceal edness,
what was dready there implicitly in the beings represented in the artwork? If
everything is Foufold in its nature, then is its character unfolded in the work of
art? This might sometimes be the case, and it might be an acceptable
interpretation of Van Gogh's painting of the peasant shoes. But art comes in so
many guises that the interpretation would also sometimes fail.

47 Ibid., 164-65.
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Heidegger soon brings forward another illustration, also taken from the
visual arts, but this time from architecture, and unlike Van Gogh's painting, the
architectural work of art does not represent any thing. The example is a Greek
temple. It stands in a valey, and enclosed within it is the figure of the god,
conceded yet hallowing the whole precinct. This temple gathers around itself
not just a Foufold but a manifold field of meaning in which there is 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 being.” *°

Heidegger is not normally an elegant writer, but occasionally he does rise
to a considerable height of eloquence. He did that when he wrote about the
peasant shoes in Van Gogh's painting, and he does it again when he writes
about the temple:

Standing there, the building rests on the rocky ground. This
resting of the work draws up out of the rock the obscurity of
that rock’ s bulky but spontaneous support. Standing there, the
building holds its own against the storm raging above it and so
first makes the storm itsalf manifest in its violence. The luster
and gleam of the stone, though itself apparently glowing only
by the grace of the sun, yet first beings to radiance the light of
the day, the breadth of the sky, the darkness of the night. The
templé€' s firm towering makes visible the invisible spaces of
ar. The steadfastness of the work contrasts with the surge of
the surf, and its own repose brings out the raging of the sea.*®

48 pid., 165.
4 pid., 168.
50 pid., 169.
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This emerging and rising in itsdf illustrates what was meant by physis, and

likewise it illustrates the meaning of stable earth.

Heidegger comes near at this point to a sacramenta view of the universe.
As long as the figure of the god remains in the temple and offerings are made,
the sense of the holy is there. The statue is not just a portrait of the god, to make
it easier for us to imagine him. It is awork [of art] that lets the god be present,
and thus is the god himsdlf.

But the important words in Heidegger's discussion are the contrasted
terms, “earth” and “world.” The work of art sets up aworld and it sets forth the
earth. This setting (stellen) is obvioudy very different from the setting we met
in Ge-stell, the “Enframing” that is typical of technology. Neither is it some
imaginary framework that we subjectively add to the multitude of things we
encounter in the world. The world, as we have aready learned, is not a mere

collection of things.

Theworld worlds, and is more fully in being than the tangible
and perceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to be at
home.>?

World and earth contrast with each other, are even at strife with each other
because, in the setting up of a world, things are brought into the light of being
and truth, things that have long been concealed in the depth of earth. A smple
example that symbolized the whole process is the bringing forth of the marble
for the temple from within the earth. For the first time, it can be marble in all
the beauty of polished gleaming stone. This illustrates another point that
Heidegger makes, and although he was writing long before the environmental

51 bid., 170.
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guestion became a modern issue, what he said still has relevance. When the
earth’s materia is used equipmentaly, it is at the same time used up; art, on the
other hand, lets things be what they really are.

Y et world and earth are not just to be contrasted, they need each other. As
Heidegger says more than once, earth juts into he world. Although he does not
himsdf use the illustration, his words remind me of the Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem, where though the smooth floor of the sanctuary there juts forth the
rocky peak of Mount Moriah on which the building has been erected.
According to tradition, it was there that Abraham was about to sacrifice |saac,

many centuries before there was any temple or mosque on the spot.

The concept of “world” which we find in these middle and later writings
of Heidegger has developed far from that instrumental world of work that he
expounded in Being and Time Whether it incorporates that Foufold conception
of the thing that Heidegger uses in some of his writings is a matter for debate. It
certainly moves toward a much richer conception than is found in the early
writings, but perhaps the Foufold was spelled out too precisaly, and certainly
there is difficulty in applying it to particular cases. The smpler or seemingly
simpler conception of earth and world is also more flexible. But whatever of
these two conceptions we prefer, | think both do justice to the richness of
human experience, and to the being of Dasein who exists smultaneoudly in
truth and untruth.
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Chapter 4

THINKING, LANGUAGE, POETRY

In this chapter, as in the one that precedes it, we shall direct our attention
to the three topics that were important for Heidegger and that are closdly related
to one another — thinking, language, and poetry. And just like the previous
chapter, this will serve too adumbrate a deeper discussion of these same topics
later in this study. In seeking to understand the progression of his thought on
these topics, we shal pay specia attention to those moments in this thinking
that touch closely on the questions that are the main concern of this chapter,
Heidegger's relation to Christianity and how this is influenced by his

understanding of time and temporality.

In his early writings, there is not much explicit discussion about thinking
in general. We have, however, already noted that Heidegger had quite a lot to
say about phenomenology and that he adopted its methods in order to carry out
the existential analytic in Being and Time® Phenomenology is a way of
thinking, a way which is strict and disciplined, and which was claimed by
Husserl and his followersto be “scientific” (wissenschaftlich) in the broad sense
in which that word is understood among German academics. A magor
characteristic of phenomenology is the emphasisthat it lays upon description as
distinct from inference and speculation. This was the type of thinking that
Heidegger employed in setting forth the ontology of Dasein. As William
Richardson holds,

52 BT, 49-63.
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If phenomenology is the method chosen for the meditation
upon Dasein which is to prepare the way to interrogate the
sense of Being itsdlf, this means that it is the way that the
Heidegger of 1927 goes about the thinking of Being.>®

We ought to note the use of the word “meditation” in Richardson’s
remark. “Meditation” suggests a kind of thought in which the mind is docile
and receptive to whatever it is thinking about. Such thought may be contrasted
with the active investigative thought of the natural sciences as they probe into
the properties and behavior of the various domains of nature. It would be going
too far to say that Heidegger is against science, but on more than one occasion,
he bluntly declares that science does not think.>* To hear that science does not
think is a surprise to those of us who have grown up in an epoch in which there
is a virtually superdtitious respect for the sciences, and as purveyors of
trustworthy knowledge. No doubt Heidegger used the expressing, “ Science does
not think”, partly with a view to the shock effect of such words. He explains
more fully what he has in mind when he says that no matter where and however
deeply science investigates beings, it will never find Being.>® For Heidegger,
that which is worthy to be called “thinking” must have a relation to Being. The
sciences, as he believes, are concerned only with beings, and dismiss “Being”
as nothing at all, or a mere philosophical fiction. Scientific thinking is classed
by Heidegger as “calculative’ thinking, the kind of thinking that can be done by

computers and artificia intelligence machines. One wonders how much of this

% W.J. Richardson, Heidegger: from Phenomenology to Thought (The Hague: Martinus-

Nijhoff, 1974), 47.

> What is Called Thinking? tr. F.D. Wieck and J. Glen Gray (New York: Harper & Row,
1968), 135; Was heisst Denken? (Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1954), 8. Hereafter abbreviated as

WCT.
> Martin Heidegger, Existence and Being, ed. W. Brock (Chicago, L: Henry Regnery
Company, 1949), 353.
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was a reaction to logical postivism, which was at the height of its popularity
during the 1940s.

Of course, one may say that he is grossly unfair to the scientist. No doubt
there is much “caculative” thinking in the sciences, but there are also the
creative, imaginative moments of discovery, events of unconcealedness, to use

Heideggerian language. These are surely major achievements of thought.

Heidegger aso excludes the theologian from the ranks of the thinkers. For
the true thinker, everything is — and remains — problematical. But in
Heidegger's view, the theologian believes that he has attained to secure
knowledge through revelation. (This is a curioudy delimited understanding of
theology.) In denying that the theologian is aso a thinker, he is contradicting his
own pronouncement that “there is a thinking and questioning elaboration of the
world of Christian experience, that is, of faith,” that this enterprise is theology,
and that it has a“true greatness.”

But we need not engage in arguments over the relative merits of
philosophy, science, and theology. Let us rather go on and see what more
Heidegger has to tell us about the nature of thinking. The first lecture course
that Heidegger gave on being restored to his teaching position at Freiburg after
the period of suspension on account of his political activities was on this very
subject of thinking. The material of this lecture course is difficult to understand,
and even the title that Heidegger gave to it is open to various interpretations. In
German, the title is, Was heisst Denken?. The English trandation is known as
What is Called Thinking?. Heidegger suggests four different ways of
understanding this title. (1) *”What is called thinking?’ says in the firg place,
“What is it we call thought and thinking, what these words signify? What isit to
which we give the name thinking?”’ (2) ‘”What is called thinking?’ says also,
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in the second place, “How does the traditional doctrine conceive and define
what we have named thinking? Why does the traditiona doctrine of thinking
bear the curiousttitle logic?”’ (3) *”What is called thinking?’ says further, in the
third place, “What are the prerequisites we need so that we may be able to think
with essentia rightness?’’ (4) ‘"What is called thinking?’ says in the fourth
place, “What is it that calls us, as it were, commands us to think? What is it that

cals usinto thinking?”’ >

Heidegger had begun his course of lectures by saying:

We come to know what it means to think when we
ourselvestry to think. If the attempt is to be successful, we
must be ready to learn thinking. As soon as we allow ourselves
to become involved in such learning, we have admitted that we
are not yet capable of thinking.>’

Thinking is certainly apossibility for the human being; this being has been
defined as the “rational animal,” the finite being having the capability of
thinking. Y et we are still not thinking, Heidegger would claim.

Who are included in the “we” who are not yet thinking? Is it
contemporary society in genera that constitutes the “we’? Maybe, for this age
of science, information, and technology, we have aready heard Heidegger's
charge that science does not think. He holds that scientific thinking is

calculative thinking, and we have aso heard that for him the true thinking has a

%6 Martin Heidegger, WCT, 113-114. It should be explained that the fourth way of formulating
the question arises from an ambiguity in the German very heissen. It can mean “to bear a
name”, “to be called”, and that is the signification understood in the first three formul ations.
But it can aso signify “to command”’. Was heisst Denken can mean “What commands
thinking”, “What calls forth thinking?’, or “What evokes thinking?’ The fourth meaning is
for Heidegger the most important one.

5" pid., 3.
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meditative character. As we shall seeg, it is more likely to be found among poets
than among scientists, in Heidegger's view. But meditative thinking is
responsive thinking. It is thinking that is called forth by that which is “thought-
provoking” (or thought-evoking). So we already begin to see why Heidegger
regards as most important the fourth way of interpreting the question “Was
heisst Denken?” — “What calls forth thinking?’ rather than “What is called
thinking?” Then again, perhaps the “we” in “we are not yet thinking” has a
more restrictive sense. It may refer to Heidegger himself and to those who are
listening to his lecture or even to the philosophical community. Around this
time, Heidegger was coming to believe that the great philosophical enterprise of
Europe was coming to an end, and he wasn't alone in that view. In an essay
with the somewhat apocalyptic title, “The End of Philosophy and the Task of
Thinking,”®® he confesses that ever since 1930 he fed been seeking to rethink
the problematic of Being and Time in a more adequate way. In following the
development of his thought, we have dready seen how his reorientation
involved a more direct encounter with Being rather than indirect approach to the
guestion of Being through a preliminary study of the human being. This hasled
him into a new way of thinking, a thinking that is no longer the
phenomenological investigation that he considered appropriate in Being and
Time, but a meditative type of thought that is responsive to the thought-evoking
influence of Being. Of course, this new way is adso in some respects a
repossessing of the origins of Western thought, the insight of early thinkers,
such as Parmenides, whose saying about thinking and being>® has obviously had
agreat influence on Heidegger. To come back to the title of the essay, “The End

8 On Time and Being, 55-73.

% “ITheworld] is like a sphere, single, indivisible and homogenous, timeless, changeless and,

since motion is itself one form of change, motionless as well. It has in fact no perceptible
qualities whatever.” From G.S. Kirk and JE. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers. A
Critical History with a Selection of Texts (Cambridge University Press, 1960), 279.
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of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking”, thistitle is not smply apocalyptic, for
the final words about the task of thinking suggest that there is something that
thinking can do even if traditional philosophy runsinto the sand. This would be
a new beginning, comparable, one may suppose, to the new beginning which
may be possible through art when the current obsession with technology has run
its course. Heidegger seems to suggest the parald. He remarks that the
carpenter responds to wood, in a similar way as the thinker responds to that
which evokes thought; but where in modern industry, he asks, is there anything

comparable to the carpenter and his wood?°

The trangition from the phenomenology of the existential analytic to the
meditative thinking on Being is the core of that turn (Kehre) that students of
Heidegger have noted. It is aso, presumably, the reason for his beginning to
speak of himself as a thinker, rather than a philosopher. But thinking and Being
are s0 closdly related in Dasein that if we begin with the one we are led to the

other. Yet it would see too that there is no direct way over from one to the other.

Every philosophical — that is, thoughtful — doctrine of man’s
essential nature is in itself alone a doctrine of the Being of
beings. Every doctrine of Being isin itself alone adoctrine of
man’' s essential nature. But neither doctrine can be obtained by
merely turning the other one around. No way of thought, not
even the way of metaphysical thought, begins with man’s
essential nature and goes on from there to Being, nor in
reverse from Being and then back to man. Rather, every way
of thinking takes its way already within the total relation of
Being and man’s nature.®*

80 \WCT, 1417, 23.
51 pid., 79-80.
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In the further elucidation of what it means to think, Heidegger relies to a
large extent on linguistic considerations. When we come to his teaching on
language, we shall examine his methods more closdly and attempt an
evaluation. Meanwhile, we shall attend to what he has to say about thinking and
his answers to the four formulations of the question, “What is called thinking?’.

One has first to listen to the language, to attend to the actual words. A
whole family of Germans words come to mind: Denken (think), Gedanke
(though), Gedachtnis (memory). With the exception of “memory,” which we
have borrowed from Latin, the English words in this family are obvioudy
cognate with the German ones and presumably have a similar semantic history.
Closdly connected with these words are the German danken and its English
equivaent “thank”; to thank someone is to have that person in one's memory
and to think gratefully of him. Heidegger asks. “Is thinking a giving of thanks?
What do thanks mean here? Or do thanks consist in thinking? What does
thinking mean here?” The memory is not just a container for thoughts, and
thoughts are not just ideas and opinions. The relation to thanking shows us an
origina sense of thinking, which Heidegger explicitly compares with Pascal’s
famous teaching that the heart has its reasons, something that Pascal tried to
retrieve in the face of mathematical thinking, which was coming into the

ascendant.

In this part of the discussion, Heidegger resorts to a religious or quas-

religious type of language.

83



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

In giving thanks, the heart gives thought to what it has and
what it is. The heart, thus giving thought and thus being
memory, gives itsaf in thought to that to which it is held. It
thinks of itself as beholden, not in the sense of mere
submission, but beholden because its devotion is held in
listening. Original thanking is the thanks owed for being. ®2

These remarks on thinking, memory and thanking, help to explain Heidegger’'s
answer to the question, “What is called thinking?’ in the first and fourth of the
four ways in which that question may be understood.

A true thinking is more than an intellectual operation, it is a disposition
infused with thankfulness. This disposition is addressed to that which is above
al thought-worthy and thought-evoking. To quote: “How can we give thanks
for this gift, the gift of being able to think what is most thought-evoking, more
fittingly than by giving thought to the most thought-evoking? Thinking
therefore is for Heidegger close to worship, ard the expression, the “piety of
thinking” is not misplaced when applied to him. %3

Now the second way of understanding the question, “What is called
thinking?" asked about its meaning interpretation he tradition of Western
thought. This tradition, especialy in modern times, seems very different from
what Heidegger has been talking about. Pascal, it seems, lost his battle to
maintain the reasons of the heart as against the omnicompetent rationalism of
the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. For the mainstream of philosophical
thinking (the one that Heidegger thinks is drying up) took its clue about the

essential nature of thinking not from the German words denken/danken but

52 |bid., 141.

% The Piety of Thinking is the title given to a collection of Heidegger’ s writings on theology

from 1929 to 1964, tr. J.G. Hart and J.C. Maraldo (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1976).
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from the Greek Logos, and made “logic” the measure for thinking. This is a
different and independent tradition, and it is obvioudy the one that has been
essential for the rise of Western science and technology. It obviously has its
own right, and no one can reject it, not even the skeptic or the deconstructionist
who, in abolishing truth and logic, thereby abolishes also his own claim to be
heard as a serious disputant. How this other tradition of thinking can be
reconciled, is a question that remains unanswered. Perhaps that is why
Heidegger warned us that we have not yet attained to thinking, that is to say,
thinking in its fullness, thinking as a part of our human experience in time, not
aswhat Bradley once called a“ballet of bloodless categories.”

We have then Heldegger’s answers to the first, second, and fourth sense
of the question, “What is called thinking?’. He does not appear to give any clear
answer to the third form of the question, which asked about the prerequisites for
correct thinking. Perhaps that is a question that could only be answered after we
had learned how to reconcile the two understandings of thinking set out in the

answers to the first and second formulations.

Before we can leave the topic of thinking, there is one other writing to
which we must attend. This is the short book published in 1959 with the
German title, Gelassenheit. The book takes up again the theme of thinking, and
thisis reflected in the title of the English trandation, Discourse on Thinking.%

The word Gelassenheit is difficult to trandate into English, and whatever
trandation one uses, it will be unsatisfactory in one way or another. In the
published English trandation, Gelassenheit is rendered by *“releasement,”
though this is not a recognized English word and will not be found even in good

4 Discourse on Thinking, tr. JM. Anderson and E.H. Freund (New York: Harper & Row,

1966).
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dictionaries. “Collectedness’, “camness’, “serenity” are other possible
equivaents, though they miss the sense of separation or even abandonment.
Another possibility is “detachment,” something like the Abgeschiedenheit of
Meister Eckhart, and Gelassenheit does have mystical associations. In the
following brief treatment of this text, | shall not feel bound exclusively to any

onetrand ation of the term Gelassenheit.

Once more we are told that in the contemporary world there is a flight
from thinking. This is true in spite of al the research that goes on. For (so
Heidegger believes) this research takes the form of calculative thinking. He

clams:

Cdculative thinking races from one prospect to the next.
Calculative thinking never stops, never collects itsalf.
Calculative thinking is not meditative thinking, not thinking
which contemplates the meaning which reigns in everything
that is.%°

If we are to attain to that collectedness or peace of mind denoted by the term

Gelassenheit, we must cultivate this other thinking, meditative thinking.

So far the message is much the same as we have heard in What Is Called
Thinking?. But what seems to be new in the text now being considered is the
specia stress laid on the idea that thinking is not primarily a human activity but
an activity induced in man or even infused into man by a reality beyond the
human — what in the earlier treatise on thinking was called “Thought-
provoking” or the “Thought-evoking.” In Discourse on Thinking, we seem to

reach the furthest remove from that bold Promethean moment in Being and

% pid., 46.
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Time when Dasein expresses joy in the freedom of facing death without
illusions.®® Now we are told that joy or peace of mind is not something willed
by Dasein through resoluteness but a gift that is offered. Let me gquote two or
three sentences from the conversation of a scholar, ateacher, and a scientist that

forms part of the text of Discourse on Thinking:

Scholar: So far as we can wean ourselves from willing, we
contribute to the awakening of releasement.

Teacher: Say rather, to keeping awake for rel easement.
Scholar: Why not, to the awakening?

Teacher: Because on our own we do not awaken releasement
in ourselves.

Scientist: Thus releasement is effected from somewhere € se?
Teacher: Not effected, but let in.

Are we then smply dependent on something beyond ourselves, so that we
can only wait and hope for releasement to be let in? This, it is said, would be a
poor consolation. Presumably, we can prepare ourselves and open ourselves.
The problem raised here is rather like the theological one of divine grace. Does
the human being surrender his or her own will completely, which would seem
to imply becoming less than human, a mere puppet? Or must there be some
responsive acceptance or appropriation on the human side, some element of
synergism, to use the theologica term? Something like this seems to be hinted
when it is said that the attainment of releasement is neither active nor passive,
but somehow beyond that distinction. ®’

% Death enables Dasein to achieve a meaningful pattern within a limited lifespan, living in
anticipatory awareness of death as one' s untransferable and uttermost possibility.

7 Martin Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking, tr. J. M. Anderson and E. H. Freund (New

Y ork: Harper and Row, 1966) 60-61.
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But the apparently anthropocentric emphasis of Being and Time is now
explicitly abandoned, though Heidegger here as in some other places, gives the
impression that he is reinterpreting the earlier passage rather than moving on to

aquite new and different view of that matter. What he actually saysis:

One needs to understand “resolve’ asit is understood in Being
and Time asthe opening of Dasein particularly undertaken by
him for openness.®®

We move on from thinking to language, and this can be treated more briefly
since some of the questions replicate those aready met in the discussion of
thinking. Although Heidegger seems to believe that some thinking is possible
without being expressed in language, most of our thinking does require

language, and the two are intimately connected.

Already in Being and Time Heidegger was showing his interest in
language, or, to speak more accurately, in discourse (Rede). Discourse is placed
alongside understanding and disposition as one of the major existentialia or
basic characteristics of Dasein.®® As time went on, Heidegger attached more
and more importance to language. Of course, aready in Being and Time, apart
from his explicit remarks on discourse and its inauthentic manifestation as “idle
talk,” Heidegger in his philosophical method was implicitly making use of ideas
about language and the importance of words for philosophical understanding.
We shall come back to this shortly.

In its general direction, Heidegger’s teaching about language follows a

path roughly pardlel to what he says about thinking, that is to say, the focus

% |pid., 81.
6 BT, 171.
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moves from the human activity to a source beyond man in Being or whatever
other expression may be used for the comprehensive reality within which
humanity has its place. In An Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger sees
language as not a human instrument or a human invention, but as a pervading
presence of Being in the finite human being. In discussing a chorus from

Sophocles, he writes:

How far man is from being a home in his own essence
Isrevealed by his opinion of himsdlf as he who invented and
could have invented language and understanding, building and
poetry. How could man ever have invented the power which
pervades him, which aone enables him to be aman?°

In language and thinking Heidegger sees the mysterious connection between
Dasein and Being — a connection that, he believes, was first seen among
Western thinkers by Parmenides, whose saying about being and thinking he

never tires of repeating. "

The dependence of human speech on the gift of Being is repeated in the

Letter on Humanism.

0 Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, tr. G. Fried and R. Polt (New Haven,

Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2000), 156. Hereafter abbreviated IM.

G.S. Kirk and JE. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers. A Critical History with a
Selection of Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960), 279.
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Before he speaks, man must first let himself be addressed (or
claimed) again by Being, with the risk that when so addressed,
he will seldom have much to say. Only thus will the
preciousness of its essence be once more bestowed upon the
word, and upon man a home for dwelling in the truth of
Being.” "2

It is in this writing too that we first find language itself described as the *“house

of Being,” an expression that will occupy us later.

Heidegger's fullest treatment of language is the book, On the Way to
Language. The German edition appeared in 1959, and consists of six essays,
written between 1950 and 1958. In this book, language, like thinking, is seen as
making an essential connection between Dasein and Being. We are told, “The
capacity for speech is not just one power of the human being alongside others; it
is what distinguishes the human being as human.” ”® In Being and Time, the
point had been made that the philosophica definition of man as zoon logon
echon should be trandated not as the “rational animal” but more fully as “that
living thing whose being is essentially determined by the potentiality for
discourse.” " So speech is made the essential mark of the human being. At the
same time, language is given an essentia place in the structure of Being as
such. “The being of everything that is dwells in the word. Hence the validity of
the statement, ‘ Language is the house of Being'.” > Does this mean that Being

itself comes to speech in human language?

2 Martin Heidegger, Basic Writings 2nd edn. Ed. D.F. Krell (San Francisco: Harper-San
Francisco, 1993), 199.

3 On the Way to Language, tr. P.D. Hertz (New York: Harper & Row, 1954), 241. Hereafter
abbreviated OWL.

4 BT, 47.
> OWL, 166.
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Obvioudy there is much in Heidegger that hinges on this deep connection
that language is aleged to provide between Dasein and Being. Does language
provide, as it were, an ancient memory of Dasein’s origin from and kinship
with Being? (Here we may think what he has said about thinking, memory, and
gratitude.) Or does an understanding of Being aready lie hidden in the depths
of language? (Here we may recall that at the beginning of Being and Time
Heidegger suggest that we could not raise the question of Being unless we
already had some understanding of the meaning of Being, however vague it
might be.)"

If there s any possibility of answering these questions affirmatively, then
there would seem to be some justification for Heidegger’s frequent appeals to
language and the supposed origina meanings of words and their etymological
connections, in the working out of his philosophy. Language would indeed be
the “house of Being,” a kind of treasure house in which are hidden all the riches
of God. And it would justify the claim that there is a thinking that listens and is
open for aword of God.

But these are highly controversia matters, and it must be confessed that
some of Heidegger's etymologies are speculative, and that he is by no means
congstent in his appeals. For instance, if we take the important Greek word
Logos, literaly “word” or “discourse’, he tells us in Being and Timethat logos
means the same as deloun, “to make manifest,” and he uses this identification to
elucidate the meaning of phenomenology.’” In An Introduction to Metaphysics
he takes a different line. Heidegger claims the word logos and the related verb
legein, “to speak,” did not originally refer to speech. Their original meaning

6 BT, 27-28.
" 1pid., 55-58.
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was that of gathering or collecting, as we see aso in the cognate German verb
lesen, “to gather” and also “to read.” A gatherer of wood in the Black Forestisa
HolZeser.” If we move on to What Is Called Thinking? we find a third
explanation of logos and legein. Now Heidegger tells us that these words are
cognate with the German verb legen, “to lay” or “to let lie” He trandates a
saying of Parmenides, “chre to legein...” as “Useful is the lettinglie-before-
us...””® | do not say that Heidegger could not if required produce evidence in
favor of all three ways of interpreting logos, but it is difficult not to be skeptical
or even to suspect that his trandations are to some extent made to conform to

his own philosophica position.

Further doubts arise when one considers linguistic points that he makes
concerning the centrality of the problem of Being. It is true that “we” can utter
scarcely a couple of sentences without using some part of the verb “to be,” and
this would seem to imply that we have some understanding of what it means “to
be,” though we might find it difficult to say exactly what it is. But we have to
ask, “Who are ‘we who claim this understanding?’ The answer is that we are
speakers of Indo-European languages. When he writes a chapter on “The

Grammar and Etymology of the Word ‘Being’” in An Introduction to
Metaphysics, the discussion covers only German and Greek. Admittedly, he
does suggest that German and Greek are the only possible languages for any
worthwhile philosophy. Still, not everyone would agree. And what about
Semitic languages, or even an Indo- European language like Russian, where the
word “is’ is rarely if ever used? Perhaps “being” is implied or thought in
everything we say, as St. Thomas suggested. But to show this would require

more than linguistic evidence.

8 |M, 124-25.
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Incidentally, Heidegger's attempts to derive philosophica points from
etymological or other linguistic considerations may be compared to the
fascination of some Anglo-Saxon philosophers with “ordinary language.”
However differently Heidegger and these English-speaking philosophers apply
the principle, they seem to be agreed that there are hidden stores of wisdom in
the way we talk. Yet on both sides there is agreement that language is very
falible and may conceal more of it that it revedls.

The text of On the Way to Language contains a number of
autobiographical alusions, some of which are relevant to our own specia
interest in Heidegger's relation to Christianity and theology. One of the pieces
records a conversation between Heidegger and a Japanese scholar. In the course
of it, Heidegger, recaling his early linguistic and hermeneutical studies in the
seminary, frankly admits: “Without my theologica origins, | would never have
attained to the path of thinking.”° Later in the same conversation, the Japanese
scholar tells him, “For us, the void (das Leere) is the highest name for what you
cdl Being.”® This remark raises the question of Heidegger's relation to
mysticism, and aso helps to explain why, in Japan, he has never been suspected

of nihilism.

It will be remembered that when we considered Heidegger’'s view of the
fine arts and the part that they might play in renewing Dasein when threatened
by the constrictions of his own technology, we learned that he believed poetry
to have first place anong the arts. Now that we have attended to what he says

® \WCT, 198ff.
80 ow, 9.
81 pid., 109.
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about language, we are in a position to turn to poetry as that particular form of

language that in a signa way lights up Being.

Some preliminary remarks need to be made. Back in the eighteenth
century, the eccentric German man of |etters, Johann Georg Hamann (1730-88)
put forward the theory (not widely held today) that the most primitive human
language was poetry.

Poetry is the mother-tongue of the human race, asthe garden
is older than the field, painting than writing, song than
declamation, parables than inferences, barter than commerce.®?

Heidegger seems to have accepted this theory, at least during one period
of his life. Obvioudy it fitted well with his belief that the beginning of
something like language has a greatness that soon gets lost and that we must try
to recapture in a repetition or retrieving of the creative moment. Some such
ideas lie behind his claim that “primitive language is poetry, in which being is
established.”® The emergence of Dasein as a tempora and historical being
depends on language, especialy poetic language.

However, athough Heidegger sometimes speaks as if he was referring to
poetry in general, he was in fact mainly taken up with the poetry of one man —
Friedrich Holderlin (1770-1843). This German poet, a contemporary of Hegel,
had been stricken in his thirties by schizophrenia, and he was virtualy ignored
during his lifetime and for the rest of the nineteenth century. But, like
Kierkegaard, he was discovered in the twentieth century, especialy after the

82 J.G. Hamann, “Aestheticain Nuce,” in R.G. Smith, ed., J.G. Hamann: A Sudy in Christian
Existence, with Selections From His Writings (New Y ork: Random, 1971), 196.

8 Heidegger, Existence and Being, 284.
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publication of his collected poems in 19132* Heidegger was among those
attracted, even fascinated, by Holderlin. Why was this so? Perhaps the first
reason was that Holderlin had explicitly testified to the same understanding of
the poet’s role as Heidegger was reaching toward in his studies of thought and
language. Heidegger declares that HOlderlin was, “in a pre-eminent sense, the
poet of the poet,” that is to say, the poet who reflected upon and expounded
how he understood his own activity as a poet. He saw secondly the poet as a
kind of intermediary between the gods and men. We shall consider shortly what
this implies. A third reason was that Holderlin in his poetry was reading the
present phase of history in the West in a way close to Heidegger's own way.
Both men were unwilling to go adong with Nietzsche's assertion that “God is
dead,” but were aware of the absence of God in the modern age, attributing this,
however, to his withdrawal, rather to his demise. A fourth point is that both
Holderlin and Heidegger had a virtually unlimited admiration for the Greeks,
and for the rise among them of the original impulses of Western culture and
civilization. It may also be sgnificant that both men were a one time
theological students. Towards the end of his life, HOlderlin's poems were
moving away from Hellenic toward Christian values. Whether something
similar would be true of Heidegger is a point that this study will not consider.
But for now, let us examine these points more fully by illustrating them from
some passages in Holderlin’s poetry, and, where appropriate, from Heidegger’s

comments on that poetry.

8 For the English-speaking reader, Holderlin's work is most easily accessible in his Selected

Verse, ed. Michael Hamburger (Vancouver: Anvil Press Poetry, Limited, 1998). This
edition gives German texts with English translations. Although | have confined this study of
Heidegger's appreciation for poetry to his reactions to Holderlin, other poets also made a
strong impression, notably Stefan George (1868-1933), and Georg Trakl (1887-1914).

95



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

On the first point, let me quote two lines from a very late writing of
Holderlin, which had to be edited by an intimate companion when the poet’s

mind was confused:

Voll Verdienst, doch dichterisch wohnet
Der Mensch auf dieser Erde.

It is not easy to rerder this into English. Obvioudly, a contrast is intended
between the first two words and the rest of the sentence. | think it would be true

to Holderlin' s intentions to trand ate as follows:

Though he hasto earn aliving,
Man dwells poetically on this earth.

What does this mean? It means that for most of his or her time, a human
being would be engaged in what Heidegger would call “everyday” existence,
that is to say, the routine affairs of work and business. But for a truly human
life, something more is needed, what is here caled the “poetic’ dimension in
which things are seen in the light of Being, in their intrinsic truth and beauty.
The Buddhist concept is “mindfulness.” The difference between the two
experiences can be expressed as a difference in the experience of temporality
and time. When poetry (or a language approaching to poetry) comes into play,
time ceases to be a series of unrelated or only externaly related “nows’ — the
past is preserved and through its return in meditation or memory (Andenken)
swings over our present and comes to us as future. So we become temporal
beings, living in the three “ecstasies’ of past, present, and future. This, we are
told, is what makes history possible (as the repetition of authentic possibility)
and this argument does not seem to depend on Hamann's theory of language.
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On the second point, Holderlin's poem “Homecoming” is particularly
enlightening. The poet has been abroad and now comes home. We see him
crossing over Lake Constance from Switzerland to his retive Germany. This is
the pattern of the poet’s existence — he must leave his native place, sojourn
abroad, and then return to share what he has learned. Hélderlin literally made
that kind of journey, but the pattern can be understood alegoricaly. For toth
Holderlin and Heidegger, the poet is a go-between — he converses with the gods
and then comes back with his message to the people. Thisis the same patter that
we see in prophets and founders of religion — a revelation, perhaps in itsalf
ineffable, which the bearers break down into language. In Heidegger and
Holderlin, the function is transferred to poets. They operate in the region
between gods and men. It is hard existence, to be exposed to the heavenly fire,

and then to bring it to one' s fellows:

Yet it behooves us, under the storms of God,
Y e poets! with uncovered head to stand,
With our own hand to grasp the Father’s lightning-flash

And to pass on, wrapped in song,
The divine gift to the people.

But what seems to be missing in this poetic account of revelation is any
ethical content. The poets names the holy, opens up truth and beauty, but where
is the call to righteousness and love that we find in Jesus, Moses, Mohammed,
or the Buddha?

On the third point, the signs of the times, especialy the abserce of God,

we go to Holderlin’s poem “Bread and Wine” for a striking statement:
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But, friends, we have come too late! The gods are, indeed,
aive,

But above our heads, up there in another world.

There they are endlessly active, and seem to heed little

Whether we are dive: that’s how much the heavenly ones
care.

We recognize here something close to Heidegger’s own teaching. God is
not dead, but he has withdrawn himself. Combined with the article in Der
Soiegel, “Only a God Can Save Us,” something like an eschatological tone has
come into his thought — the readiness for an advent of God. But this word
“God” is quite ambiguous in the present context. It seems hardly likely that
Heidegger means the God of Chrigtian faith, though thisis not impossible. But |
say ‘hardly likely’, because, as we have seen, Heidegger seemed more attracted
to classical Greece than to Christianity, at least in his middle years. He speaks
often of the “the gods” as of God. Even in the Der Spiegel®® interview, heis not
speaking of “God” but of “a God’, and that provokes the question, “What
God?’ It is even less likely he means the Zeus or even all the gods of Greece.
He might smply mean a divine revelation or showing of some sort, a new event
(Ereignis) of Being. Heidegger's idea of the retrieval of the past and his
attraction to Nietzsche's eterna recurrence theory may well mean that the
coming God is a new advent of a God who has aready come but been

forgotten, even the God of Christianity.

The fourth and last point concerred the strongly Hellenic coloring of
thought in both Holderlin and Heidegger. Who are the “gods’ who have
departed, and who are the coming “gods’? Presumably not literally Zeus,
Apollo, Poseidon, and the rest. Of course, beyond the Greek gods was moira,

8  “Nur noch ein Gott kann uns retten: Spiegel-Gesprach mit Martin Heidegger am 23.

September, 1966.” Published in Der Spiegel, no. 26, 31 May 1976, 193-219.
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and perhaps beyond what Heidegger calls God or the gods is Being, as akind of
destining. He can aso say that the Holy is older than the gods. “The holy is not
holy because it is divine, but the divine is divine because it is “holy” in a way
proper to itself.” This may remind us of the enigmatic question about the
meaning of “God” in the Letter on Humanism. But does not this strong
Hellenism, and the idea of some ultimate beyond God make Heidegger finaly
incompatible with Christian thought? In reply, | would say that we should not
jump to conclusions too quickly. There have been Christian thinkers, not all of
them mystics, who have thought that behind what we call by the much-abused
name of “God” there is a Godhead beyond our conceptionality. Dionysius the
Areopagite talked of a “God beyond God,” and so more recently did Paul

Tillich. Even the great catholic theologian, Karl Rahner, sometimes refers to
God as the Nameless or Ineffable. We can pursue the question only when we
have thought about the phrase Heidegger used frequently toward the end of his
life: “Only agod can save us.”
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Chapter 5

ART ASFUNDAMENTAL PHILOSOPHY

A concern for art and, indeed, the privileging of the place of art in
humanity’s relation to Being, is often adduced as one of the defining
characteristics of the later Heidegger. Is this ‘turn to art’” a matter of Heidegger,
having conquered the heights of phenomenology and ontology, and having
made important contributions to the history of philosophy, now expanding his
repertoire and applying his methods and insights to the field of aesthetics? Or is
it an integrd part of his fundamental philosophical program? In this chapter |
shdl argue that his interest in art is more of this latter kind. Indeed it is
guestionable whether it belongs to aesthetics in the narrow sense at al, for
aesthetics, no less than metaphysics, is regarded by Heidegger as gripped by the
spirit of enframing. Is it, nevertheless, a manifestation of Heldegger's
fundamental romanticism that, faced with the typical post-Enlightenment choice
between art and science, he chooses art? So how does this turn to art connect his
politics and the global confrontation with technology, which will be discussed
much later in this study?

To attempt to answer these questions, we must go back to 13 November
1935, when Heidegger dedlivered a lecture “On the Origin of the Work of Art”
to the Art-Historical Society of Freiburgim-Breisgau. This lecture was
subsequently repeated in Zdrich (in January 1936) and in Frankfurt (in
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December 1936), being revised and expanded in the process. It was not

published until 1950, when it was included in the collection Holzwege.®°

The timing of the lecturesisitself potentialy significant for understanding
Heidegger's engagement with questions of art. For the origin of the 1950 text
goes back to the time when, on Heidegger's own account of things, he had
come to redlize that National Socialism was not going to fulfill the expectations
he had atached to it.2” Already in 1934 he had resigned from the rectorship.
Can this text, then, be read as an early marker on his path of inner immigration?
Suggestive here is the early adumbration of the critique of technology, a
question that, as we have seen, is intimately connected with Heidegger’s initia
enthusiasm for and later disenchantment with Nazism. But if this is so, and
taking into account the first series of lectures on the poet Holderlin, dating from
1934-35, does it mean that we are to interpret the turn to art as an archetypa
gesture of romantic thought, aretreat from the glare of public life and the rigors
of a totaly mobilized society into the inner sanctuary of a private aesthetic
sphere?

Appearances, however, can be deceptive, and as we look further into the
text it soon becomes clear that this is not awork of aesthetics in the narrow
sense of a sub-discipline of philosophy, nor isit exclusively about art. Indeed, a
closer ook at the title might suggest that Heidegger did not himself claim that it
was about art but about the origin of the work of art. And, just as we have

learned that the origin of technology is nothing technological, so we should now

8 Thismay be translated ‘ Forest Paths.” However, it means more specifically the kind of path

that turns out to lead nowhere, petering out or running into thick undergrowth.

87 It will be clear from what follows that | do not accept the view that Heidegger's turn to art

reflects that aestheticism of Nazi politics, interesting as that ideais— partly, because, as will
become clear, Heidegger’ s concern is, at one level, not with ‘art’ at all.
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be prepared to hear that the origin of the work or art is nothing ‘artistic.” It is
unsurprising, then, that as we follow Heidegger's account of this origin we are
led into a domain that, as he understands it, is prior to art in the sense in which
the term is generaly used (i.e, in relation to what are called the fine arts).
Indeed, thisdomain is prior to the split between art and science that is one of the

characteristic features of our civilization.

In light of this comment, it can be claimed that, in terms of Heidegger's
own intentions, we should not read Origin as a simple expression of romantic
withdrawal, aretreat from the world in which technology and politics hold sway
as the final outcome of the metaphysica worldview. Rather, in Heidegger's
own terms, it is itself a thinking confrontation with the fundamental decision
facing humanity in relation to the advent of planetary technology. Even more
grandly, it become possible to read Origin as a key to the origin not only of art
but also of history, and of humanity’s historical existence and destiny. Thinking
of Originin thisway aso helps us to see how it can be taken as an early fruit of
the ‘later Heldegger.” For whereas historicity was conceived in Being and Time
in terms of the individual subject (although, as the rectorial address showed, this
could be interpreted in terms of the nation or Volk, regarded as a corporate
individual), ‘decision’ is no longer a matter of will and resolution but involves a
much higher level of receptivity to what comes, as it were, from beyond

humanity.
How, then, does Origin itsdf arrive at this point?

We can begin with the first work of art mentioned in the text, a painting of
apair of shoes by Van Gogh, and, before we come to the controversia question
of the shoes themselves, it is worth considering why Heidegger should pick on
awork by this particular artist, by Van Gogh.
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Heidegger had been very taken with Van Gogh's Letters, which he read
when they were published during the First World War. Why? On the basis of
Heidegger's own letters and comments made in the lectures on ontology, one
element would seem to have been the way in which Van Gogh's decision to
give up training for Christian ministry and devote himself to poverty and
painting reflected just the kind of existentiell confrontation with existence that
preoccupied Heidegger in the years leading up to Being and Time When
Heidegger cites Van Gogh's assertion that he would prefer to die in a natura
way rather than learning to understand desth academically, we can see how the
painter could serve the philosopher as an existentiell paradigm of authenticity,
grounded as his concept of authenticity was in the individuad’s resolute
confrontation with death.®® However, the kind of use to which Heidegger puts
his comments on the painting of the shoesin Origin points away from this idea
of the artist as lonely exigtentialist hero.

In fact, as the text proceeds it becomes ever clearer that one of
Heidegger's ams in it is to break the spell of an understanding of art that
focuses exclusively on the creative figure of the artist. This view that, in
Heidegger’'s own words, “the work arises out and by means of the activity of
the artist”, is, he says, the ‘usud view’, and this ‘usual view’, he declares in the
opening paragraph of the lecture, is what he is setting out to overthrow, or
minimally, to supplement, by focusing — as the title suggests — on the work
rather than on the artist. For, as he asks, “by what and whence is the artist what
he is?” Answer: “By the work...” And, Heidegger adds, both artist and work

8 sSee Otto Poggeler, “Heidegger on Art,” in Harries and Jamme, eds., 1994.
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are what they are only in relation to something else, to ‘art’ itsdf, which is
“prior to both.” 8

It is extremely important that the ‘usua view' that Heidegger here
confronts is aso the focus of discussion in the lectures on Nietzsche from the
winter semester of 1936-37, lectures collectively entitled ‘ The Will to Power as
Art. Here Heidegger identifies the conviction that “Art must be grasped in

terms of the artist” *°

as one of the defining statements of Nietzsche's whole
approach to art. This is further complemented by Nietzsche's other basic
principles of art, as expounded by Heidegger: that “art is the most perspicuous
and familiar configuration of will to power;” that “art is the basic occurrence of
all beings; to the extent that they ar, beings are self-creating, created;” that “art
is the distinctive countermovement to nihilism;” and that “art is worth more

than ‘the truth’ . *

Set against the horizon sketched by these principles, and even without
going into any further explanation of them, we can see how Heidegger's
determination to chalenge the ‘usua view' of art will involve him in far-
reaching decisions on a variety of issues. For if Nietzsche, far from being an
‘untimely’ or eccentric thinker (as he so often pictured himself), is in face
representative of the basic metaphysica outlook of modernity, then
reconceptualizing the relationship between artist and artwork will require giving
consideration to the nature of will to power, how beings are, nihilism and truth.

8 Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, tr. Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper &

Row, 1971), 17.

Nietzsche: Volumes one and two, tr. David Farrell Krell (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins,
1991), 71.

% pid., 75.
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To put this in terms without argot, the most usua view of art in our
culture, we might guess, is that art is primarily a way of representing things, an
attempt to depict the world, and to show the world what it is like. The person on
the pavement doesn't like Picasso, because Picasso’s paintings aren't lifelike.
Simple redism, it could plausibly be claimed, is the most commonly held
aesthetic of our time. However, even everyday talk about art does not stop
there. Let us condider a different medium: cinema. Three people come out of a
movie, perhaps a new film by Scorsese. “I didn't like it,” says one, “there was
too much swearing and violence. | like to be entertained when | go out.” “But
that’s how the characters would behave in real life,” says the second (a simple
realist), “You wouldn't expect small-time New Y ork gangsters to be otherwise.
That'swhat | like about the film: it really shows you what that kind of life must
belike” “Maybe,” says the third, “But thisis no documentary, this is about the
themes of al great art down the ages. passion, betrayal, redemption. The Last
Temptation of Christ or Mean Streets — these are the archetypal Scorsese
themes!” “But that's just my point,” retorts the first speaker, “What is he so
obsessed with violence, why can't he show us something more cheerful,
something more edifying?’

None of our characters are great aesthetic theorists, but the terms of their
discussion reflect some of the most difficult debates in aesthetics. The second
character has been portrayed as a smple realist: the success or failure of awork
of art isin terms of its faithfulness to life. The third character more obvioudy
embraces what Heldegger regards as the ‘usua view,’ i.e, that art is primarily
an expression of the vision of the artist and that, consequently, the meaning of
art lies in the subjectivity of the artist. At this point, however, the first speaker
reminds us that there are widely differing and often conflicting ways of

evaluating such a vision, over and above the debate as to whether the work
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effectively communicates what the artist wants to show to the recipient. The
artist’svision is itself an expression of values that the recipient may or may not
find acceptable. The judgment on the work of art, then, become a judgment
about values, in this case about whether Scorsese’s view of the world is on that
we should be ready to embrace. But this judgment itself hinges on how we
judge the world to be: is Scorsese's vision itself complicit in the violence it
portrays, and do we too become complicit by enjoying it voyeurigtically, or
does he show us a truth we need to confront if we are to know the whole
meaning of human life? Now this last question is no longer the question as to
the simple representational accuracy of the film. It is about what matters most in

human life.

This imaginary conversation has brought into focus three of Heldegger’'s
five points: that the meaning of art is grounded in the activity of the artist; that
art manifests will-to-power in the sense that it embodies the artist’s will to
communicate his vison to the audience; and that art represents the basic
occurrence of beings, in that the kind of evauative appraisal of the work of art
hinges on fundamental decisions concerning what the world is like. But it also
throws light on the remaining points (that art is the counter-movement to
nihilism and that art is more important than truth). For it is precisely the
outcome of the debate between the first and third interlocutors that decides what
meaning the phenomenon itself — in this case the life of the gangsters portrayed
in the film — is to have. Art provokes the question as to the meaning of what, in
itself, is a bare concatenation of events. this is the life these people lead, no
better, no worse, no different ontologically from any other kind of life, but what
are we to make of it? Whatever we do make of it, we will need to make a
judgment that involves an imaginative and evaluative envisioning of life that is

essentially of the same kind of the judgment involved in appraising a work of
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art. So, finaly, art is more important than truth, in the sense that art exemplifies
the kind of evaluative vision that determines how we see and how we judge the
values embodied in the world and it is this vision that decides what, for us, is to

count as truth in human affairs.

For the purposes of this study, it is not necessary to suppose that what
Heidegger calls ‘the usual view' is the universal view. Even in our imaginary
conversation we have alowed another voice, that of the exponent of art-as-
imitation, to be heard. All that matters, for now, is that Heidegger’s point — and
thus his subsequent argument — really does take its departure from how art is
experienced and (if only by implication) understood in the everyday encounter
with art — athough it may be added that, in his own cultural context, where
Nietzsche was such a massive influence both on artists and aestheticians,
Heidegger's assumptions that this is the usua view is perhaps more plausible

than in some other contexts.

All of this, however, leaves open the question as to whether this ‘usua’
way of talking and thinking about art is adequate or justifiable. If not, what are
we to do? Might we, for example, reconfigure the order of precedence between
artist, work, and object such as that object takes first place and the tyranny of

the creator-artist is overthrown?

It might be supposed that this last move was the one Heidegger was about
to make, but in fact he argued for something much more far-reaching. For the
production and reception of works of art was, as he saw it, not merely a matter
of individual vison and could not be improved merely by talking up te
objective aspect of art. For his examination of the work of art will call into
guestion what it means to represent or to perceive anything at all, or, more

precisely, to represent or to perceive anything as anything. In other words, it
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leads to the question as to why we do not just see the world but, instead, see the
world (and dl the particular things within the world) in a certain way, as a
world of such and such akind, comfortless or welcoming as the case may be. In
this way, then, Heidegger invites us to ponder how we mean by

‘representation’, ‘reality’, and ‘world'.

But if Heidegger's am is to unsettle the ‘usual view’ and its one-sided
privileging of the creator-artist, why does he begin with Van Gogh, a painter
who, more than most, stood for the modernist ideal of the anguished creator-
artist, the solitary genius compelled to overthrow all the prevailing rules of
artistic representation so as to give shape to his own unique vision and who, in
so doing, become incomprehensible to his contemporaries in order to bequeath
to us a whole new way of looking at the world? Later on in the text Heidegger
looks at works of art — works like a Greek temple — that are more obvioudy
suited to his own purposes. Why begin with an artist who would seem to

exemplify the view he wants to overturn?

The question itself suggests one possible answer: that, if Heidegger is to
succeed, he must do so against the strongest of counter-examples. If his new
approach provides a better way of looking at this (supposedly) supreme
example of the individual creator-artist, then it will have little to fear from
whatever other counter-examples are brought against him. In other words, heis
not saying that works produced by creator-artists are dangeroudly subjective and
should be brushed aside in favor of other, perhaps more contemplative, works.
The am is not to introduce away of deciding between good and bad or between
acceptable and unacceptable works of art, but to find a better way of
understanding art as such. And that, again, is why he must take the question

back to the most basic questions of representation.
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Other explanations have, however, been offered in the secondary
literature. One that has a certain currency is that Heidegger is not redly
concerned with Van Gogh's painting at all, except insofar as it provides a
convenient, though specious, jumping-off point for his idyllic evocation of the
world of the peasant woman whose shoes the painting supposedly represents.
Thisisin turn seen as part of Heidegger's Nazistic and uncritically sentimental
valorization of Germanic peasant life. Worse still, as the art critic Meyer
Schapiro famoudy pointed out, there is no reason to suppose that these shoes
belonged to a peasant woman at all. More probably they were the painter’s own
shoes! Heidegger, then, is doubly reprehensible. First, he is smply mistaken,
and, second, his mistake reveals al too clearly the role of Nazi ideology in his
whole intellectual project.®?

Schapiro’s point invites two initial comments. First, as we have sen, one
of Heidegger’s amsis to undermine the ‘usua view’' of art. Primarily this mean
toppling the creator-artist from the pedestal onto which late Romanticism had
elevated him. But it does not stop there, since it also involves challenging the
equally conventional form of the art-as-imitation view. Precisely with
references to the shoes, Heidegger asks rhetorically ‘Is it our opinion that the
painting draws a likeness from something actual and transposes it into a product
of artistic — production? By ro means. The work, therefore, is not to be some
reproduction of some particular entity that happens to be present at any given
time' PLT: 37). This suggests that the historical identity of the actual shoes
used as a ‘modd’ by Van Gogh is not in itself important for understanding the
world of art qua work of art. In this respect it is perhaps regrettable if Heidegger
has made afactua error, but that does not of itself destroy his whole argument.

92 SeeDerrida, The Truth in Painting (Chicago, IL: University Press, 1987).
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However, a careful reading of the text does not justify the assertion that
Heidegger ever actualy claims that Van Gogh's painting is a painting of a pair
of peasant woman'’s shoes. To be sure he does use the painting to accompany
his evocation of the world of the peasant woman, but nowhere does he say they
are her shoes that Van Gogh painted. Indeed, he does not directly address the
question of the ‘ownership’ of the shoes at all.

These comments may seem to have left the more serious charge
unaffected: that, whoever's shoes these may have been, Heidegger uses Van

Gogh’ s painting as an excuse for a piece of Nazi cultural propaganda.

Although I will not argue it here, | do not believe that we can conflate
Heidegger's penchant for a pre-industria agrarian way of life with the Nazi
ideology of ‘Blood and Soil’. A similar caution is caled for with regard to the
interpretation of the ‘peasant’ shoes, but the situation is, | believe, still more
complicated. To seethis, however, it is necessary to look again at the context of

the Origin.

One of the most notorious cultura events of the whole Nazi era was the
1937 exhibition of degenerate art. The category of degenerate art was fairly ill-
defined and perhaps, even, incoherent, but it included contemporary movements
such as Expressonism — of which Van Gogh was generaly taken to be a
precursor. Andreas Hiineke has described as ‘crucid’ in determining whether a
work of art was degenerate in the Nazi’s sense of the term such factors as
“Digtortion” of natural form, particularly of the human figure, and “unnatural”

colors.%® In the light of such ‘criteria it is not at al surprising that a number of

% Hineke, A., ‘On the Trail of Missing Masterpieces’ in Barron, Stephanie (ed.) ‘ Degenerate

Art’: The fate of the avant-garde in Nazi Germany (New York: Harry Abrams and Los
Angeles CA: Country Museum of Art, 1991), 124.
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paintings by Van Gogh were taken into the haul of 17,000 works impounded
from museums and galleries, and five of them appeared in the 1937 exhibition
in Munich Although the exhibition of degenerate art was not held till 1937, and
therefore post-dated the lectures on which Origin is based, the ideologica line
on Van Gogh had been made public long before that.

A further aspect of this is that the very concept of degenerate art was, of
course, linked to Nazi raciad theory and the biological interpretation of
Nietzsche' s will-to-power, an interpretation which understood will-to-power as
a kind of quasi-Darwinian life-force. In this connection it is not merely Van
Gogh' s works but his personality and madness that also ‘prove’ the degeneracy
of hisart. For Heidegger, however, it was axiomatic that will-to-power was not
a biologica concept, and that even in Nietzsche's own terms the concept of a

biologically degenerate art made no sense.

What does this tell us about Heidegger’s procedure in Origin? The mere
fact that Heidegger is taking as his point of reference a painter held inill repute
by Nazi ideologists does not seem to throw much light on his philosophical
intentions. Are we to draw the conclusion that this is some kind of intra-party
squabble and that Heidegger is trying to persuade those who first heard his
lectures that it is al right for Nazis to like Van Gogh, since the painter shares
their own affinity with traditional peasant ways of life? However, we should
remember that the period when Heidegger was giving these lectures was
precisely the period in which he seems to have been beginning what might be
caled his inner immigration, a period of disillusonment that had especialy to
do with the Party’s failure to break loose from the grip of technological
thinking. The world of the peasant woman, in this context, is not so much a

Nazi icon as a reminder of what Heidegger regards Nazism as turning away
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from. At the same time, and this is perhaps a crucia point in mapping
Heidegger's complex stance towards modernity, Van Gogh was undoubtedly
know as a modernist, avant-garde painter, and it is driking that the other
painters to whom Heidegger was particularly attentive, Cézanne and Klee, were
also digtinctly modernist. The world of the peasant woman, as disclosed by Van
Gogh's painting, then, is not smply a piece of the rural past, but, insofar as we
only gain access to it through the work of art (and quite particularly, this work
of modernist art), it is a world to which we can relate only and exclusively on

the basis of our own modern experience.®*

There are, then, a number of elementsin Heidegger’s account of the shoes
as a means of controverting the ‘usual view’ of art that, at €ast implicitly,
undermine some of the bedrock principles of Nazi aesthetics. This is, as we
shall see later, vitaly important in assessng the way in which Heidegger
construes the relationship between poet and nation (especially as exemplified in
Holderlin). If thereisa‘true’ or ‘spiritud’ Germany, it is not to be found along
the path of racia purity but in the lived world of away of life, and furthermore,
it is most easily accessed by means of an artistic vision that, itself grounded in
the experience of modernity, overreaches the accidental genius and anguish of
the individual artist.

Heidegger showed little interest in art until the mid-1930s, and then it
appears in the company of severa related interests: the presocratic philosophers,
whose works are often in poetic form and are more closely related to Greek

poetry than, say, Kant is to German poetry; philosophers such as Schelling and

% This point shall be more fully adumbrated in the next chapter, in discussing Heidegger's

reading of Holderlin.
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Nietzsche, for whom art has a central position in philosophy; and language,

which, for Heidegger, originates with poets.

In Origin Heidegger regjects two widely held doctrines. First, that art is
concerned only with beauty and pleasure: “art is rather the disclosure of the
being of beings’ (IM, 111). Second, that a work of art is primarily a thing, and
that aesthetic value is superimposed on it by our subjective view of it: for
Heidegger it is art that shows us what a thing is. There are nevertheless two
ways that an artwork is athing. First, awork, such as a painting, can be moved
and stored like other things. (He later rgjects this way of viewing artworks. It
treats them as objects present at hand, in the way that an art dealer or a mover
does[PLT, 13]). Second, it has a thingly aspect: “There is something stony in a
work of architecture, wooden in carving, colored in a painting, spoken in a

linguistic work, sonorous in a musical composition” (Origin, 19).

What then is a thing? There are three traditional accounts: a thing is (1) a
bearer of properties; (2) the unity of perceptual sensations; or (3) a composite of
form and matter. Heidegger rejects (1) and (2), the latter for the reason that “we
never readly first perceive the throng of sensations.... We hear the door shut in
the house and never hear acoustical sensations or even mere sounds’ (Origin,
26). He prefers (3), the form matter account. This was originaly derived from,
and is best suited to, intrinsically useful equipment such as a jug or shoes. But
equipment is only one of three types of athing: a “mere thing” such as a rock,
equipment, and an artwork. An artwork differs from equipment and has
something in common with a mere thing. Like a natural rock and unlike shoes,
an artwork is not produced for a specific use or purpose, though unlike the rock

and shoes it is not “self-contained” Origin, 29): it calls for an observer or
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interpreter. Still, since the tradition gives priority to equipment, Heidegger
decidesto look at that first.

Heidegger does this by introducing his first exhibit: Van Gogh's painting
of asolitary pair of worn peasant shoes. We cannot just ook at the shoes we are
wearing, because attention distorts our view of them: shoes are essentidly
inconspicuous to their wearer. From the painting, Heidegger argues, we see that
the shoes are involved both with the world — the world of human products and
activities— and with the earth — the natural foundation on which the world rests.
This is overlooked both by the ordinary user and by the form matter theory.
Owing to their excessive familiarity, the user regards his shoes as smply things
for walking. Or, to take a different example, someone familiar with a baseball
bat regards it as an instrument for hitting balls. The form matter theory refines
this account. Focusing on the manufacture of shoes and bats, it says that shoes
and bats are pieces of matter (leather, nails, wood) with a form (their utility)
imposed on them. The user and the theory neglect much else that would need to
be explained to an uninformed dien: the involvement of the shoes with the
world of the peasant, and the wear and tear they undergo from earth; the
involvement of the bat with the world or baseball (bases, foul lines, et cetera)
and the earth on which it is played. But what they neglect becomes apparent in
the painting: “the equipmentality of equipment first genuinely arrives at its
appearance through the work... The nature of art would then be this: the truth of
beings setting itself to work (Origin, 36). The work is not a thing with artistic
qualities added: the work reveals the nature of things.

Heidegger then presents his second exhibit: a Greek temple. He does so
partly to distinguish his own view from the view that art is imitation: the temple

is not representational. But partly also because he wants to argue that a work of
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art not only opens up a world; it dso sets up a world, a world to which it
belongs. The Van Gogh opens up the world of the peasant. But it does not set it
up, nor does it belong there. The temple, by contrast, unifies and articulates the

world of apeople: it

...first fits together and at the same time gather 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 being (Origin,
42).

The world of a people is the familiar dructured realm that they know their way

about and make their decisions.

The temple not only sets up world. It sets forth world’s counterpart, earth.
It is surrounded by “earthy” nature, buffeted by storms and resting on rock, and
it also consists of earthy natural materials. It thus reveals earth as earth, and
grounds the world on earth. All artworks set forth earth in their way. In
equipment, earthy raw materials are “used up,” that is, fused into the artifact so
that they are no longer noticeable: it does not matter, and we do not notice,
whether shoes are made of leather or of some functionally equivalent material.
In artworks, materias are only “used,” not “used up”: they remain conspicuous
within the work (Origin, 47f.). The earthy materials of poetry, the poet’s words,
are, unlike the words of common discourse, conspicuous and resistant to
paraphrase. It matters whether the Parthenon is made of marble or plastic. In
one way or another, al artworks set forth earth.

World is the human environment in which we lead our lives: the tools we
use, the houses we dwell in, the values we invoke. Earth is the natural setting of

this world, the ground on which it rests and the source of raw materials for our
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artifacts. World and earth are opposites in conflict. World strives for clarity and
openness, while earth shelters and conceals, tending to draw world into itself.
Each needs and sustains the other. The artwork straddles both contestants. The
temple's static repose is the product of the conflict between earth and world. It
is a happening, an event — the event of truth as unconcealment. Only if beings
are unconcealed can we make particular conjectures and decisions. But since
we finite creatures never wholly master beings cognitively or practicaly, there
is dso concealment. With concealment there would be no objectivity, no
decisons, and no history: everything, the past, the present, and the future,
would be wholly transparent to us, leaving no hidden depths to things, and no
scope for choices with uncertain oucomes. (The two pairs of opposites, earth
world and concealment-unconcealment, do not exactly coincide. Earth is partly
unconcealed, and the world is partly concealed.) Truth happens in the work:

Setting up aworld and setting forth the earth, the work isthe
fighting of the battle in which the unconcealedness of beings
asawhole, or truth, iswon (Origin, 55).

Heidegger plays down the role of the artist and tends to regard the work as
the product of an impersonal force, such as truth or art itself, that uses the artist
to actuaize itsdf. In “great art” the atist effaces himsdf: he is like a
“passageway that destroys itself in the creative process for the work to emerge’
(Origin, 40). But an artwork is essentialy “created” (Origin, 56f.). Creation is
quite distinct from the manufacture of a tool: art is not craftsmanship plus

something extra, any more than awork is atool plus something extra.

Why must truth happen in awork? The conflict between concealment and
unconcealment is a conflict between an old paradigm and a new paradigm,

between, say, an old religion and a new religion. An artwork is like a fortress or
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standard marking the ground newly won for truth: “Clearing (ichtung) of
openness and establishment in the Open belong together (Origin, 61). There are,
Heidegger concedes (Origin, 62) other ways of staking our claim to truth: an
“act that founds a political state’ (e.g., the U.S. Constitution); the “nearness of
that which is not smply a being, but the being that is most of al” (the
conversion of St. Paul); the essential sacrifice (e.g., the Crucifixion); or the
thinker’s questioning. (Science is not an “original happening of truth.” It fillsin
the details of a “domain of truth aready opened... Insofar as a science passes
beyond correctness and goes on to a truth,... it is philosophy.”) But art is the
main way that truth happens. Not only the temple but also Greek tragedy lay
down the paradigm, the values and categories, in terms of which a people view

the world and make their choices.

Why must the artwork be created? A work involves a“rift” between earth
and world, and, unlike equipment, composes conspicuous earthy materias into
areposeful form. The notion of rift, Riss, links with that of a blueprint (ground-
plan) or paradigm, a Grundriss (Origin, 64). But it dso means that work is
conspicuous, owing to the tension it embodies. A broom fades into the
background of other equipment, its congtituent materials “used up,” smoothed
down into its usefulness. A work is solitary, tensed, and striking. It is especially
suitable as a marker of truth. But the very existence of the work cries out for
explanation. A work, unlike a tool, bears the scars of its production. The rift

needs a creator to contain it.

A work needs an audience or “preservers’ as well as a creator. The work
draws its preservers “out of the realm of the ordinary” into the new world it
opens up, and suspends their “usual doing and valuing, knowing and looking”
(Origin, 66). The appropriate response to a work is neither knowing now
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willing, but a “knowing that remains a willing, and willing that remains a
knowing” (Origin, 67). It is not carrying out some plan one has aready formed,
but “resoluteness,” the ecstatic entry into a new into a new realm of opennessin
which al one's old beliefs and desires are suspended. It is somewhat like St.
Paul’s conversion; opening up a new field for knowing and willing that is
disconnected from one's previous notions and plans. Great art, like the voice of
God, is not consumer-led: it changes one's whole way of viewing the world and
of finding one's way about in it. But the work is not like a drug, and the
experience is not private: the work is communa and grounds our relations to
one another.

A work, Heidegger has said, is not a thing or a tool with something added,;
things, stuffs, are inconspicuous in equipment and revealed only in works. But
what about the artist? Must not he know about nature, about the things and tools
he portrays, before he creates art? No. It is the work that draws out the nift
(Riss) and draws the sketch (Riss) (Origin, 70). The artist does not first have a
clear view of things and then embody it in a work: nature is opened up for him,
aswell asfor us, only in the work. The work needs creators, who “put truth into
the work,” and also preservers, who “put it to work,” actualize it, that is, in their
communal knowing-willing Origin, 71). But the work aso makes creators, as
well as preservers, possible. Creators are agents of a force larger than

themsdlves; art.

Truth comes, in away, from nothing. We cannot account for Van Gogh's
painting by supposing that he came across some old shoes, and painted what he
saw. For, firgt, the shoes alone could not account for the way in which Van
Gogh saw them. And secondly, he did not see them in a new way before his

painting emerged: “the opening up of the Open, and the clearing of beings,
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happens only as the openness is projected” (Origin, 71). Art, like Paul’s

conversion, comes as a bolt from the blue.

All art, then, is essentially Dichtung (Origin, 72). Dichtung here has a
wide sense and means something like “invention” or “projection.” What the
artist puts into the work is not derived from the things around him, but invented
and projected. All great art involves a “change... of the unconcealment of
beings’ (Origin, 72): it illuminates the ordinary, it rips us for a time out of the
ordinary into another world, or it changes our whole view of the world. In a
narrow sense, however, Dichtung means “poetry” (Poesie), and poetry is
Heidegger's third exhibit. He does not believe that all other arts are, or stem
from, poetry. What he believes is this. Language is not just a medium for
communicating what we know. Language used for this purpose is “actual
language at any given moment.” Language aso brings beings out of “dim
confusion” into the open by naming them for the first time, and thus gives us
something to communicate about. This is innovative language or “projective
saying” (Origin, 74). It lays down what can and cannot be said in the language
of communication. Since poetry isin language, and since it is aform of art, that
is, of the lighting projection of truth, poetry must be projective saying, an
original, innovative use of language to name things and thus open up arealmin

which we can communicate.

Poetry is not, however, only one among several arts. The other arts —
architecture, sculpture, painting, music — operate within arealm aready opened
up by language. The disclosure effected by language, that is, by poetry,
preceded disclosure by the other arts. So poetry is prior to the other arts, just as

linguistic disclosureis prior to other forms of disclosure.
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All art is dichterisch, inventive or projective. So too is the preservation of
awork, since the preserver has to enter the realm disclosed by the work. But the
essence of Dichtung, Heldegger continues, is the founding of truth. “Founding,”
Stiftung, has three senses, and art involves founding in all three senses. Firg,
“bestowing.” The setting into the work of truth involves a radigm-shift: it
thrusts up the extraordinary and thrusts down the ordinary. So truth cannot
derive from what went before. It comes as a gift. Founding is an “overflow,” the
bestowa of agift (Origin, 75).

Second, founding is “grounding.” Truth is cast not into a void, but to
preservers, historical persons. It comes from nothing, but is addressed to a
people. Three factors involved in a people. The first is the people's
“endowment,” their “earth”: the land on which they live and which they
cultivate, but also relatively permanent features of their world such as the
German language that they speak. The second is the ordinary and traditional,
the old “world,” their pagan customs and beliefs, for example. The third is the
new “world,” their “withheld vocation” the beginnings, say, of Christianity
among them (Origin, 75f.). The creation of, say, a Christian work of art cannot
be explained by these factors, especialy not by the old world. But they guide it.
It is composed in German, adapted to their endowment, and it presents a
Chrigtian message. It makes the people's destiny explicit, and grounds it on

their native sail.

Thirdly, founding is “beginning.” A beginning is in a way direct or
immediate, but is may also require long preparation — like a leap (Sprung) for
which we need to prepare ourselves. A genuine beginning is not smple or
primitive; it contains the end latent within itsdlf; it is a leap forward
(Vorsprung), that leaps over everything to come (Origin, 76). Homer’s epics,
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for example, are not primitive and ssimple; they also implicitly contain the
tragedies that later opened up the world of the Greek city-states. The history of
art is not a steady cumulative process, but is punctuated by massive explosions
of creative energy that leave future generations to do what they can with the

pieces.

“When beings as a whole require grounding in openness, art always
attains to its historical essence as founding” Origin, 75). Such art alters our
whole view of being. This has happened three times in the West. First, and most
radically, it occurred in Greece, with its conception of being as “presence”
(Anwesenheit). Then in medieval times, when the beings disclosed by the
Greeks were transformed into things created by God. And finaly it occurs in
modern times, when beings become “objects,” to be enumerated and
manipulated. (This is what lies at the root of “technology.”) Each time a new
world arises; unconcealment of beings happens; and it sets itsdf into work, a
setting accomplished by art. When art happens, a thrust enters history and
history begins again. Art grounds history, not history, not history in the sense of
important events, but history as the entry of a people into its native
endowments, and its movement towards its appointed destiny. Now we
understand the word “origin” in the title of the essay, “The Origin of the Work
of Art.” “Origin,” Ursprung, means a “leap forth” (Origin, 77f). Art lets truth
leap forth. Art is the origin or leaping forth of the work of art. Thus it is the
origin of the creators and preservers of the work, and that means of the

existence of a historical people.

Like Being and Time, this work ends with a discussion of Hegel (Origin,
79-81). Is art, Heidegger asks, still an essential and necessary way in which
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truth happens that is decisive for our historical existence? Hegel answered that
it is not. But Hegel’s answer was given in the framework of a truth of beings
that has already happened, the truth that has informed Western thought since the
Greeks. If ever Hegel’s claim comes up for decision, the decision will involve a
quite different conception of truth. At present we are too entangled in the old
conception to assess Hegel’s clam. All we can do is continue to reflect on art.
This cannot force art into existence, but it prepares for it: “Only such
knowledge prepares a space for art, a way for creators, a location for
preservers’ Qrigin, 78). Heidegger conceives himself as a sort of John the

Baptist for the new art and the new world that isto come.

Heidegger used the word “turn” (Kehre) to refer to two things: the shift of
perspective involved in the trangtion from Divisons | and Il of Being and
Time, the analytic of Dasein, to Division I11, on being and time; and the change
from forgetfulness of being to the remembrance of it that he hoped would come.
Often “the turn” is used to refer to a change in Heidegger’s own thought that
supposedly occurred in about 1930. Can we detect signs of aturn in this third
sense? Has Heidegger changed his mind between Being and Time and Origin?

There is plainly much continuity between the two works. Heidegger is
still concerned with Dasein and its world. But the focus of interest has changes.
Being and Time was concerned with the nature of Dasein in an aready
established world. Origin asks a different question: How is the world set up in
the first place? Heidegger approaches this question through a series of
increasingly fundamental works of art. First, a Van Gogh, which revealsto us a
world that is aready in place. Second, a temple reveals a world, which is often

the dominant, structuring center of a city-state. Here he aso refers to tragedies,
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which originated in a particular city-state, though they were often performed in
other cities. And finally, though implicitly, the Panhellenic poetry of Homer and

Hesiod, poetry regarded as the common possession of the Greek world.

Heidegger no doubt exaggerates. Is art adways so crucia for world-
building as it perhaps was for the Greeks? Was the Christian world set up by art
or only celebrated (or set forth) by art? Might not equipment — the first
automobile or the latest space ship — set up aworld as effectively as an artwork?
Is every dominant, world-structuring monument (such as Trafalgar Square) a
great work of art? But these queries are by the way. The main point is that
Dasein cannot play the pivotal part in the founding of a world. It cannot, as it

doesin the first two divisions of Being and Time, occupy the center of the stage.

Dasein then, is essentidly in the world. Ordinary human discoveries,
communications, decisions, and activities presuppose a familiar background or
values and categories, customs, and routines. How does this world get
established? How for that matter can it be radically changed? Not by ordinary
Dasein, for Dasein is aways aready in the world. By extraordinary Dasein,
then? The artist, the poet, or even the thinker? Heidegger, in the wake of
Holderlin, sometimes describes the poet as a sort of demigod, standing in a no
man’s land between the gods and the people, and transmitting the hints of the
gods to the people. It is in this no man’s land that it is decided who man is and
where he established his existence.

The artist or the poet cannot do his work in any normal human way, in
any way that already presupposes the world that he is to set up. He must be

something like the vehicle of an impersona force — art or truth or being itsalf.
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The artist must be “resolute,” entschlossen, ecstatically “opened up” to this
force. The resoluteness that originally seemed to be away of conducting oneself
authenticaly in this world has found a new role: resoluteness enables the

creator, and the preservers, to found a new world.

Language, too, has found a new role. In Being and Time language grows
out of the significant involvements of the already established world. In Origin it
plays a more fundamental part. Projective language, the naming of things for
the first time, helps to found a world. Human beings, too, cannot devise
language, in the normal human way, which already presupposes our possession
of language. So language, too, at least projective language, is an impersona
force that congtitutes Dasein and its world, not smply an instrument for
communication. This is why Heidegger writes: “Language speaks, not man.

Man only speaks when he fatefully answers to language.” °°

Has Heidegger’s thought changed? Or is it only his questions that have
changed? Or have new questions simply developed out of his earlier questions?
Perhaps we should attend to what he says about the “beginning.” A genuine
beginning, he said, is not smple or primitive; it leaps over what is to come.
Might this be true of his early work? Origin, for example, speaks of earth as the
counterpart to world. Being and Time by contrast, makes no reference to
“earth.” Yet already in lectures of 1925 Heidegger spoke of “earth” as that on
which the world of our work and activity rests®® Earth is not yet, asin Origin,

in conflict with world. It is a familiar outlying part of our world, the semi-

% The Principle of Reason, tr. R. Lilly (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 96.

(Lectures given in 1956, first publication 1957.)

% History of the Concept of Time: Prolegomena, tr. T. Kisiel. (Bloomington: Indiana

University Press, 1985).
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domesticated nature on which we graze our livestock. It isnot, asin Origin, the
threatening, hostile, if indispensable, earth from which a world has to be
wrested. But this is because the questions asked in the two works are different.
The concept of earth remains inconspicuous in Heidegger's early works, but
ready for a more significant role later. The early Heidegger is perhaps the
Homeric epic from which develop the tragedies and temples of the later

Heidegger.

A. What IsaThing?

In declaring his intention to move beyond ‘the usua view’ of art,
Heidegger seeks to shift the emphasis from the artist to the work. As he does so,
he is struck by the contrast between the spiritua or rapturous state of mind
typically ascribed to the creator-artist and the fact that the work of art isathing.
The Van Gogh painting gets its first mention as an example of this ‘thingly’
aspect of art, as an object that can be carted around like any other thingly object,
such as coal, logs, or a sack of potatoes. This thingly element, he says, is
something that all works have, and the examples he chooses — the painting or,
later, the Greek Temple — seem wadll-chosen to illustrate this. But even an
artwork of an apparently more spiritual or ethereal kind — Beethoven's string
quartets, to use another of Heidegger's own examples — cannot escape the
dimension of thingliness, for when not being realized as music scores ‘lie in the
storerooms of the publishing house like potatoes in the cellar (PLT,19). Even
the work in performance is inseparable from the thingly element of sound itself
as vibrations in ar. The same is a fortiori true of architecture, sculpture,
painting, and the other arts.
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Naturaly, Heidegger is very well aware that this is precisely the opposite
of what much academic and popular talk about art has chosen to think about.
Such talk usualy emphasizes the ways in which the artwork is not a ‘mere
thing but a bearer of meaning, functioning as alegory or symbol to manifest
‘something other’ (PLT, 20). This ‘other’ dimension of meaningfulness is
generaly regarded as the authentic element in art, what makes it art, but once
again Heidegger refuses to let this usua view pass unexamined. On the
contrary, he suggests that we cannot have an adequate understanding of the

work unless or until we have taken its thingliness into account.®’

Heidegger therefore goes on to list the three conceptions of the thing that
have dominated thinking about the subject in the West, and that have done so to
such an extent that they are regarded as self-evident and enter into everyday use

without being seen as problematic.

The first view isthat of the thing as the bearer of properties. The block of
granite is the bearer of such properties as hardness, heaviness, extension, bulk,
lack of shape, roughness, color, dullness, et cetera®® This everyday
understanding of the thing is expressed in the Latin philosophical vocabulary of
the West in terms of the relationship between the substance of a thing and its
accidents. This conceptual schema has been widely assumed to be all
encompassing and has been applied to everything from God and His attributes
to the block of granite. It is aso reflected in (or is it, perhaps a reflection of ?)

97 Heidegger does not pause to discuss this, but he will have been very well aware that, even

when the material substratum of art is acknowledged and given its place in aesthetic theory,
it was usual for the different forms of art to be hierarchically graded according to the extent
to which this materiality was sublimated and subordinated to the ‘meaning’ element.
Hegel’ s aestheticsis an outstanding example of this.

% It is characteristic that Heidegger mixes such philosophical-sounding properties as

‘extension’ and ‘heaviness’ with ‘lack of shape’ and ‘dullness’.
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the basic sentence structure of our language, in which meaning is constructed

by means of the relationship between subject and predicate.

But this conception of the thing, Heidegger tells us, ‘does not build upon
the thingly element of the thing, its independent and self-contained character’
(PLT, 25). We sense, he says, that this construa of the thing is an inappropriate
rationalization that does violence to its object. Thus, to take an example
Heidegger hints at and discusses elsewhere, religious believers spontaneously
feel repelled by the God of the philosophers, the Absolute Being accompanied
by such imposing attributes as being-hissown-cause, omniscience,
omnipresence, infinity, et cetera. Such a God, they say, is not the God know in
worship and prayer. At the other end of the scale, an understanding of the block
of granite framed in terms of the relationship between substance and accidents

will never let us see what a stonecarver sessin it.

In What is Called Thinking? Heidegger invites his audience to abandon
for a moment the standpoints of scientific inquiry and, even, of philosophy, to
step outside the lecture hal and just ook at a tree in bloom. * The tree faces us.
The tree and we meet one another, as the tree stands there and we stand fact to
face with it. Aswe are in this relation of one to the other and before the other,
the tree and we Are’ (What is Called Thinking?, 41). This encounter, Heidegger
inggts, is no mere idea. It does not involve any conceptualization of the tree asa
being of such and such a kind, nor any thematic observation of its
distinguishing properties. To say that it is an oak tree of a particular species, at a
particular stage of ots reproductive cycle (in bloom), swaying in the spring
breeze — noe of these technical or poetic observations is necessarily incorrect
but they are not what strike us in our encounter with what Heidegger calls ‘the
undisguised presence of the thing' (PLT, 25). If we imagine that the standpoint
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of science and philosophy is ‘normal’, then this encounter will seem like aleap,
Heidegger suggests — and indeed it is, for there is no chain of reasoning that
links the scientific view with that of the immediate encounter. Y et this leap is
not some kind of mystical experience; it isssimply alesp ‘onto the soil on which
wereally stand’ (What is Called Thinking?, 41). Indeed, it is aleap onto the soil

on which we really were standing all along.

However, to return to Origin, Heldegger recognizes that this challenge to
the normal view could itself be misconstrued as an example of a different but
not less mideading concept of the thing. This is the concept of the thing as, in
the strict sense, an aesthetic object, that which is given to us in and through the
sense, as if our encounter with the tree were to be understood as a kind of
surrender to the sheer sensory impact of the color that dazzles the eye, the scent

that tickles the nostril and the caressing wind.

Once again, however, Heidegger brushes this aside. It is not the case that
we first receive a mass of sensation and then transform them into an
experienced object, but we see the object smply as what it is. ‘We hear the
Mercedes in immediate distinction from the Volkswagon' (PLT, 26), he
remarks. That is to say, we never just hear a bare sound or see a bare color.
These are not the primary data of perception but abstraction from what is given

concretely in actual existence.

Although Heidegger spends less time in the text of Origin on this way of
misconceiving the thing, his brief comments here are the merest tip of the
iceberg and touch on some of the fundamenta philosophica commitments of
his approach © phenomenology. The clearest statement of what Heidegger
understood by phenomenology method is, perhaps, to be found in lectures that
formed the basis of Being and Time, although the introductory methodologica
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section did not appear in the published version.*® These are availablein English
as History of the Concept of Time

Of immediate relevance to the discussion of the thing in Origin is the
exposition given in these lectures of the principle of intentionality. Now,,
although the critique of technology is scarcely developed in such relatively
early writings, part of the attraction of phenomenology to Heidegger wasto find
away of breaking the grip of the scientific positivism that seemed tailor-made
as an ideologica underpinning for a technological society. Whatever the
justification of such an approach in the natural sciences, it was, Heidegger
believed, fundamentally injurious to the human sciences and, above al, to
philosophy. Positivism systematically ignored the question of intentionality, a
concept that lay at the heart of phenomenological method.

What does Heidegger understand by intentionality?

At its smplest, intentionality is ‘a structure of lived experience as such’
(History of the Concept of Time 25). It is, of course, a structure of a particular
kind, one that enables us to bridge the gap between subject and object that has
long puzzled philosophers.

9 Thejustification for turning back to the early Heidegger at this point presupposes a positive

position on the question of continuity between early and later works. The text we are about
to consider itself shows how we can relate the sometimes startling procedures of the later
Heidegger back to his methodological principlesthat he embracesvery early in his career.
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Intentio literally means directing-itself-toward. Every

lived experience, every psychic comportment, directs itself
toward something. Representing is a representing of
something, recalling is arecalling of something, judging isa
judging about something, presuming, expecting, hoping,
loving, hating — of something. 1%

Consciousness, in other words, is never self-contained but, even in its
simplest forms and functions, reaches out beyond itself ‘toward something’, as
Heidegger puts it. However, to escape solipsism it is not of itself sufficient
merely to observe that when | think | think ‘of’ something, since this gives no
guarantee that what | think of really exists outside consciousness. How, then,
can the doctrine of intentionality, thus defined, do more than articulate the

aspiration to transcend a subjectivistic or solipsistic view of consciousness?

The first step in Heidegger's response to this implied charge is that the
customary way of posing the question already involves a misrepresentation of
the fundamental issue. We should not begin with the classical scenario of an
inner psychic event on one side and a physical object out there on the other. No
matter how hallowed by convention this picture may be, the question it suggests
is only a derivative, or secondary, issue. More basic than the question of
perception, couched in such terms, is that of what Heidegger calls comportment
(Verhalten). What does this mean? Let us take Heidegger's own example. |
come into aroom and see a chair. Now, the chair that | thus see isnot in the first
instance the object of detached empirical perception. It is smply the chair |
have to push out of the way, or walk around, or sit on, or on which the cat is
already resting. In such ways | live out an intentional comportment toward the
chair long before | ever isolate it as a distinct object of perception. Clearly, the

100 Heidegger, M. History of the Concept of Time (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
1992), 29.
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comportment in which | encounter the chair doesn’'t just involve what |
subsequently isolate as ‘the chair’, but embraces the whole complex of lived
experience in which | encounter the chair itself: everything that has to do with

my going into this particular room.

Intentional comportment is not, howewer, introduced by Heidegger as a
step in an argument that would culminate in my being able to say with
confidence that the chair ‘actualy’ exists as a physica object in three-
dimensional space. The concern that is revealed in intentional comportment is
not the perceived entity, but the perception of the entity, the entity ‘as it is
perceived, as it shows itself in concrete perception’ (History of the Concept of
Time 40), ‘the way and manner of its being-perceived’ (History of the Concept
of Time 40), ‘the how of its being-perceived... the how of its being-intended’
(History of the Concept of Time45).

This may still fall short of providing an adequate response to the charge of
subjectivism. Nevertheless it does show us what Heidegger things is being
amed at in phenomenological investigation, namely, the uncovering of this
‘as, ‘way and manner’, or “how’ of the perception of the object. To go back to
the example, the chair is disclosed to me in the first instance ‘as the chair |

want to sit on, or from which | have to shoo away the cat.

However, there are two further refinements to the theory of intentionality
we must take into account if we are to understand the philosophical significance

that Heidegger ascribesto it.

The first concerns the distinction between intentional presuming and
intentional fulfillment. Presuming, in this context, means simply alluding to

what is perceived in a general, empty, merely formal way, as when | report to a
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friend in the hal outsde the room ‘There is a chair in that room’. The friend
will perfectly understand what | say, but this will say nothing to him of how he
will encounter the chair for himsef when he goes in, whether he sees it as a
tasteful antique chair, a shabby old thing, an obstruction or a convenience. The
intention has become detached from its object, and the object itself, the chair, is
correctly identified but not thought in its concrete specificity. Intentionality is
said to be fulfilled in concrete intuition such that | have ‘the entity present in its
intuitive content so that what is at first only emptily presumed in it demonstrates
itself as grounded in the matter’ (History of the Concept of Time49).

However, no more than in Origin does Heidegger understand intuition
here in terms of the immediacy of sense experience. My grasp of the chair as
that from which | have to shoo away my cat isin some sense prior to its impact
on me as a congeries of sense data. In this connection Heidegger claims that
there is a categorical structure given in intuition. Now, clearly, in the light of his
comments about substance and accidents (and of what he will go on to say
about matter and form) Heidegger is not wanting to endorse either a Kantian or
an Aristotelian theory of categories, and certainly against Kant, if not Aristotle,
he is not suggesting that we have at our disposal atable of categories that we
smply ‘apply’ in intuition. Instead, the “how’ of our intuition always involves a
certain structuring of experience that is embedded in the most fundamental
dimension of experience itself. | see a row of trees, a flock of wild ducks,
Heidegger says, and that | see them as a row or a flock ‘is not based upon a
prior act of counting. It is an intuitive unity which gives the whole smply. It is
figural’ (History of the Concept of Time 66).1%*

101 As it is not immediately relevant, | shall not pursue here the further question which
Heidegger discusses as to whether it is aso possible to have what he calls ideational
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Against this background, we can see that Heidegger's apparently
buccaneer brushing-aside of the second view of the thing, the thing as what is
given to us as the object of sense-experience — a view which ‘makes it press too
hard upon &' (PLT, 26) — presupposes an extensive philosophical preparation,
the outcome of which is that, for Heidegger, sense experience is never ‘raw’ but
aways dready interpreted, experienced ‘as this or that object of intentional

comportment.

This discussion will provide a reference point for further elements in
Heidegger’'s treatment of both things and works of art, but what of the third

view of the thing that he regards as characteristic of the popular view?

This is the view that the thing is to be understood in terms of the
distinction between matter and form, such that ‘the thing is formed matter’
(PLT, 26). More precisdly, the thingly element in, for example, the work of art
is ‘the matter of which it conssts (PLT, 27). Perhaps this is the most common
sense way of understanding the thing. Certainly, Heidegger comments, it is ‘the
conceptual schema which is used in the greatest variety of ways, quite generally
for all art and aesthetics' (PLT, 27). And not only in art and aesthetics: ‘Form
and content are the most hackneyed concepts under which anything and
everything may be subsumed’ (PLT, 27). Add to this the refinement that form is
correlated with rationality, logic and subjectivity, while matter is linked to the
irrational, the illogical and the object, then, Heidegger says, ‘representation has
at its command a conceptua machinery that nothing is capable of withstanding’
(PLT, 27).

intuition: i.e., intuition in which | intuit one-ness, unity itself, as such and apart from its
manifestation in, e.g., the row of trees or flock of ducks.
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Heidegger is particularly interested in the fact that the matter-form
distinction makes clear that whatever is anadyzed in such terms is being looked
at, more or less explicitly, in terms of its usefulness, as ‘equipment’ to be used
for agiven function. Form is not regarded as something, as it were, grows out of
the matter or co-originates with it. Form is what is imposed or impressed upon
matter for a specific purpose. When we are confronted with a thing
(Heidegger's examples are a jug, an ax, and a shoe) the materia element is
subordinated to the form, which, in turn, is subordinated to the use to which the
thing is put, so that what we want to know about the jug is whether it is
capacious enough or whether it leaks, about the ax whether it is sharp enough or
balanced enough, and about the shoe whether it fits and is waterproof (or, it
may be, fashionable). ‘Usefulness is the basic feature from which this entity
regards us (PLT, 28), Heidegger comments.

These remarks suggest to Heidegger a further, interesting observation:
that what exists in this manner —i.e., what exists as ‘useful’ —is, or appears to
us as, ‘the product of a process of making. It is made as a piece of equipment
for something’ (PLT, 28).

Turning from jugs and shoes to the big picture, Heidegger then adds that
the dominion exercised by the matter-form distinction was, historicaly,
significantly enhanced by the way in which it was taken over from Aristotle by
medieva Christian theology and applied to the total relation between God and
the world, such that the world becomes what God has made for the fulfillment
of His purposes, however these are conceived. But this effectively reduces the
world to the status of mere instrumentality, a useful means to an end, rather than

something of intrinsic value.
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Inevitably we hear in such comments anticipations of Heidegger’s later
critique of technology, and this is born out by further developments in the text.
For a subsequent historical transformation of the conceptualization of the thing,
atransformation that was to prove decisive for the modern understanding of the
world and of the things within it, occurred in the early scientific revolution and
the incorporation of that revolution into the presuppositions of modern
philosophy. In lectures given in the winter semester of 1935-36 (and therefore
concurrent with his reworking of the first verson of Origin) Heidegger
discusses this with particular reference to Newton and Kant. Stating that
Newton is the founding figure of modern science, Heidegger draws attention to
the title of Newton's magnum opus. the Mathematical Principles of Natural
Philosophy. In this title we can immediately see that science, for Newton, is
regarded as fundamentally mathematica. Now mathematics, as Heidegger
understandsit, isaway of knowing that draws upon or that brings to expressing
what we know, or presume we know, of thing ‘in advance’ (What is Called
Thinking?, 73).

Think again of the example of the row of trees or the flock of ducks. Here
we seem to be in the situation that our grasp of oneness precedes our perception
of any particular instance of a unitary phenomenon, suchas‘a row or ‘a flock.
‘The mathematical, Heidegger says, ‘is this fundamental position we take
toward things by which we take up things as aready given to us, and as they
should be given' (What is Called Thinking?, 75). Mathematics is projective, in
that it runs on ahead of actua experience, determining in advance and entirely

in terms of its own salf-determining laws what can cannot count as knowable.

However, Newton's significance is not just that he made mathematics
foundational for natural philosophy. It is also to do with the way in which this
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foundational role is further shaped by his first law of motion, the law of inertia:
that, ‘Every body continues in its state of rest, or uniform motion in a straight
line, unless it is compelled to change that state by brce impressed upon it’

(What is Called Thinking?, 78). Already in Newton's own time this was spoken
of as ‘alaw of nature universally received by al philosophers and today (that
i, in Heidegger's day) it seems entirely uncontroversial. Heidegger, however,
draws attention to the scale of the revolution in thought that the formulation of
this law involved. Previoudy the dominant view of motion had been that of

Aristotle. This differed from the Newtonian view the basic form of motion was
linear, and objects only divert from linear motion under external pressure (e.g.,
gravity), Aristotle had given the highest dignity to circular motion, such that it
was the circular motion of the heavenly bodies that held the universe together in
a coherent whole. Thus, whereas on Newton's theory the moon would fly off
into space if it were not constrained by the gravitationa pull of the earth, for
Aristotle the circular motion of the moon belongs to the moon’s nature.
Secondly, Newton’s law applied to all bodies without exception, while Aristotle
had held to the view that each body had a different kind of motion according to
its specific nature.

When Newton's law of motion is developed on the basis of mathematical
method a significantly novel view of nature and of the thing emerges. Nature ‘is
now the realm of the uniform space-time context of motion” (What is Called
Thinking?, 92), ‘Bodies [now] have no concealed qualities, (What is Called
Thinking?, 93) and are thus available without remainder as objects of
observation and experimentation. The uniformity of bodies requires uniformity
of measure, and this is precisedly numericd measurement (What is Called
Thinking?, 93-94). But, given the understanding of mathematics as projective,

i.e., as determining what can or cannot be known of things in advance of actual
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experience, ‘the basic blueprint of the structure of everything and its relation to
every other thing is sketched in advance' (What is Called Thinking?, 92). Nor is
it simply the case that mathematics predetermines what can be known of each
individual entity or of any particular local ensemble of entities that become the
object of scientific scrutiny — i.e, it is not just a ‘method’. Because of the
interconnectedness of al bodies, the mathematical projection ‘first opens a
domain where things — i.e, facts — show themselves (What is Called
Thinking?, 92). Mathematics, in other words, does not merely give us a method,
ameans by which to know better things with which we are aready familiar in a
rough-and-ready way, it determines the whole field of possible experience, the
kind of world in which it is possible for anything that is knowable to be. Its laws

provide the mode for laws of nature.

This, Heidegger continues, is fundamental to Kant's concept of pure
reason. For Kant’s pure reason is something very different from the rationality
of man ‘the rational animal’ of previous centuries. Pure reason bespeaks the
mathematical predetermination of the realm of knowable beings. A doctrine of
pure reason is a doctrine that

What is athing must be decided in advance from the highest
principle of al principles and propositions, i.e., from pure
reason, before one can reasonably deal with the divine,
worldly, and human (What is Called Thinking?, 110-111).

On this basis, Heidegger concludes that Kant is not concerned with

The question of the thingness of the things that surround us but
with the thing as an object of mathematical-physical science
(What is Called Thinking?, 128).

137



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

This, then, is where we are led by the view of the thing that bases itself
upon the form-matter distinction: mathematics, pure reason, is the form that,
determined in advance, projects itself upon and impresses itself upon the matter
of the world. And what follows from that? What follows, according to
Heldegger, is not only that the world is laid open without remainder, without
any hidden corner, to the omniscient eye of modern science; it aso means that
the world in its entirety is made available to us as a resource for technological
manipulation. Indeed, as we have seen, it is virtualy axiomatic for Heidegger
that technology does not follow upon science as a chance outcome or fortuitous
application of scientific ‘results’, but that the determining of the world as what
is mathematically knowable is, from the very outset, geared to the purposes of
technological manipulation and management. What Newton and Kant provide
is thus the blueprint for transforming the world into sheer resource, mere

equipmentality.

' 102 5nd ‘semblance of salf

Having expose the ‘boundless presumption
evidence' of these customary ways of regarding the thing, Heidegger has to
consider whether there is in fact any dternative. Does the way of science

exhaust the possible ways of looking at things?

B. Looking at Things

The prospects would not seem hopeful. However, the lectures on the
history of the concept of time are once more instructive. Having expounded the

phenomenological concept of intentionality in terms of its fulfillment in

102 A comment that, in the light of Heidegger's notion of presumptive intentionality should not
be heard as simple moral condemnation.
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categorical intuition (the seeing-how or the seeing-as that, Heldegger claims, is
aready present in the simplest and most primitive acts of consciousness and is
not merely something added on), he then goes on to explore how

phenomenology tries to get at and show this seeing-as.

Phenomenologica method is, he says, fundamentally descriptive, but not
‘merely’ descriptive. It does not smply reproduce the object in the medium of a
prose commentary. It is rather an ‘accentuating articulation’ of what is given in
the intuition and, as such, is andytica. In describing an object
phenomenologically, | do not just record my first impressions but aim at laying
bare the categorical structure that is given in and with experience, even though |
may not immediately notice it in the moment of experience itself. Thus, | do rot
usualy notice that in saying ‘Look at that flock of ducks | am presupposing the
categorica intuition of the oneness of the flock as a concrete phenomenon. But
this oneness is not an a priori structure that | lay upon the phenomenon. The
flock really exists as a flock, the row of trees redlly is a row of trees. In this
way, Heldegger says, phenomenological description is also ontological. For the
focus of phenomenological inquiry isindicated by the word itself, as Heidegger
famoudy interprets it. For the phianomenon is that which shines forth from
itself. It is no ‘mere appearance’ . The phenomeno-logis, therefore, is one who
allows the theoretic gaze to rest upon the phenomenon and makes manifest in

discourse, legein, the categorica structure of the phenomenon.

What is needed, then, is not to come up with an aternative definition of
concept of the thing that could be put into play against the prevailing view, but
to return to the thing itsalf, to redescribe it in the manner of an ‘accentuating
aticulation’ so as to alow what is given in the phenomenon, the categorical

intuition, the seeing-as, to come to expression in its own terms.
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And thisis just what Heidegger proceeds to do in Origin with the shoes —
but which shoes?

We have seen Heidegger’s treatment of Van Gogh'’s painting of the shoes
as controversid because he supposed identification of these shoes with the
shoes of a peasant woman — who, in turn, is made to exemplify the peasant
virtues of blood-and-soil ideology — brings his discussion into the orbit of his
Nazism. It has also been claimed that this is an example of Heidegger's own
ideological commitments running on in advance of the phenomena, because he
has quite smply misidentified the painting, relying on nothing more than a
fading memory of a painting seen in an exhibition in Amsterdam, and the shoes
are in fact Van Gogh's own. On this reading the whole thing is nothing but an
embarrassing mistake that does no more than illustrate Heidegger’s contempt

for facts, his art-historical amateurism and his political prejudices.

However, as we have seen, Heidegger nowhere claims that the shoes Van
Gogh painted were ‘actually’ those of a peasant woman. All he saysis that they
are like those of a peasant, and then, later, he contrasts what the painting enables
us to see with what such shoes would mean to a peasant woman. If the artist
shows us the world of the shoes, the woman just wears them as a piece of

equipment, without regard to their ‘“meaning’.

Yet, even if we clear Heidegger of crassy confusing the real identity and
ownership of the shoes depicted in Van Gogh's painting, it can scarcely be
denied that the section of the lecture where he leads up to an phenomenological
description of the peasant woman's shoes is extremely confusing. As he
switches back and forth between the shoes in the painting and the *actual’ shoes
worn by an imaginary peasant woman, it is easy for the reader to become

disoriented. Nevertheless, the production of this disorientation may itself be
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deliberate on Heidegger's part, and his procedure of oscillating between the
painted and the actual shoes may be rhetorically intended to break his grip of
the usua view in which we know in advance what is required for the thing to be
accepted into the realm of knowable objects. It is, in other words, a deliberate
exercise in defamiliarization. But Heldegger’'s longer-term aims are not simply
negative, since he breaks the spell of the usua view in order to make possible a
different approach, one that would not determine in advarce what it is for a
thing to be a thing but would alow the thing itsdlf to present itself to us asit is

in its intuited figure.

If we were to concern ourselves exclusively with the painting, then we
would find ourselves trapped within the prevailing canons of art criticism and
aesthetics. If we were to concern ourselves solely with the shoes of the peasant
woman we would never break out of a purely instrumental understanding of
them as useful objects. Smply of itsdf the painting does not instruct us in how
to regard the actual shoes, any more than Homer instructs us in the art of war or
Moby Dick in the art of whale hunting. If we “simply look at the empty, unused
shoes as they merely stand there in the picture, we shal never discover what the

equipmental being of the equipment in truth is” (PLT, 33).

“And yet —" Heidegger concludes baldly, offering no immediate
explanation as to what this “And yet =" might mean. Indeed, to be consistent, he
cannot. As with the confrontation with the tree in blossom, we can only proceed
by means of aleap, abeit alegp into what is most familiar, most everyday. And
where does this leap take us? Into one of Heidegger’s most celebrated pieces of

phenomenological description.

Since Heidegger claims that phenomenological description answers in

every detail to what is disclosed by the phenomenon, it follows that, like poetry,
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it cannot easily be précised. However, a couple of sentences illustrate both how

Heidegger uses the method and what he saw in the shoes.

On the leather lie the dampness and richness of the soil. Under
the shoes dides the loneliness of the field-path as evening
fals. In the shoes vibrates the silent call of the earth, its quiet
gift of the ripening grain and its unexplained self-refusd in the
fallow desolation of the wintry field... This equipment belongs
to the earth, and it is protected in the world of the peasant
woman (PLT, 33).

Previousy we heard Heidegger arguing that phenomenological
description, understood as ‘accentuating articulation’, arises out of the
categorical structure that is given in intuition itself. At first glance there is
nothing here that recalls anything like what we find in ether Aristotle’s or
Kant's list of categories. However, given Heidegger’'s positioning of his own
task in relation to that of the history of philosophy, this should not surprise us.
For what we see here are in fact the beginnings of a whole new schema of

fundamental ontological categories, the first of which are earth and world.

In wearing the shoes, in living her life, the peasant woman is sure of and
inhabits her world without anything being missing from it. She does not need
either artists or philosophers to put her right about any aspect of her world, to
make it fuller or more spiritud. It is complete in itself. But what the artwork
doesisto ‘let us know what shoes arein truth’ (PLT, 35), i.e,, it revealsthemin
their world. The painting, then, is not to be evaluated in terms of its faithful
imitation of any particular pair of actual shoes, but rather by allowing us to see
the ‘equipmentality of equipment’, the world of work figured in the particular

instance of the shoes.

What does Heidegger mean by this opaque formuation?
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This does not become entirely clear in the first section of Origin, where
the discussion of the shoes takes place. It is, however, clarified retrospectively,
in the light of what Heidegger goes on to say about the second work of art to

which he devotes an extended discussion: the Greek temple.

Again the thick, analytically accentuating articulation cannot be easily
paraphrased, and again what comes into view in terms of categorica structures

are those aready encountered in the case of the shoes: earth and world.

The temple, Heidegger says, “first gives to things their look and to men
their outlook on themselves. This view remains open as long as the work is a
work, as long as the god has not fled from it” (PLT, 43). In giving things their
‘look’ and men their ‘outlook on themselves' the work ‘sets up’ aworld (PLT,
44) or ‘makes space for a world (PLT, 45) by bringing into the Open,

revealing, laying bare, disclosing its structure.

Although it remains hard and perhaps even futile, to attempt any binding
definition of what Heidegger means by ‘world’, several things are clear. The
first, which follows from everything that has been said so far, is that the artwork
does not predetermine the world in the way that, according to Heidegger,
mathematics does. In ‘settingup’ a world, the artwork is not imposing a
projective enframing. Rather, it alows the world to come to appearance — not,
of course, as‘mere’ appearance but as the shining-forth, the phenomenalization
of what, in truth, it is. The second is that the cumulative metaphors (or more
than metaphors?) of light, vision, shining-forth, and openness suggest that
Heidegger does not want us to be thinking of a private, imaginary world, a
fantasy world that might serve as a retreat for dreamers and romantics. It is, on
the contrary, open and public, the world of a people, the Hellenes, or the

Germans. Third, and in close relation to the preceding two points, athough
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‘world’ in Heidegger's sense is something different from the world that science
takes as its object it is not a world that is separable from materidity. On the
contrary, materiality is even more necessary, even more present, than when we
approach the world with regard to its equipmentality. | shal shortly return to
this point, but before that one further comment about the relationship between
work and world isin place.

The work does not bring the world into being. Van Gogh's painting did
not create the life of peasants. But by showing us the truth of peasant shoes,
Van Gogh enables us to see the world of the peasant, to have a sense for the
meaning of peasant life, which is not evealed in the daily grind of living a
peasant- like life. In this regard it could be said that there is both an analogy and
a dis-analogy between the function of the work of art and the process of
psychoanalysis. Both are concerned with bringing hidden truths out in the open.
However, the truth revealed in analysis, even if — perhaps especially when — it is
indeed the truth, is likely to be experienced by the patient as chalenging or
contradicting his own everyday understanding of himself and his world. If
psychoanalysisis to save, it must first destroy. So too, perhaps, philosophy. But
the way in which the work of art works is, according to Heidegger, very
different: it is not hostile to that which it discloses, nor does it set itself up as
offering an aternative explanation or interpretation to that which aready
prevails. It smply (but Heidegger is, of course, always insistent that the ssmple
is aways the most difficult) lets the world appear asit is, in its being.

But, perhaps once more in contrast to psychoanaysis and certainly in
contrast to Newtonian science, the revelation of the world in the work of art
does not and does not intend to bring everything out into the open. Integra to its

revelation of the world is its acceptance that the life-world of the human subject
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iswhat it is only in relation to what is not luminous, what does not appear, what
is preserved in darkness and is not available as a resource for use or as an object
of knowledge. But, precisely because what is thus concealed is integral to the
world and to the revelation of the world as world, this, too, is involved in the
artwork. What we are talking about here is, in fact, nothing other than what
Heidegger cals ‘earth’, the dark, ever unillumined ground on which the open

space of world is s&t.

Thus, for example, earth is present in the stone out of which the templeis
built.

A stone presses downward and manifests its heaviness. But
while this heaviness exerts an opposing pressure upon us it
denies us any penetration into it. If we attempt such a
penetration by breaking open the rock, it still does not display
in its fragments anything inward that has not been disclosed.
The stone has instantly withdrawn again into the same dull
pressure and bulk of its fragments. If we try to lay hold of the
ston€e’ s heaviness in another way, by placing the stone on a
balance, we merely bring the heaviness into the form of a
calculated weight. This perhaps very precise determination of
the stone remains a number, but the weight’ s burden has
escaped us ... The earth appears openly cleared asitsalf only
when it is percelved and preserved as that which is by nature
undisclosable ... The earth is essentially self-secluding. 1%

The relationship between world and earth is, in human experience at least
(and perhaps none of this makes any sense purely ‘objectively’, i.e., apart from
the existentia interest of human beings — no matter what Heidegger's
reservations about humanism), both reciproca but also conflictual. World

struggles to free itself from earth, light from darkness — but earth absorbs world,

103 pLT, 46-47.
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drawing it back into the pre-conscious darkness from which it emerged. The
precise state of balance between these conflicting forces determines the exact
form of the world in any particular epoch. Perhaps in the 24-hour-a-day
illumination of the contemporary city ‘earth’ may seem to have been finally
vanquished. Perhaps — or perhaps we are smply unable to recognize the form
that earth is taking for us today, excluded as it is from what is framed by the
enframing gaze of technological rationality.

Earth and world, then, emerge as two of the fundamental terms of
Heidegger’s new categorial schema. As his thought develops they will be added
to and further clarified, until he arrives at what he will call ‘the Foufold' of
earth, sky, gods, and mortals. This Foufold offers Heidegger a way of
envisaging beings that, he believes, is radicaly distinct from, though not
absolutely unrelated to, the ‘nature of natura science whose laws are
conformable to those of mathematics in such a way as to be atogether and

entirely available for technological manipulation.

Strikingly, both art and the thing remain crucial to Heidegger’ s attempts to
articulate the Foufold. Thus, in the 1950 lecture on ‘the thing' he takes an
everyday earthenware jug and embarks upon a phenomenological description
that aims precisely to bring into view what ‘never comesto light ... never getsa
hearing’ (PLT, 170) in the scientific view: the thing in its thingness. Again, the
following extracts aim to do no more than give a flavor of Heidegger's way of
carrying out such a description. The jug, he says, is a hollow vessdl, that takes
what is poured into it and preserves it. However, the truth of the jug is only

fully revedled when it is used for pouring.
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The twofold holding of the void rests on the outpouring. In the
outpouring, the holding is authentically how it is. To pour
fromthejugisto give... Thejug'sjug-character consistsin
the poured gift of the pouring out... The giving of the
outpouring can be a drink. The outpouring gives water, it gives
wine to drink. The spring stays on in the water of the gift. In
the spring the rock dwells, and in the rock dwells the dark
slumber of the earth, which receives the rain and dew of the
sky. In the water of the spring dwells the marriage of sky and
earth. It stays in the wine given by the fruit of the vine, the
fruit in which the earth’ s nourishment and the sky’s sun are
betrothed to one another... In the jugness of the jug, sky and
earth dwell. The gift of the pouring out is drink for mortals. It
quenches their thirst. It refreshes their leisure. It enlivens their
convividity. But the jug's gift isaso at times for
consecration... The outpouring is the libation poured out for
the immortal gods. The gift of the outpouring as libation is the
authentic gift. In giving the consecrated libation, the pouring
jug occurs as the giving gift... In the gift of the outpouring that
is drink, mortals stay in their own way. In the gift of the
outpouring that is a libation, the divinities stay in their own
way... Inthe gift of the outpouring earth and sky, divinities
and mortals dwell together all at once These four, at one
because of what they themselves are, belong together.
Preceding everything that is present, they are enfolded into a
single Foufold. %4

Are such passages, for all their extraordinary originality and force,

testimony to the fact that Heidegger’s concern with art and with the thingliness

of things (and his desire to find a way of thinking that escapes the net of
mathematical calculation) is, despite his protestations, mere poetic

embellishment, a retreat into a private fantasy world after the failure of 1933?

Or dare we assert that Heidegger is tentatively and provisionally adumbrating

104 1pid., 172-73.
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the first outlines of what might yet open a new path of thinking along which we
might, collectively and not just singly, escape the wastelands of modernity and
technology?

We are not yet in a position to answer such questions, since the work of
art and thing are not the only bases on which Heidegger attempts to think his
way forward. For Heidegger's strategy is not simply the well-worn Romantic
tactic of opposing art to science and telurian values to the technological
exploitation of the earth. Crucia here is the expansion of the initial insight into
the thing that occurs when this insight is transposes into the medium of
language that makes possible a history of thinking, and it is only in relation to
this history and its present crisis that the full meaning of the thing comes into

view.

We shall, as we must, return to the question of the status of the kind of
invocations of the Foufold we hear in the meditation on the jugness of the jug.
But we shal do so with the additional buttressing provided by a larger
understanding of Heidegger's critical reading of the philosophical tradition,
and, coming out of that, of the way in which he judges the most fundamental
guestion facing humanity to be the question of Being: that is, the question as to
what beings-as-awhole, in their Being, i.e., the whole life-world of humanity,

can mean for us today.
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Chapter 6

UNCOVERING THE GREATNESS OF THE WORK OF ART

To delve deeper into Heidegger's writings in the 1930s would be
appropriate to the prolegomena of the previous chapter. In the mid-1930s
Heidegger indulged in a certain rhetoric of greatness. The most notorious of this
rhetoric is the sentence from An Introduction to Metaphysics where Heidegger
distinguishes “what is today being put about as the philosophy of National
Socialism” from “the inner truth and greatness of this movement” (IM, 199)*%
More revealing — and more disturbing still — are the comments in the Rectora
Address of 1933, where Heidegger declares that there is a “will to greatness’
and that the decision between it and the decline which occurs whenever things
are just allowed to happen determines the fate of “the march that our people has

begun into its future history”.*%® Other instances of the rhetoric of greatness

105 Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, tr. R. Manheim (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1990). If we follow not the published text of 1953, but Pdggeler's
reconstruction it would seem that manuscript referred to “the inner truth and greatness of
N.S.” and that in the lecture he actually said “the inner truth and greatness of the
movement.” There is also reason to believe that the explanatory phrase “namely, the
encounter between global technology and modern man” was not in the manuscript, as he
claimed later, although it is clear that the confrontation with technology was a, perhaps the,
crucia political question at this time (M, 37-38). On the difference between Heidegger's
account of these event and the historian’s reconstruction of them, see, for example, Otto
Pdggeler, “Nachwort zur zweiten Auflage,” Der Denkweg Martin Heideggers (Pfullingen:
Neske, 1983), 340-42; tr. D. Magurshak and S. Barner, Martin Heidegger’'s Path of
Thinking (Atlantic Highlands, Humanities Press, 1987), 275-77. Also Poggeler “Heideggers
politisches Selbstverstandnis,” in Heidegger und die praktische Philosophie, ed. Annemarie
Gethmann-Seifert and Otto Poggeler (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988), 59, n.11.

108 Martin Heidegger and National Socialism. Eds. Gunther Neske and Emil Kettering. New
Y ork: Paragon House, 1990.
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could be multiplied,*®” but | will focus on somewhat more discreet use of it in
Origin (known fully as, “The Origin of the Work of Art"). The phrase in
guestion is so familiar to everyone that it is readily overlooked. Only as one
reads and rereads the text do the puzzles and enigmas to which Origin givesrise

come to settle on the phrase “great art.”

At the beginning of the second of the three lectures that constitute the
essay, Heidegger observes that, compared with the work, the artist remains
inconsequentia in great art. Only in passing does he indicate that great art alone
is what is under consderation here “Gerade in der grossen Kunst,
understanding von ihr aleinis hier die Rede, bleibt der Kiinstler gegentiber dem
Werk etwas Gleichglltiges,...” (PLT, 40). The extent and significance of this
restriction is far from clear. How far does this “here” extend? Does the
restriction refer to the essay as a whole? Or is it confined to the immediate
context of the phrase? From where does Heidegger borrow the concept of
“great art” and to what extent does he underwrite it? On the surface, the concept
of “great art” belongs to aesthetics, and yet Origin is alegedly engaged in
overcoming the aesthetic tradition. The question of whether Heidegger succeeds
in twisting the concept of art free of its metaphysical heritage will prove to be
al the more acute when raised with reference to the concept of great art.

Throughout Heidegger's writings the self-evidence that accompanies
inherited concepts, simply by virtue of their familiarity, is put in question. It
was in those terms that Heidegger introduced the task of the destruction of the

107 As an example of Heidegger's fascination for this theme, see his inscription in the copy of
Burckhardt’ s Grosee, Gliick and Ungliick in der Weltgeschichte that he gaveto art historian
Kurt Bauch at Christmas 1937. Karin Schoeller-von Haslingen, “’Was ist Grosse?,’”
Heidegger Studies 3, 1987/88, pp.15-23. In particular Burckhardt’'s comments on great
poets in the essay “Das Individuum und das Allgemeine (Die historische Grosse)” should
be compared with certain aspects of Heidegger’ s discussion.
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history of ontology in Being and Time (43). That is why one must be cautious
when Heidegger appeals to our familiarity with artworks in an attempt to
resolve the problem that threatens to stop the inquiry from ever getting started.
At the outset of Origin Heidegger observes that the question of the origin of the
work of art cannot be answered with reference to the artist, because the artist is
an artist only virtue of the work. And yet the work needs the artist. Each needs
the other. Furthermore, one cannot turn directly to art, asthisin turn exists only
in works. Heidegger suggests that we must start from actual works, because that
is where art prevails, but he is well aware of the difficulty: “How are we to be
certain that we are indeed basing such an examination on artworks, if we do not
know beforehand what art is?” (PLT, 18). Heidegger breaks the circle, or rather
he is able to embrace it, because “works of art are familiar to everyone’

(Kunstweke sind jerdermann bekannt.) (LT, 18). That is why, in order to
discover what art is, he begins by posing the question of the work.

The question of the work sets the first part of the essay on a circuitous
route. In outline, the question of the work becomes a question of the thingly
aspect of the work. Hence, Heidegger attempts to distinguish the prevalent
concepts of the thing. Because the thing if often confused with equipment,
Heidegger is led to investigate what equipment is. It is only at that point, with
Heidegger pursuing a trgjectory that threatens to be aways postponing the
guestion of art, that, by what is presented somewhat disingenuously as sheer
good fortune, something is discovered about the work: “unwittingly, in passing
so to speak” (PLT, 35). This is because, contrary to the design of the inquiry,
which was to proceed viathe thingly aspect of the thing to the thingly aspect of
the work, the apparent diversion into equipmentality proved to be a shortcut
insofar as it was a work that instructed us about equipmentality. Everyone is

familiar with equipment, such asapair of shoes (PLT, 32-33). It was smply out
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of convenience that recourse was made to a painting of a pair of shoes. The
reader is told that a pictorial representation would help with the description.
Only subsequently does it emerge that the painting proved to be more than
simply a convenience. The painting allows us to notice the shoe's reliability,
something which the wearer of the shoes, the peasant woman in Heidegger’'s
example, knows without being specifically aware of it. Certainly there was no
mention of reliability in Being and Time There the Being of equipment was
understood to be usefulness or utility, on the basis of an analysis that relied on
the obtrusiveness that arises when, for example, the shoes are worn out (PLT,
34-35; Being and Time, 103). The rdiability or dependability of the shoes
would never have been discovered without the help of the painting (PLT, 35).
Such is the curious itinerary of the first of the three lectures, rendered al the
more circuitous when in the third lecture it is discovered that the thingly aspect
of the work was rather its earthy character, so that the premise on which the
inquiry set out was false (PLT, 69). One suspects that Heidegger’s itinerary in
the first part of Origin is governed in large measure by a need to redress the
discussion of the readiness to hand in Being and Time, in preparation for the
revision of the concept of the world, now that it is to be juxtaposed with that of
the earth.

The elaborate trgjectory | have just rehearsed was not part of the original
outline of the essay. The discussions of Van Gogh's painting and of the
different concepts of the thing in the first part of Origin were added to the text
only when the original lecture was expanded into three lectures during 1936.
The three lectures were delivered in Frankfurt in November and December
1936, and they form the basis of the edition published in 1950 in Holzwege with
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the addition of an epilogue.'®® Two earlier versions of the lecture were
published in France.’®® This is the version Heidegger delivered in Freiburg on
13 November 1935, a full year before the Frankfurt version. Heidegger repeated
it in Zurich in January 1936. The publication of this text as “the first version”
seems to have provoked the editors of the Heidegger Gesamtausgabe into
releasing an undated, but clearly earlier, version under the title “VVom Ursprung

des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung”.*1°

A comparison of the three versions— which | will refer to as the first draft,
the Freiburg lecture, and the Frankfurt lectures respectively — helps to reveal the
dynamic of Heidegger’ s questioning and allows certain neglected features of the
text to be highlighted. Furthermore, the differences between the three versions
show Heidegger negotiating — or perhaps rather evading — the political redlities
of his time. However, even if | succeed in showing that there is an unsavory
political dimension to the essay, this does not mean that the essay can smply be
dismissed. It is not difficult to show that alanguage is contaminated, especially
when that serves to redtrict a text to a monotonous or monological reading, one

that deprives the text of any truth it might convey. However, before judging

198 Heidegger's claim that parts of the epilogue were written at the same time as the lecture has
been confirmed by the publication of earlier versions of the lecture. The 1950 tex was
revised — athough most of the modifications were relatively minor — when it was published
separately in 1960 in the Reclam series. At the same time Heidegger included an
Addendum that was written in 1956. The addendum tries in a certain way to rewrite the
essay from the standpoint that Heidegger had attained in the 1950s. It was this text that
formed the basis for the Hofstadter translation in Poetry, Language, Thought. The Reclam
text, and not the 1950 version, served as the basis for the edition of Heidegger’'s Holzwege
that appeared as Volume 5 of Heidegger’s Gesamtausgabe. Some notes were added drawn
from Heidegger’'s copies of the third edition of Holzwege (1957) and the Reclam edition.
The most recent version of Holzwege published independently of the Gesamtausgabe
follows this text.

19 pe I'origine de I'oeuvre d'art. Premiere version (1935). Ed. E. Martineau (Paris:
Authentica, 1987).

10 «\v/om Ursprung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Sudies 5 (1989), 5-22.
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Heidegger’ s political stance on the basis of such an analysis, one would need to
compare Heidegger's language not just with the Nazi discourses on art of the

same period, but also with other discourses on art.

To take just one example, it is not enough o show that Heidegger shares
the Nazis enthusasm for the word Volk, not least because it was dready a
common term in German discussions of art prior to the twentieth century. It is
instructive in this context to recall Gadamer’s observations in an essay written
in 1966 on “The Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem.” At one point in
the essay Gadamer focuses on the experience of the alienation of aesthetic
consciousness that arises when one judges works of art on the basis of their
aesthetic quality. He observes that the problem had already been recognized in a
particularly distorted form when National Socialist politics of art, “as a means
to its own ends, tried to criticize formalism by arguing that art is bound to a
people” ! Gadamer did not mention Heidegger by name, nor is there any
indication there or elsewhere that he would subsume Heidegger's essay under
this label, but what he went on to say would apply perfectly well to Origin.

Despite its misuse by the National Socialists, we cannot deny
that the idea of art being bound to a people involves area
insight. A genuine artistic creation stands within a particular
community, and such a community is always distinguishable
from the cultured society that is informed and terrorized by art
criticism.?

11 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Kleine Schiften | (Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1967), 102-103; tr. David
E. Linge, Philosophical Hermeneutics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 5.

12 H.-G. Gadamer, “Zur Einfthrung,” in M. Heidegger, Der Urspring des Kunstwerkes
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 1967), 101.
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The notion of the Volk has tended b play only a minor role in the
interpretation of Origin. Gadamer fails to mention it in his introduction to the
Reclam edition of Heidegger's essay. 2 It is possible that the word has been
ignored, wittingly or not, out of a certain sensitivity, an attempt to safeguard
Heidegger’ s text from being reduced to an address to the German people, which
in certain respects is exactly what it was — even when delivered to the student
body at Zurich University. Far from it being the case that Heidegger retreated
into a discussion of art in consequence of his political disillusionment, as used
to be said on occasion, the texts on art and poetry have a strong political
component.** Indeed, to neglect the political dimension of Heidegger's text is
to risk restricting Origin to the reAlm of aesthetic alienation, instead of

recognizing it as a response to aesthetic alienation.

The published work, Beitrage zur Philosophie, confirms that Heidegger's
essay belongs to the overcoming of aesthetics. In a section entitled
“’Metaphysics and the Origin of the Work of Art” Heidegger writes that,

The question [of the origin of the work of art] standsin
innermost connection with the task of the overcoming of
aesthetics and that means at the same time of a specific
account of beings as objectively representable.!*®

113 pid., 102-125.

14 philippe Lacoue-Labarthe reminded his readers that in 1933 Heidegger never said that “the
beginnings of ‘a Verwindung' of nihilism are to be in poetic thinking.” La fiction du
politique (Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1987), 86; tr. Chris Turner, Heidegger, Art and Politics
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 55. Whereas the turn to Holderlin is dramatic in 1934 with
the lecture course on the poems Germanien and Der Rhein, Heidegger's ambiguity are
chartered by recent biographical studies of Heidegger.

15 Beitrage zur Philosophie. GA 65 (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1989), 503. Also in English as
Contributions to Philosophy (On Enowning), tr. P. Emad and K. Maly (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1999).
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It is clear that Heidegger means Origin to put aesthetics radicaly into
question, but this introduces a difficulty. Isit not possible that the concept of art
is irretrievably marked by aesthetics? That Heidegger is engaged in aradical
questioning of the concept of art is confirmed by An Introduction to
Metaphysics. In the context of his statement that for us moderns the beautiful is
what reposes and relaxes, such that art is a matter for pastry cooks, he says,
“We must procure for the word ‘art’ and that which it names a new content on
the basis of an original and recaptured basic position to Being” (IM, 132): “Wir
muissen dem Wort ‘Kunst'” und dem, was es nennen will, aus einer urspringlich
wiedergewonnen Grundstellung zum Sein einen neuem Gehalt verschaffen.”
The question is how far Origin accomplishes this task. When Heidegger
answers the question of the origin of the work of art by designating art to be an
origin, has he given the concept of art a new content? Does reliance on the
familiarity of art, and specificaly of great art, not imply a certain reliance on
aesthetics?

Heidegger specifically explores the relation between great art and
aesthetics in his account of the “Six Basic Developments of the History of
Aesthetics’ inthe first of the lecture courses on Nietzsche. Heidegger offers this
history in preparation for a reading of Nietzsche, but it is an indispensable
accompaniment to Origin, especialy as it belongs to the same period as the
Frankfurt verson of the lectures. The text explores the relation between the
history of the essence of aesthetics and the history of the essence of art.**® The
correlation Heldegger establishes across the six stages is an extraordinary one.
Prior to metaphysics, there is great art, but there is as yet no aesthetics. Only

when great art comes to an end, at the time of Plato and Aristotle, does

118 Nietzsche, Vol. 1. The Wl to Power as Art. Tr. D.F. Krell (New York: Harper & Row,
1984), 79,
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aesthetics begin. The third stage, which corresponds to modernity, is
characterized by the formation of a dominant aesthetics in terms of aesthesis. It
is accompanied by the decline of great art. In Hegdl, the fourth stage, aesthetics
achieves its greatest possible height. Meanwhile, great art comes to an end.
Nevertheless, the history has two further stages to run. The fifth stage is referred
to Wagner and the collective artwork, which marks the dissolution of sheer
feeing and which, in its effects, is the opposite of great art. Aesthetics become
psychology in the manner of the natural sciences, and a the same time art
history develops. Finally, aesthetics is thought to an end by Nietzsche in the
physiology of art. Heidegger himself does not here directly underwrite the idea,
which he attributes to Nietzsche, of art as the countermovement of nihilism,
although it could be argued that he does so in “The Question Concerning
Technology.”

It might seem that in this history art takes an inordinate time to die and
suffers many false deaths in the process, like the hero or heroine of a Victorian
melodrama. In other respects, however, this story of decline is typicaly
Heideggerian, even mirroring in its stages Heidegger’' s account of the history of
the essence of truth (cf. PLT, 81). But in this case Heidegger seems to have
been more determined than ever to have history convey a mord. Art and
aesthetics are not compatible. Aesthetics prospers as art declines. Aesthetics is
great when it tells what greet art used to be.

Heidegger constructs this history from a framework borrowed largely
from Hegel, while using the inclusion of Nietzsche to subvert the Hegedlian
starting point.*” Although Hegel is presented as the Vollendung or completion

17 For another discussion of the relation of Heidegger's “ The Origin of the Work of Art” to
Hegel based on Heidegger’'s brief sketch of the history of aesthetics and of art, see J.
Taminiaux, “Le dépassement Heideggérrian de |'esthétique et |'héritage de Hegel,”
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of aesthetics, Heidegger will later in the lecture course acknowledge that
Nietzsche is its extreme form (Nietzsche, Bands 1 & 2. Pfullingen: Neske, 1961,
129 { hereafter referenced as Nietzsche} ). Great art is defined not on the basis of
aesthetic judgments concerning the relative merits of different artistic styles but,
in Hegel’s phrase, as an “absolute need” (Nietzsche, 84-85). Its task, in
Heidegger’'s paraphrase of Hegel, is to be “the definite fashioner and preserver
of the absolute” (Nietzsche, 90). In Heidegger's own language, great art is “the
definitive formulation and preservation of beings as a whole” (Nietzsche, 89).
But Hegel is clear that in these terms, the work performed by great art passed to
religion and finally to philosophy. That is the meaning of the famous sentence,
“Art is and remains for us, on the side of its highest vocation, something
past_nlls

Heidegger’ s sketch of the history of art and aesthetics does nothing to ease
the suspicion that surrounds the quest for a non metaphysical concept of art.
This is because Heidegger is hampered by the lack of a Greek concept of art.
The Greek word techne is associated with the second stage of the history of art
and aesthetics, not its first stage, which is where Heidegger located grest art.
When in Origin Heidegger appeals to techne, it is in the context of his
observation that it is difficult to distinguish the essential features which separate
the creation of works from the making of equipment, an observation which

looks as if it might threaten his attempt to separate the two. To compound the

Recoupements (Brussels: Ousia, 1982), 175-208. Andreas Grossmann insists that
Heidegger's approach is opposed to that of Hegel, but he does not take into account
Heidegger’s sketch of the history of aesthetics that helps establish the complexity of the
relation as detailed in the present chapter. See “Hegel, Heidegger, and the Question of Art
Today,” Research in Phenomenology 20, 1990, 112-135.

118 G.W.F. Hegdl, Vorlesungen tiber die Asthetik I, Werke in zwanzig Banden 13 (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1970), 25; tr. T.M. Knox, Aesthetics V.1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1975), 11.
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difficulty he recdls the fact that the Greeks not only used the same work for
both art and craft, they did not distinguish between craftsmen and artists.
Indeed, both trandations of techne, “art” and “ craft,” are mideading: techneisa
form of knowing. Heidegger’ s redetermination of techne as Wissen, a“knowing
which supports and conducts every irruption into the midst of beings’
(Nietzsche, 81), is something on which he ingsts in a number of different
contexts. But Heidegger fails to address the question of why the Greeks, who
belonged to the time of great art and who allegedly “understood something
about works of art” (PLT, 59), did not leave in their language any mark of the
distinction between the artwork and equipment.

Nevertheless, Heidegger does give an account of how within metaphysics
the same conceptudity of production — the notion of eidos in Plato, the notions
of form and matter in Aristotle — are applied indiscriminately to works of art
and to equipment. “All reflection on art and the artwork, al art theory and
aesthetics since the Greeks stands until now under a remarkable fatality. With
the Greeks (Plato and Aristotle) reflection on art employed the characterization
of the artwork as a thing that was made, that is, a work of equipment
[Zeugwerk]. Thereby the artwork is at first, and that means here in its actua
Being, formed matter” Qrigin, 52). Elsewhere Heidegger explains that the
distinction between matter and form arose in the realm of manufacture and was
subsequently transferred to that of art (Nietzsche, 82). That metaphysics blocks
our access to the work as work is an idea easly accommodated within a
Heideggerian framework. What is hard to reconcile with it is the apparent lack
of any recognition among the Greeks of the kind of distinction between work
and equipment Heidegger seeks. In contrast to the broad conception of techne
employed by the Greeks, he wants a highly restricted conception of great art.

This does nothing to ease the suspicion that Heidegger's conception of art is
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trading off the very aesthetics that it is supposed to question. It seems that at
various junctures Heidegger’'s discussion relies precisely on the kind of self-
evidence that a thoroughgoing destruction is supposed to put in question (cf. GA
5,12; PLT, 22).

How else is one to understand the absence from Origin of any sentence
that would say for art what Heidegger said for religion in his lectures on
Heraclitus in the summer of 1943:. “There is no Greek reigion at al”
(Heraclitus, 13)? This is of particular importance given Heidegger’'s tendency
to equate what is Greek with what is fundamenta and to relegate what the
Greeks lacked to the realm of the derivative and deficient. For Heidegger,
religion, both as aword a thing, is Roman. Why does Heidegger not say, “There
is no Greek art at al?’ This would not commit him to saying that there is no
Greek tragedy, no Greek music, no Greek dance, and so on. It would simply
acknowledge that the Greeks did not share the fairly recent sense that these
activities have something in common that can be designated art. In fact, he
seems to assume the collectivity of the fine arts, as when he refers to the way
the Greeks accorded a primacy to poetry among the arts (Nietzsche, 164-
165).11° The evidence is rather that they laced that conception of the arts that
would lead one to juxtapose poetry and, for example, architecture or music. In
other words, Heldegger appears to take the modern system of les belles artes for

granted and incorporates it into his conception of art.1*°

19 At one point it looks as if Heidegger might have attempted to displace the concept of art by
narrowing his focus and adopting the concept of poetry (GA 5, 59; PLT, 72), but thereisno
evidence of him sustaining the attempt beyond Origin.

120 5ee W. Tatarkiewicz, “Classification of Artsin Antiquity,” Journal of the History of Ideas
24, 1963, 231-240, and P.O. Kristeller, “The Modern System of the Arts,” Renaissance
Thought and the Arts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 163-227.
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Although Heidegger can be faulted for the way he approaches the concept
of art, he is more circumspect in his approach to the artwork itself. Because
metaphysics serves to obstruct access to the work as work, the question of the
accessbility of the work is central to Heidegger's attempt to overcome
aesthetics. It is the problem with which Heldegger begins the draft version of
Origin; just as it introduces “The Work and Truth,” which is the second of the
three lectures congtituting the Frankfurt version. Heidegger repeats in this
context the observation that the usua or inherited concepts of the thing have
blocked our access to the work-being of the work. He suggests that to gain
access to the work it is necessary to remove it from al relation to everything
else. This presumably means that the work should not be referred to anything
other than itself. For example, the work is not to be referred to the artist. This
proposal is made to sound the most natural way to proceed. Perhaps it would
have been prior to the publication of Being and Time, where the analysis in
sections 15 to 18 showed that only when things are approached in their
interconnection can one discover the relational structure that exhibits the
readiness to hand of equipment. This suggests that Heidegger is being
disingenuous when he of all people poses the question of the self-subsistence of
the work in precisdy these terms. Nevertheless, it proves to be a highly
convenient way of focusing on the context in which art appears, and,
importantly, given Heidegger's remarkable neglect of this aspect elsewhere in
this essay, quite explicitly with reference to equipment (GA 5, 21; PLT, 32), it
introduces an historico-cultural perspective. Artworks have been torn out of
their own space to be exhibited in museums. Indeed, it often seems that the
museum, as the place where art is exhibited, determines for the public what is
and what is not art. A short essay on Raphadl’s Sxtina, written in 1955,
develops the point at greater length:
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“Wherever this picture may yet be ‘exhibited’ in future, it has
lost its place [Ort]. That it might unfold its own essence
incipiently, that is to say, that is might itself determine its
place, remains denied to it. Transformed in its essence as
artwork, the picture wanders into the aien. Presentation in a
museum levels everything into the indifference of ‘exhibition.’
In an exhibition there are only sites, but no places” (GA 13,
120).

The exhibition, the museum, corresponds in respect of location to the time
of aesthetics.

Even if a work remains in its origina location, as usualy happens with
architectura works, once the world of the work has perished, nothing can be
done to restore it. As a result of the withdrawal and decay of its world, the
works are no longer works. They are past (GA 5, 30; Origin, 22; PLT, 41).
Although Heidegger does not say vergangenes but Gewesenen, the reference to
Hegel’ s claim about the past character of art is clear. The self-subsistence of the
work has fled. It is not smply that the art industry combines with the ordinary
inherited concept of the thing to obstruct our access to the work as work, which
might suggest that the work-being of the work remained concealed but intact.
No amount of textual emendation, no extensive critical apparatus, can restore

Sophocles' text to its own world and so let it be awork once more.

The work does not belong to the museum world, the world documented
by historians, or the world of the art industry. It belongs to the world it opens up
by itself. Heidegger illustrates the working of art with the following example:
“The temple, in its standing there, first gives to things their look and to men
their outlook on themselves.” He immediately adds, “This view remains open as
long as the work is a work, as long as the god has now fled from it.” With the

flight of the god from the temple, the self-subsistence of the work has fled with

162



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

it (GA 5, 30; PLT, 41). If Heidegger had indeed visited “the remains of a Greek
temple,” for example that at Paestum, he would have found not a place but a
gte, or in the words of Being and Time smply “a bit of the past... dill in the
present” (BT, 430).

This raises the question of Heidegger’s own access to the work. How did
he arrive at his description of the temple? Can he account for his text at this
point? He does at one point suggest that a recollection (Erinnerung) of the work
can bring back what is past even to the point where such a recollection might
offer the work a place from which to shape history. Nevertheless, this is to be
distinguished from the case “where the work is preserved in the truth that
happens by the work itsef” (GA 5, 56; PLT, 68). The draft version makes clear
what is a issue in this distinction. Historical recollection may enable us to
experience the temple as Paestum or the cathedral a Bamburg as an
“expression” of their respective ages. They testify to the previous splendor and
power of a people, but that does not mean that the they are still works in
Heldegger’s sense. “Our ‘glorious German cathedrals can be an ‘inspiration’ to
us. And yet — world decline and world withdrawal have broken their
workbeing.” *2! In other words, because of world withdrawal, the Germans of
the 1930s should not look to German cathedrals to do the work of art. Being in
flight, being away (Wegsein) remains at hand (vorhanden) in the work in such a
way that world decline could be said to belong to the work.*?? There are o
immortal works of art (GA 5, 66; PLT, 79). On this view great art is from its
outset always dying.

121 Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies 5
(1989), 7.

122 pid., 10.
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The world of the temple, like the world of Raphagl’s Sxtina, has
withdrawn. This shifts attention to Heidegger’'s other examples, most notably
the poems of Holderlin and Van Gogh' s painting of the shoes. Heidegger at one
point in Origin establishes a clear parallel between the temple and the Van
Gogh painting. “ Truth happens’ in both. One cannot distinguish the two cases
by suggesting that Van Gogh's painting works only within the limited sphere of
disclosing the equipmentality of equipment, “what the equipment... is in truth”
(GA 5, 25; PLT, 36), whereas in the case of the temple “beings as a whole are
brought into unconceament” (GA 5 44; PLT, 56). Heidegger in the second
Frankfurt lecture is quite explicit that the truth of the Van Gogh painting cannot
be so restricted. Truth happensin Van Gogh's painting in such away that “that
which is as a whole — world and earth in their counterplay — attains to
unconcealedness’ (GA 5, 44; PLT, 56): the earth to which the shoes as
equipment belong and the world of the peasant woman that protects it (GA 5,
23; PLT, 34). It would seem, therefore, that if the temple was great art in its
time, the Van Gogh painting must also qualify as great art. Similarly, the role
Heidegger givesto Holderlin, particularly in the first two versions of Origin and
in the 1934-35 lecture course, would seem to warrant a similar status for his
poetry. But how could this be reconciled with the sketch of the history of art
and aesthetics given in the Nietzsche lectures, where Heidegger seems to accept
Hegel’s claim that “art is and remains for us, on the side of its highest vocation,
something past”? And, above dl, if HOlderlin's poems and Van Gogh' s painting
were so clearly great art, what sense could one make of the questioning in
which Origin culminates, particularly its fina verson? One would have to

suppose that these questions were simply rhetorical, even false.'*

123 The question of the status of the example of the Van Gogh painting has also been raised,
though with a somewhat different resolution, by Jay Bernstein. See “Aesthetic Alienation:
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All three versions of the lecture pose the question of how far and why art
still exists. Contrasting the different versions, it seems that Heidegger does not
proceed toward an answer so much as he succeeds in placing his initial answer
in question. When in the draft Heidegger asks if truth as “the openness of the
there” must happen in the way that it arises in the origin as art, he gives a
relatively unambiguous response. Because “truth is essentialy earthy,” then
“the work, that is art, is necessary for the happening of truth”.*?* It hardly needs
to be emphasized that this focus on the unique status of art contrasts with the
recognition in both the Freiburg and Frankfurt versions that there are other ways
in which truth might happen: the founding of the politica tate, the questions
and saying of the thinker, and so on (GA 5, 50; PLT, 61).1?° This establishes a
clear difference between the draft and the subsequent versions that is not smply

amatter of omissions.

Even 5o, it is tempting to refer this difference to an omission. What
intervenes between the draft and the lectures Heidegger delivered at Freiburg
and a Frankfurt is, at least on the surface, Hegel. The Freiburg version
culminates in a discussion of Hegel’ s statements about the past character of art,
and while the Holzwege text relegates the explicit discussion of Hegel to an
epilogue, which presumably means that it was not included in the lectures as

delivered, it can be shown that Hegd’s discusson of art permeates the

Heidegger, Adorno and Truth at the End of Art,” Life After Postmodernism, ed. John Fekete
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1987), 86-119.

Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies 5
(1989), 21.

The triumvirate of the poet, the thinker, and the founder of the state can already befound in
the Holderlin lectures at the end of 1934, and so presumably predates all three versions of
“The Origin of the Work of Art,” thereby raising the question as to why art was singled out
in the draft. As a provisional response it can be noted that the conflict nay be more
apparent than real. In the relevant passage in the Hdolderlin lectures, Heidegger was
addressing not truth specifically, but the people, and already in this respect the poet was
given acertain priority (GA 39, 51).

124

125
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conclusion of the main body of the text. Nothing better marks the intervention
of Hegel than the definition of great art to be found in the different versions. In
Origin, however, great art is characterized quite differently. According to the
draft, art is made great not only by its power of unfolding, its being an origin,
but also by its related power to destroy Eerstorung). Specificaly, great art
destroys the public.1?® This constitutes the political agenda of Heidegger's
discussion of art, which in the Holzwege version is sufficiently discreet to have
allowed most readers of this essay, including mysdlf, to have downplayed it
until recently. For Heidegger, art destroys the public to form a people. In
Germany in the 1930s, nothing could have been more politically charged.

The crucia discussion isfound in the final paragraphs of each of the three
different versions. Although they use the same terms and so look remarkably
similar, they point in different directions. What they share is the distinction
between, on the one hand, an art that is an origin (Ursprung) and as such a
Vorsprung, and, on the other hand, an art that remains a mere supplement
(Nachtrag), a routine cultura phenomenon. What has to be decided, according
to Heidegger, is whether art is to remain something secondary, as happens when
it is conceived in terms of expression and elucidated further in terms of such
concepts of embellishment, entertainment, recreation, and edification; or
whether art is to be an ingtigator of our history €n Vorsprung in unsere
Geschichte).'?” This distinction serves as a reinscription of the distinction
between great art and subsidiary forms of art, although it remains to be seen

how radical areinscription it is.

126 Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies 5
(1989), 8.

127 pid., 22.
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All three versions also use the language of decision, but in the draft the
connection is much closer to the kind of decision to which Heidegger called the
German people in the Rectoral Address, just asthe idea of art as an instigator of
our history echoes what he calls in the same place “the march that our people
has begun into its future history.” When Heidegger asks whether or not we are
in the neighborhood of the essence of art as origin, it seem clear, even if he does
not spell it out, that “we” means the German people. And when he says that
clarity about who we are and who are not already constitutes the decisive leap
into the neighborhood of the origin, one can at least provisonally understand
this as a question about whether the Germans are to be a Publikum or a Volk.
The stridency of the draft means that Heidegger |eft relatively undevel oped any
doubts he might have had about whether the German people would take the
path he was laying out for them. Instead, there was a polemical tone about the
draft, found aso in the Holderlin lectures from the same period, and in both
cases it was directed against the expression theory of art that he associated with
Erwin G. Kolbenheyer, Oswald Spengler, and the racist ideologue Alfred
Rosenberg, and that was widely prevalent at the time.'?® Although nothing is
spelled out, the implication is that by combating the philosophy of art as
expression, Heidegger is preparing for the time when the Germans would be
ready to choose their destiny. So long as art was restricted to being a form of
expression, a German cathedral might inspire the public, for example, but a

people would never come to be founded.

The brief discussion of Holderlin in the draft exhibits the same degree of
conviction that can be found in the 1934-35 lecture course on Hélderlin.

Holderlin institutes German Being (Seyn) by projecting it into the most distant

128 1pid., 17-18.
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future.®®® Heidegger is quite explicit about the political significance of this
conviction. To side with Holderlin is “politics’ in the highest and most
authentic sense, to the point that one no longer has any need to talk about the
“political.”*3° That Holderlin is not yet a force in the history of the German
people simply means that he must become one. Similarly, in the draft of Origin
Holderlin's poetry is introduced as “the untrodden center” of the world and
earth of the German people, where their great decisions are held in reserve 3!
The poems may scarcely be attended to, but they are more actua in the
language of the German people than all the theater, cinema, and verse in
circulation. The draft ends with a brief quotation from Hélderlin's “Die
Wanderung,” which athough its meaning is not explicated is said to provide the
key to what precedes it.

Schwer verlésst,
Was nahe dem Ursprung wohnet, den Ort.

Had it is,
For what dwells near the origin, to leave its place.

How Heidegger meant these lines to be understood is not easily decided.
The context suggests that the focus falls on knowing whether or not we dwell
near the origin and, if we do, the manner in which we stay in proximity to the

work as the only place where truth happens.**

129 Holderlins Hymnen “Germanien” und “Der Rhein.” GA 39 (Franfurt: Klostermann, 1980),

220.

130 pid., 214.

131 Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies 5
(1989), 15.

132 pid., 21.

168



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

The Freiburg lecture puts in question what the draft had presupposed by
asking whether there must always be art and a work for truth to happen (Origin,
44). Heidegger himself acknowledges this question to be a turning point in the
essay. Whereas the draft insisted that there must be a work for there to be truth,
the Freiburg version says only that if there is to be a happening of truth of the
kind that one finds in art, there must be a work (Origin, 42). In other words, as
already noted, art as a setting into work is now presented as only one of the way
that truth happens. The result is that when in the Freiburg lecture Heidegger
returns to the themes found at the end of the draft, the focus of the investigation
has undergone a decisive shift. The question has now become whether there is
great art any longer and, indeed, whether there could still be greet art. That isto
say, it is no longer a question of whether art is an origin, but whether it can be
an origin again, and not just the accompaniment or supplement it has become.
In this context Heidegger again emphasizes the transitory character of art. Great
art is never timely. An art is great if it sets into a work the truth that is to
become the standard for a period (Origin, 48). That isto say, an artwork is great

for a specific time, but only for atime.

The question of whether art itself is destined to remain only a
supplementary announcement is posed in terms of Hegel’s pronouncements of
the past character of art. Heidegger agrees with Hegel that we no longer have
any absolute need to present content in the form of art, but Heidegger during the
course of the lecture disputed Hegel’s conviction that art is presentation
(Origin, 52). So Heidegger says that a fina decision about Hegel’s judgment is
still awaited. This decision, however, is not to be confused with the judgments

of a critic or an at historian who might inform us about the quality or

169



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

originality of certain works.**® It is a “spiritual decision” in which a people
determine who they are. Or, rather, as Heidegger is addressing the Germans, the
guestion is that of “who we are.” As in the draft, the role of the thinker is not
clearly elaborated, but in Heidegger's growing clarity that a people's
knowledge of what that artwork could and must be in their historical existence
contributes to that decision. Presumably the thinker contributes to the people's
knowledge of what the work can do, through delivering lectures like “The
Origin of the Work of Art.”

The Frankfurt lectures can be read as teking a stage further the
transformation in the questioning that occurred between the draft and the
Freiburg lecture. At the end of the Frankfurt lectures Heidegger is quite explicit
that the question of the essence of art, the question of the origin of the work of
art, is to be displaced by a more genuine questioning (GA 5, 65; PLT, 78). The
rhetoric of these closing pages is striking. Heidegger’s questions follow after a
series of assertions lasting several pages. Never had Heidegger been more
assertive in his discussions on art and never was he to be so questioning. The
question of what art is, such that it could properly be caled an origin (GA 5, 58;
PLT, 71), has changed to become the question of whether art is or is not an
origin in our historical existence, the question of whether and under what
conditions it can and must be an origin (GA 5, 65; PLT, 78). That isto say, even
though the references to Hegel were relegated to the Epilogue, the question of
the past character of great art govern the inquiry.

133 At one point in the Beitrage zur Philosophie, written in the years immediately following
“The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger introduces the notion of artlessness
(Kunstlosigkeit) to address precisely thisissue (GA 65, 506). Artlessness has nothing to do
with art as understood by the culture industry: “An art-less moment of history can be more
historical and creative than times with an extensive art industry.” It is only by traversing
artlessness that art happens, when it does, which is seldom enough.
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The question of the past character of art or, as one might say, the question
of the coming poets, dominates the inquiry as it becomes more enigmatic for
Heidegger. As Heidegger insists in the Epilogue, he does not claim to solve the
riddle of art (GA 5, 66; PLT, 79). And as he says in the Addendum, written in
1956 and first included in the Reclam edition of 1960, “What art may be is one
of the questions to which no answers are given in this essay.” ** Given the
political agenda of the draft, in keeping with the explicitly acknowledged
politics of the Holderlin lectures, it is not surprise to find that this change in
tone reflects a change in the relation between the thinker and the people. In the
draft version the thinker is not named. What matters is clarity about “who we
are and who we are not,” because such clarity is “aready the decisive leap into
the neighborhood of the origin.” *** The question “Who are we?’ as a question
addressed to the people had been developed in the first Holderlin course.**®
Heidegger acknowledges the time of this question as the time of the poet, the
thinker, and the founder of the state insofar as they found the historical
existence of a people.*®” But the draft version of Origin focuses only on the
relation of the poet to the decision of the people. When, in the Freiburg version,
Heidegger emphasizes that this decision “can only be prepared for by long
work,” it is possible to recognize this preparation as the contribution of the
thinker, even though the thinker is still not named in this context. What is made
clear in this verson is how meditation on art since Plato and Aristotle,
particularly in its form as “art theory,” has proved to be an obstacle to a proper
posing of the question of who we are. But only in the Frankfurt lectures, where

134 Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1960), 99.

135 Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies 5

(1989), 22.

138 Holderlins Hymnen “Germanien” und “Der Rhein.” GA 39 (Franfurt: Klostermann, 1980),
48-59.

17 pid., 51.

171



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

the question of whether we are is not explicitly posed, does the “we” become

problematic. It becomes problematic to the extent that Heldegger seems unable
to control it.

Alongside the “we” of the German people is the “we” of the thinker, the
one who meditates on art:

We ask about the essence of art. Why do we ask in this way?
We ask in thisway in order to be able to ask more genuinely
whether art isor isnot an origin in our historical existence,
whether and under what conditions it must be an origin (GA 5,
65; PLT, 78).

In the last of these sentences a transition is made from the “we’ of
Heidegger, the “we” of the thinker, to the “we’ of the people is confirmed three

sentences later when Heidegger asks,

Arewe in our existence historicaly at the origin? Do we
know, which means do we give heed to, the essence of the
origin? Or, in our relation to art, do we still merely make

appeal to a cultivated acquaintance with the past? (GA 5, 65;
PLT, 79)

The identity of the people is made explicit when Heidegger, returning to
the quotation from Holderlin with which the draft verson had aso ended,
acknowledges that the poet’s work “still confronts the Germans as a test to be
stood.”

The lines from Holderlin themselves no longer convey the same sense that
they had in the draft. The context is no longer that of the question of why truth
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has to happen as art and the emphasis is ho longer on dwelling near the origin.

By the time that one reads in the Frankfurt version

Schwer verlésst,
Was nahe dem Ursprung wohnet, den Ort.

the emphasis has shifted to the oppressiveness of this departure from art as
the place of origin. The earlier stridency with which Heidegger had challenged
the theory that German art is an “expression” of the people®*® has been replaced
by a certain Schwermut, or melancholy, which matches the isolation that the
thinker now experiences in his meditation on art. Is it a mistake to hear in this
change of mood Heidegger’ s growing awareness of his political isolation? Does
not a space open up between the thinker and the people precisdy as
Heidegger’s recognizes that he was not to be given the role in determining the
direction of the Nazi Party that he had projected for himself?

In al three versions importance had been attached to a knowing which
was not theoretical but the site of the decision about art. Only in the third
version was this knowing specifically associated with meditation on art and thus
with the thinker. The thinker's role was specified again in 1943 when
Heidegger wrote, “For now there must be thinkers in advance, so that the word
of the poets may be taken up.”**° The thinker prepares a space for the work, a
path for the creators, and quarters for the preservers (GA 5, 65; PLT, 78). The
coming preservers are an historical people (GA 5, 62; PLT, 75), whose knowing
allows the work be a work and maintains its self-subsistence (GA 5, 55; PLT,

68). Although Heidegger fails to acknowledge it fully in his text, the “we”

138 Heidegger, M., “Vom Urspung des Kunstwerks. Erste Ausarbeitung,” Heidegger Studies5
(1989), 18.

139 Er|auterungen zu Holderlins Dichtung (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1971), 30.

173



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

becomes as enigmatic as the work of art. Heldegger for the most part writes of
the Germans as this thrown people, but the Germans in this sense are no more
than a public who fail to recognize their poet. The German people that
Holderlin's poetry addresses are yet to be congtituted. However marked the
different versons of Origin might be with a certain politica rhetoric, which
betrays Heidegger’s still shocking involvement with the Nazi Party, he himself
experiences the untimeliness of this thinking, a non-synchronicity between his
audience as he addressed them and as they heard him — as in the famous
“Become who you are.” Insofar as Heidegger forced the issue and assumed the
existence of the audience only the artwork could open up, he in a sense became
part of the art industry, perhaps even the Nazi machine. At other times he was

more sendgitive:

We do not want to make Holderlin relevant to our time but, on
the contrary, we want to bring ourselves and those who are
coming under the measure of the poet.1*°

Perhaps the enigma of whether Van Gogh's painting of the shoes is great
art or not shares in the uncertainty created by the political context. It would
seem that the Van Gogh painting is supplementary art, rather than great art.
That is to say, it is awork, but not an origin. It expresses a world rather than
instituting one. In keeping with this one might note that, although there was a
time when the people in Greece who lived in the shadow of the temple relied
upon the temple, the peasant woman depends on her shoes, not the painting.
However, smply to see the issue in these terms is to ignore the political
component of Heidegger's discussion that the present reading of Origin has
brought to the surface. For Heidegger, the political meaning of the Van Gogh
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painting can be seen in An Introduction to Metaphysics, where it is clear that he
is doing more than evoking aworld aready in place or threatening to disappear.
Heidegger described the painting in this pastoral passage:

Asto what isin the picture, you are immediately aloe with it
as though you yoursdlf were making your way wearily home
with your hoe on an evening in late fal after the last potato
fires have died down (1M, 199).

One is tempted to ask further about this way of “reading” paintings
whereby one projects onesalf into the world it represents, but more urgent is the
guestion of whether the picture is not being evoked by Heidegger — according to
the notorious phrase Heidegger apparently added to the lecture course later — as
part of the encounter between globa technology and modern man (1M, 199). It
seems that Heldegger would have liked the painting to be not just an expression
of a culture that had had its time. He wanted it to be a till untimely work of
great art, one whose preservers were awaited. In that case the question of
whether the Van Gogh painting warranted the title great art, in the all-important
sense of helping a people determine who they are, was till undecided in 1936,
so far as Heidegger was concerned. It was undecidable by the thinker at the
time because the answer would come only when and if the public made their
decision to become aVolk in the requisite sense, aVolk living from the earth. It
was, for Heidegger at that time, no doubt also a question about the future
direction of National Socialism. Hence, the introduction has a melancholic
mood. By the same token, it was not so much for Heidegger himself but for the

people to decide. It is a question of whether or not art would again become “an

140 Holderlins Hymnen “Germanien” und “Der Rhein.” GA 39 (Franfurt: Klostermann, 1980),
4,
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essentia and necessary way in which truth happens in a decisive way for our
historical Dasein” (PLT, 80).

This third version is not the last version of the closing pages of Origin,
even if one takes into account the Epilogue and the Addendum. Once one
recognizes the importance of the issue of the dominance of technology and “the
gpiritual decline of the earth” (IM, 37-38) operative in Origin, it quickly
becomes apparent that the last two pages of “The Question Concerning
Technology,” a text known in a version dating from 1953, represent what
was a least Heidegger's fourth attempt to write a concluson to Origin.
Heidegger’'s discussion moves through at least five stages, which recapitulate,
supplement, and revise the essay of amost 20 years before. The discussion
starts with the ambiguity of the word techne. In Origin its breadth seemed to
congtitute an obstacle to Heidegger's attempt to mark the difference between
the artwork and equipment. In “The Question Concerning Technology” this
very problem seems to provide the basis for addressing the chalenge of
technology. Hence, Heidegger’s second step is to recall that when the arts were
at their highest level, they not only bore the more modest name techne, but were
understood in terms of poiesis as poetical. Specific reference to poiesis was
absent from Origin, but the privilege given to poetry within the arts can be

found in al three versions of the essay.'*? In

“The Question Concerning
Technology” Heidegger relates art and poiesis by looking to the fine arts in
their poetic revealing to awaken anew and found our vision of and trust in that

which grants (The Question Concerning Technology, 35). Heidegger turns to

141 The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays. Tr. W. Lovitt (New York: Harper
& Row, 1977), 48-49. Hereafter abbreviated QCT.

142 |n the margin of his apy of the Reclam edition of the essay Heidegger did include a
reference to poiesis. See Holawege, GA 5 (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1977), 70n. Contrast
Heidegger's attempt to rule out the reference from Dichtung to poiesis in 1934 Holderlins
Hymnen “ Germanien” und “ Der Rhein.” GA 39. [Franfurt: Klostermann, 1980], 29.)
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art not because of its power to destroy, or because of its radical difference from
the technological sphere. It is the proximity between art and technology,
between work and equipment, which opens the possibility that art might offer
an essential meditation upon and a decisive confrontation with technology. The
lack among the Greeks of a concept of art clearly marked from other forms of
poiesisis now used to advantage, although it has to be said that the reference to
“the fine arts” suggests that the concept of art has still not been submitted to an
adequate historical destruction.

The question of the people, the question of who we are, is no longer the
issue. In a fourth step, Heidegger passes directly to the question of whether
there may or may not be some rescue from the entrenchment of technology.
And the decisive thought guiding the question is again HOlderlin's.

Wo aber Gefahr ist, wachst
Das Rettende auch.

Where the danger is, that which rescues
burgeons too.

So far as the essay s response to technology is concerned, the impact of
this quotation cannot be overemphasized, particularly when placed in the
context of the history of metaphysics that Heidegger had developed earlier in
the essay and elsewhere.!®® Strikingly, the context is that of the end of
philosophy, thought not as Hegel thought the consummation of philosophy, but
more as Hegel thought the past character of art. Heidegger looks not to

143 | shall not discuss the role of the quotation in any more detail here. However, see R.
Bernasconi’s treatment in The Question of Language in Heidegger's History of Being
(Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press, 1985), 69-75.
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philosophy as such, which has in a sense exhausted its possibilities, but to the

didogue of thinking with poetizing, as shown by the appeal to Holderlin.

The future of art remains a question in Origin, just as in “The Question
Concerning Technology” the future of technology is left open. But what of art
in the later essay? In the closng pages of “The Question Concerning
Technology” Heidegger continued the task of withdrawing the politically
charged vocabulary that had marked the draft of Origin and which he had
already begun to sanitize in the Freiburg and Frankfurt versions.*** He omitted
all reference to the Volk, to decision, and to “great art” as such. Heidegger
found a way of continuing his confrontation with technology away from the
nightmare of National Socialist politics. But meanwhile the question that Origin
left open, the question of whether there may yet be art (PLT, 86), appears no
longer to be in question.'*® The fate of technology may not have been decided,
but Holderlin’s authority as “the poet” is submitted neither to the people nor
apparently to any other kind of future for decision. In other words, Heidegger
came to terms with his disastrous political involvement only by alowing
himself to turn his back not just on politics but “on the people,” a phrase that
was admittedly almost always dangerous on his lips, as it usualy meant for him
the people, the Germans. In consequence, the successive rewriting of Origin in
1935 and 1936 — through even to 1953 — leaves a question as to whether the

144 Compare Habermas' s description of Heidegger's tendency in the 1940s and 1950s to efface
the traces of nationalism from his philosophy of the 1930s by a process of “abstraction via
essentialization.” Jirgen Habermas, “Heidegger — Heidegger und der National sozialisimus
(Lagrane: Verdier, 1987), 28; tr. John McCumber, “Work and Weltanschauung: The
Heidegger Controversy from a German Perspective,” Critical Inquiry 15, 1989, 449.

145 The question of whether in the contemporary world dominated by an electronic and

interconnected internet society the work can still remain a work was posed in a 1967
lecture, but not with the same urgency earlier. “Die Herkunft der Kunst und die
Bestimmung des Denkens,” Distanz und Nahe, ed. Petra Jaeger and Rudolf Lithe
(WUrzburg: Konigshausen and Neumann, 1983), 19.
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mutual isolation of the poet and the thinker in the 1950s did not mark a return to
a form of aestheticism. Perhaps Heidegger should have persisted with the
guestion “Who are we?’ — even, perhaps especidly, in the absence of an answer
— whereas he appears to have smply displaced the question of the German
people into that of the German language. A discussion of art addressed to the
people justifiably provokes suspicion. But to reject Origin for a philosophy of
art that excludes reference to the communities that not only spawn art, but also
are established by art, would seem, as Gadamer already warned, to amount to a

restoration rather than an overcoming of aesthetics.
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Chapter 7

HOLDERLIN: THE APPROACH

In addition to his many expositions of the ‘great thinkers of the
philosophical tradition, Heidegger was also a keen reader and interpreter o
literature, especially of poetry. Some of his literary interests found little obvious
expression in his published works (thus, despite anecdotal evidence as to the
large influence on him of Dostoevsky there is little mention of the Russian
novelist in any of Heidegger's own lectures or writings). Others, however,
became the focus of important philosophical reflections. This is especidly true
of German poets such as Georg Trakl, Ranier Maria Rilke, Stefan George,
Gottfried Benn, the dialect poet Johann Peter Hebel and, most importantly,
Friedrich HOlderlin — to whose work Heidegger devoted severa series of
lectures, as well as occasiona addresses, and many passing references and
discussions, totaling four volumes in the collected works (even recording a
reading Holderlin's poems). Indeed, after Nietzsche, Heidegger devotes more

space to Holderlin than to any other writer or thinker.

We have aready seen how Heidegger experienced the work of art as
offering a way to break the grip of technologicaly oriented thinking, a way to
amore originary encounter with things, and, in that encounter, to a disclosure of
the world congtituted as and by the Foufold of earth, sky, mortals, and the gods.
A painting, a temple, and a jug are variousy adduced as occasioning sich

disclosures. These works, whether they are “high” or “low” art, are each of
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them dumb things, and while this may make them effective in countering the
mentality of Enframing by helping us to bresk free from habits of thought
dominated by the technisized language of science, the media, and everyday idle
talk, it also limits them. Such works, Heidegger says, indeed, “All art, as letting
happen of the advent of what is, is as such essentially poetry” (PLT, 72). Does
this then mean that all the arts — architecture, painting, sculpture, and music —
must somehow be hierarchically subordinated to poetry in the narrow sense?
This had, famoudy, been the strategy pursued by Hegel in his Aesthetics. There
the hierarchy of the arts was ordered aong a scale that marked the progressive
diminishment of the role of spatiality and externality in favor of temporality,
interiority, and spiritua truth. In this scheme painting comes to rank “higher”
than sculpture, because it is only two-dimensional and therefore less external
and also because it is more expressive of fegling by virtue of color, music is
“higher” than painting, because it is essentialy temporal and expresses inner
feelings more directly than does painting, while poetry is “higher than al,
because it is both temporal and inward. Such a classification of the arts, typical
of idedlist aesthetics, was, however, dien to Heidegger's intentions. For
undergirding Hegel’s entire schematization of the arts was the privileging of
reason and logic over the whole ream of art. Putting it as its smplest, art was
but a moment in the unfolding of Spirit that was most truthfully and

appropriately to be grasped by dialectical reason.

For Heidegger, by way of contrast, the peculiar importance of art is
precisely connected to its power to break the stranglehold of a philosophy of
consciousness. Poetry in the narrow sense is, in this light, “only one mode of
the lighting projection of truth” (PLT, 73) that occurs in dl art. “Nevertheless,”
Heidegger continues— and this “ nevertheless’” (perhaps, after all, predictable) is

a cruciad moment in the whole structure of Heidegger's thinking — “the
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linguistic work, the poem in the narrow sense, has a privileged position in the
domain of the arts” (PLT, 73). This step is crucia, because, having used his
meditation on the thingly character of the work of art to undermine the
domination of Enframing (and thereby, apparently, dislodged language, logos,
from its role as the defining characteristic of humanity), Heidegger is not about
to reinstate language — but language experienced and understood quite
otherwise than when prepositional assertion is seen as the most proper form of
language use. This becomes clear in Heldegger’ s subsequent comments, as he

continues by saying that,

To seethis only the right concept of language is needed...
[Language] not only puts forth in words and statements what

is overtly or covertly intended to be communicated; language
alone brings what is, as something that is, into the Open for the
first time. Where is no language, as in the Being of a stone,
plant and animal, there is aso no openness of what is...
Language, by naming beings for the first time, first brings
beings to word and to appearance. Only this naming nominates
beingsto their Being from out of their Being. Such sayingisa
projecting of the clearing, in which announcement is made of
what it is that beings come into the Open as. PLT, 73)

Language, and poetry as the art of language, is then privileged by
Heldegger after al — but not, as for Hegel, because it subordinates the thingly
element of its object, its mater, or because it expresses a higher (in the sense of
more interior, more rational) mode of consciousness. Poetry, no less than the
temple or the jug, is what it is by virtue of its power to ket rock become hard,
metals to shine, and colors to glow: i.e, to let the world be made present in its
worldly character. Poetry is not a means of transcending or spiritualizing
experience, but a mode of unconcealment, of letting beings appear in their

Being, aswhat they are. It is, very precisely, “the saying of the world and earth,
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the saying of the arena of their conflict and thus of the place of nearness and
remoteness of the gods’ PLT, 74). As such it is inherently and intimately
connected with truth: not so much the pinnacle of the hierarchy of the arts as the
deepest revelation of what is. As such — and this will become particularly
important in connection with Holderlin — it is dso inherently and intimately
connected with the life of the people, the Volk.

Because of the connection of poetry to truth, it is inevitable that
philosophy will be guided into a certain proximity to poetry. But thisis not in
order to subject poetry to “the cold presumption of the concept” (GA 39, 5) or
to penetrate behind poetry’s pictorial language to “what” is being expressed in
it. Rather, the philosopher is concerned with the word of the poet in order the
better to learn thinking itself. “Thinking is amost co-poetizing (Mitdichten)
(GA 52, 55).

The philosopher is no literary critic; he approaches poetry as a cadaver on
a dissecting table, subordinating it to his narrowly philosophical interests. Heis
not concerned with poetry as awork of literature but with the essence of poetry:
namely, that which makes it possible for poetry to be relevatory of truth. If the
poet produces a poetic word, the thinker thinks Being, athough equally, poetry
is not naive, since the poet no less than the thinker is engaged in a questioning
of existence (GA 52, 134).

Rather than attempting to spell out the relationship between philosopher
and poet in general terms, however, it will be more fruitful to follow Heidegger
in his exposition of that poet in whom the essence of poetry is most clearly
revealed: Friedrich Holderlin.
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Poetry is notorioudly untrandatable, and even well-trandated poetry does
not always travel. In the early twentieth century Holderlin achieve considerable
posthumous popularity in German itself and, as Heidegger himself comments,
Holderlin's poetry vied with the writings of Nietzsche and Goethe for the honor
of being the most popular reading of German soldiers in the First World War.
Y et he remains little read in English, afact that has to do both with the intrinsic
difficulty of his work, its Classical formality, and its strongly national concerns.
Before coming to Heidegger’'s own Holderlin interpretation, then, it may be
useful to sketch a brief outline of Holderlin's life and work. In doing so | am not
aiming at anything like an adequate portrait in this study of either the man or his

work, but smply to adumbrate some basic points for orientation. 14

Friedrich HOlderlin lived from 1770 to 1843, spending most of his life in
his native Swabia in Southern Germany. At Tubingen University he was a close
friend of both Hegel and Schelling. Like them, he was a student in the famous
college known as the Stift, where, officialy at least, he studied theology,
despite not having any distinct vocation to the priesthood. Following a well-
established pattern, and with the benefit of patronage from Schiller, he spent
some years as a private tutor, in the course of which (again following a well-
established pattern) he fell in love with the woman whose children he had been
employed to teach. This was Susette Gontard, who was to the great love of
Holderlin's life. After a brief period in Bordeaux, and following Susette's early
death, he experienced an intense schizophrenic episode in 1802. Despite the
care of friends and the prospect of secure appointment as Court Librarian in
Homburg, the illness recurred four years later, and from 1807 until his death in

148 For a good introduction to Hélderlin, see D. Constantine, Holderlin (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1988).
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1843 Hdolderlin lived in the charge of a carpenter in TUbingen, in a tower (still

known as Holderlin' s tower) overlooking the river Neckar.

The Germany of Holderlin's formative years was, like the rest of Europe
at that time, caught up in the ferment of the French Revolution and the series of
wars set in train by that event. It was a period when the whole question of
German identity was highlighted, as the French invason exposed the
fragmentation of Germany into a multiplicity of principalities and small states
that, separately, were unable to defend themselves effectively. At the same
time, the authoritarian and often reactionary nature of the small states, as in
Holderlin's home state of BadenWirttemberg, pushed many of Holderlin's
generation into taking up a critica stance toward their rulers — as students,
Hegel, Schelling, and Holderlin had all been disciplined for planting a “liberty
tree” and singing revolutionary songs. Culturaly and intellectualy there was
sequence of criss-crossing battle lines to engage the attention and define the
agenda of young intellectuals. So, for example, there were the conflicts between
established Christianity, thoroughly integrated into the structure of the State (as
in the Lutheranism of Holderlin’s background and university education) and the
un- or even anti-dogmatic pursuit of intellectual and mora autonomy inspired,
most recently, by Kant and Fichte; or between a Classicism that looked to
Greece as the model of enlightened, rational order in art and society alike (asin
Schiller) and a Romanticism that valorized the world of the Middle Ages, its
chivalry and its mysticism, and that was inspired by the beauty and sublimity of
Germany’s rivers, mourtains, and forests. Such tensions could easly be
interpreted in terms of the empty formality of reason on the one hand and deep,
substantial passion on the other. Whether these could somehow be united — as
Schiller envisaged in his Letters on Aesthetic Education — or whether they set

the scene for the agonies and despairs of Romantic nihilism was a question that
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received various answers in the lives and works of many writers, artists, and
philosophers in the early nineteenth century. Indeed, as has been seen, they
lived on to influence the cultural and political horizons of Heidegger's own

time.

These polarities are, not surprisingly, echoed in Holderlin's poetry —
athough they appear there in a startlingly origina form. Whereas Hegel
resolved the threatened bifurcation of consciousness by means of adiaectically
phased sequence of syntheses between the conflicting elements, Holderlin never
achieved any settled outcome of his poetic pursuit of a harmony that he
envisaged as a return to the luminous presence of the Greek gods on German
soil, a union of Christ and Dionysus, or the synthesis of a romantic view of
nature with the striving for political freedom. Holderlin’s work thus becomes
shot through with a lost past that is, nevertheless, recognized as irretrievable in
its own terms, fating the poet to seek a destiny commensurate with his modern
European redlity. This pervasive sense of loss, though not without paralle in
Schiller’s own work, separates Holderlin from the optimism of his patron, while
his commitment to the redemption of the national polis marks him out from the
more individudistic, anarchic Romanticism of a Friedrich Schlegel, and his
passionate Hellenizing aso distinguishes him from the more gothic world of,

e.g., Tieck, Wackenroder, Hoffman, and Novalis.

Heidegger’'s treatment of Holderlin bears comparison with his Nietzsche-
interpretation. As previoudy indicated, Holderlin receives aimost as much
attention in quantitative terms as does Nietzsche himself. Heidegger held three
sries of university lectures on Holderlin's poems “The Rhing” and
“Germania,” “Remembrance,” and “The Ister” in the academic sessions of
1934-35, 1941-42, and 1942 respectively, together with a number of other
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addresses spanning the years 1936-38. in addition there ae many important
references to the poet scattered throughout Heidegger’ s later work, asis the case
with the texts that are main reference points of this study, “On the Origin of the
Work of Art (referred to hereafter as Origin) and What is Called Thinking?, but
although this alone should aert us to the importance of Holderlin for the later
Heidegger, bulk is not the only factor inviting a comparison with the Nietzsche-
interpretation. It is significant that Heidegger himself bracketed his lectures on
Holderlin with those on Nietzsche as evidence of his intellectual resistance to
Nazism, a comment that suggests that, here too, we may also expect to find
material relating to the confrontation between contemporary humanity and

planetary technology.

However, athough there are undoubtedly many affinities between the
lectures on Nietzsche and those on Holderlin, there are some extremely
important differences. Whereas Nietzsche is seen by Heidegger as the last great
thinker of the West — the one in whom the error and the danger of metaphysics
comes to its supreme expression — Holderlin serves a more postive role, for in
him we are invited to see the harbinger of a new beginning. In this regard
Holderlin’s own constant dialogue with the Greeks is very significant and is
seen by Heidegger as anticipating, mirroring, and clarifying his own attempt to
“hear” the matter of early Greek thought. The contrast with Nietzsche is
explicitly drawn in the 1941-42 lectures on “Remembrance.” Heidegger
remarks on what he sees as a fashionable tendency to assimilate the two, but
states that, in his view, they are divided by an “abyss,” even though both of
them are seen as determinative for both the immediate and the distant future of
Germany and the West (GA 52, 78). Nietzsche is the voice of modern
metaphysics, while Holderlin presages the overcoming of metaphysics (GA 52,
143). Another contrast — not unconnected with this — is that, whereas Nietzsche
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conceived of Dionysus as a kind of trans-historical dimension of life, the
Dionysian element in life, as it were, the absence of the old Greek gods is a
decisive moment in Holderlin's vision (GA 52, 143). In this respect Holderlin is
both more genuindy Greek and more open to the future. Another contrast
emerges in relation to one of the highest compliments that Heidegger pays to
Nietzsche, when he describes his thinking as a “feast.” Remembering that the
interpreter’s aim is always to think what is unthought in the thought of the great
thinker, we might infer that the “feast” offered by Nietzsche's thought was not
necessarily thought or understood by Nietzsche himsdlf. This, however,
contrasts with the role of feast-day in Heidegger’s interpretation of Holderlin's
poetry, especialy in the lectures on “Remembrance,” and invites the reflection
that, if Nietzsche the thinker is finally unable to deliver the feast promised by
his thought, then we might turn to Holderlin the poet for more direct access to
that which is given to thought to feast upon. The poet speaks what the
philosopher is to think.

The place of Heidegger's Holderlin-interpretation in his later thought is,
however, not only determined by the way in which the poet is promoted as a
decisive aternative to Nietzsche. It is, as previoudy suggested, also connected
to the interplay between the experience of “we moderns’ and the Greeks.
Degspite the influence of Schiller, Holderlin's own invocation of the Greeks does
not so much emphasize their Classicism, i.e., what Nietzsche would later call
the Apollonian aspect of Greek culture, but their openness to the intoxicating,
ravishing presence of the gods, their immediate experience of the powers of
nature in demi-gods such as Heracles and Dionysus. The bonding of the nation
in the ecstatic experience of the festival is no less significant than the discovery
and the delight in dialectics. Yet, as stated above, Heidegger does not regard

Holderlin as proposing any kind of “Dionysiantirtitself.” The whole tenor of
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Holderlin's relation to the Greeks is determined by he sense, the conviction
even, that the gods have fled. Paradoxicaly, however, their absence is a
condition of their being the essential subject of poetry such as that of Holderlin
that adopts the elegiac mood. For the absence of the gods, says Heidegger, is
their presence as having-been. This remark carries further implications, in that it
is from the past participle of “to be’ (gewesen), that the German philosophical
term for essence (also sometimes trandated Being), Wesen, is derived. Thus, for
Heldegger, essence, Wesen, is what has-been, das Gewesene. Not everything
that is past partakes of this transformation into true essentidity. There is a past
that is smply past, that is over and done with, “unalterable, closed” (GA 52,
108), but there is adso a past that, precisely by being padt, is transformed into
true essentiality. Moreover, what abides essentialy in this way relates not only
to the past but also to the future, since what concerns us essentially cannot but
be of significance for our future. The encounter with the Greek world is, of

course, an encounter of this essential kind.

We shdll return to the question as to what exactly is involved in essential
abiding in remembrance when we come to consider Heidegger's view of
Holderlin's poetic language and the significance of that for understanding
language as such. At present we note only the role it plays for Heidegger in
distinguishing Holderlin' s relation to the Greeks from that of Nietzsche. It aso,
of course, illuminates Heidegger's own concern to hear Greek thought with
Greek ears— not for the sake of Classical revivalism, but in order to gain insight
into what is essential in our present situation and in the decisions that face us

concerning our future.

Another important element in Heidegger's approach to Holderlin thet

once more touches on issues with which we are adready familiar is the issue of
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German nationhood. Although Heidegger's interest in Holderlin clearly
predated his Nazi period, it is scarcely coincidental that his most intensive
engagement with Holderlin came in the time following the falure of the
rectorship. In terms of the reading of Heidegger’s disengagement from Nazism
offered earlier in this study, this is the time when Heidegger is seeking to
redefine the meaning of nationhood (or homeland or fatherland) in such a way
as to find in it a counter-movement to planetary technology, something he now
saw Nazism as incapable of doing. Each of the poems he selects for comment in
the three lecture courses raises the question of nationa identity and the meaning
of the polis for human life. Both in the 1934-35 lectures on “Germania’ and
“The Rhine” and in the 1936 lecture on “Holderlin and the Essence of Poetry”
Heidegger ingists on the relation to the people (Volk) as integral to the poet’'s
vocation. Because poetry concerns “the basic happening of man’s historical
Dasain” (GA 39, 40), it also by definition concerns humanity’s relation to
beings-as-a-whole and the primordial temporality in which that relationship is
stamped with the characteristics of a particuar historica epoch. Such
primordia time “is the time of the poets, thinkers, and the founders of states,
i.e, of those who essentialy found the historicdl Dasein of a people and give
them their fundamental character. These are authentic creators’ (GA 39, 51).
This comment is much discussed in the literature on Heidegger's Nazism, but
whether it is read as a grouping of Hdlderlin, Heidegger and Hitler as the
authentic creators of the new Germany, or whether it serves as a reminder that
politics is fundamentally limited in its ability to define the authentic character of
a nation, it minimally helps to underline the point that, in concerning himself
with Holderlin, Heidegger is not simply giving up on the issue of German
identity, and his turning to Hdolderlin is not simply an abandonment of the
concerns that led him into the political arena in favor of poetry. Rather, it is an
attempt to rethink from another angle the issues that had motivated his political
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misadventure. Irrespective of whether thisis seen in terms of inner immigration
or resistance, the spiritualizing of Nazi ideology or of escapism, it points to the
way in which 1933 was not a mere episode in Heidegger’s life but connects in

manifold ways with the fundamental elements of his later thought.

We might now be beginning to see why Holderlin could become so
important to Heidegger, but it remains to be seen how he understood his
philosophical approach to the poet. We therefore turn now to look more closely
at Heidegger's hermeneutical strategy, at how he read Holderlin, at what he
found in him and at the light his Holderlin-interpretation throws on his later
thought, especialy his understanding of language. An examination of
Heidegger's method of reading Holderlin will take us a long way towards
uncovering the yield of that reading.

A. Heidegger and the Work of Words

To introduce a deeper look at the poetry of Holderlin and the critical
apparatus that Heldegger erects around it, | wish to raise only a minimal number
of issues relevant for the understanding of Holderlin's poetry in English using

Heidegger's Elucidations of Holderlin's Poetry.**’

The present elucidations do not claim to be contributions to
research in the history of literature or to aesthetics. They
spring from a necessity of thought. (EHP, 21)

147 Martin Heidegger, Elucidations of Hélderlin's Poetry, tr. Keith Hoeller (Amherst, NY:
Humanity Books, 2000). All page references to this text in this section will be
parenthesized asEHP.
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Thus reads Heidegger's Preface to the fourth, enlarged edition of
Elucidations from 1971. It is surprising for its brevity. But what is even more
surprising is that Heidegger should have felt a need for such a disclaimer nearly
three decades after the publication of Elucidations in English that this
disclamer be reinforced even further, and |1 would like to take it as a guide for
how Heidegger approached Hoélderlin's poetry. For Heldegger’s brief, two-

sentence Preface tells us what his interpretation is not, as well aswhat it is.

Heidegger’ s Preface makes clear that the essays contained in Elucidations
are neither mere commentaries (Anmerkungen) nor explanation (Erklarungen),
as we might normally expect since they deal with the explication of a poet’s
work; rather, they are elucidations (Erlauterungen). Heidegger had deliberately
italicized the word, and the last paragraph of his Preface to the second edition
(1951) further emphasizes its root meaning (&utern, to make clear or clarify).
The eucidation must make the poem itself “a little clearer.” It should “strive to
make itself superfluous,” that is, transparent. And ultimately, it should allow the
poem to ducidate, that is, “throw light on other poems.”

In other words, the elucidations are thinking's attempt to make clear and
lucid, to throw light upon, what is poetized in the poem. They are thus to be
understood in term of the dialogue of Heidegger's thinking Oenken) with

Holderlin’s poetizing (Dichten), and not as either literary criticism or aesthetics.

Since Heidegger was a philosopher by training and profession, it may
appear al too obvious why he does not claim to be doing literary criticism. Yet
it should be pointed out that Heidegger was quite familiar with Holderlin
scholarship and worked closely with the available critica editions of
Holderlin's works. In addition, Heidegger’s Holderlin “interpretations’ were

published in leading journas of literary criticism, such as Trivium and the
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Holderlin-Jahrbuch, and appeared in prestigious collections in honor of
Holderlin's work, right alongside essays by established Holderlin scholars.
Heidegger was also in correspondence with leading critics such as Emil Staiger
and Max Kommerell. And his interpretations have been widely cited in the

Holderlin literature.

The reason Heidegger does not claim to be doing literary criticism is that
it is not his intention to undertake an ontic, scientific examination of the text or
of its“correct” philological status. In the same year (1942) that Heidegger wrote
the essay within Elucidations on Holderlin’s poem “Remembrance’ (EHP, 101-
174), he was aso giving a lecture course at the University of Freiburg devoted

to the same work. In the opening remarks, he said:

The lecture course has not desire to enter into competition with
the “literary-historical” research on Holderlin's “Life and
Work,” in order to put forth the “correct,” or even the
definitive, Holderlin, like a specimen of natural scientific
work.... The one and only thing that the lecture course
attemptsis to think what Holderlin has poetized and to bring
this to knowledge.**®

Thus, standing outside the prevailing standards and current literary
interpretations, it is Heidegger’'s intent to question the text in terms of the one
guestion which, according to the later Heidegger, no science can ever ascertain:
the question of Being. About a year before he published the earliest of the
essays included in the Elucidations, “Hdlderlin and the Essence of Poetry”

(1936), Heidegger gave a lecture course on Holderlin’s hymns “Germania’ and

148 Martin Heidegger, Holderlins Hymne “Andenken’ (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio
Klostermann, 1982, GA 52) 2, 5. Two other lecture courses given by Heidegger on
Holderlin’'s poems have also appeared in the Gesamtausgabe: Hélderlins Hymne
“Germanien” und “Der Rhein” (39, 1980); and Holderlins Hymne “Der Ister” (53, 1984).
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“The Rhine.” There he states unequivocally the one and only purpose of his
dialogue with Holderlin: “ The poetic turn toward his poetry is possible only as a
thoughtful confrontation with the revelation of Being (Seyn) which is
successfully accomplished in this poetry” (GA 39, 6). Heidegger is therefore
not bound by the presuppositions of literary criticism or any discipline that
aspires to be scientific and to investigate beings, least of al the one
presupposition which has characterized al the sciences since Descartes. the
subject-object dichotomy.

It is for this reason that Heidegger also does not claim to be doing
“aesthetics,” although aesthetics is the philosophical discipline normally
charged with treating questions concerning the nature of the artist and the work
of art. For Heldegger, aesthetics as a philosophical discipline arose as a
consequence of the original forgottenness of the ontological difference between
Being &ein, or Seyn) and beings Seiendes), and therefore d the emphasis
being placed on the particular being. It is therefore understandable that this
discipline should at times aspire to be a science as well, since the sciences
likewise arose from this forgottenness, carving out a specific object domain for
their investigations of beings. In the “Epilogue” and the “Addendum” to the
“The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger writes:

Almost from the time when specialized thinking about art and
the artist began, this thought was called aesthetic. Aesthetics
takes the work of art as an object, the object of aesthesis, of
sensuous apprehension in the wide sense. Today we call this
apprehension experience.... Everything is an experience. Y et
perhaps experience is the element in which art dies. (GA 5, 67;
PLT, 79)
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Thus, for Heidegger, “ aesthetics’ sets the work of art up as an object over
against the subject, who has an “experience” of the object. Heidegger therefore
sees aesthetics as guided by the subject-object dichotomy as well.

Accordingly, it is necessary for the thinker to set asde the usud

presuppositions of both literary criticism and aesthetics:

Reflection on what art may be is completely and decidedly
determined only in regard to the question of Being. Art is
considered neither an area of cultural achievement nor an
appearance of spirit; it belongs to the primal event (Ereignis)
by way of which the “meaning of Being” (cf. BT) can alone be
defined. (GA 5, 73; PLT, 86)

In the Preface to the Elucidations, Heidegger writes:

They spring from necessity of thought. (EHP, 21)

What is this necessity of thought, and why does it require the turn of
thought toward poetry? As is well known, the remaining portions of Being and
Time that Heidegger had promised were not published as originally planned,
and the crucid movement from Being and Time to Time and Being, which
Heidegger had called for in Being and Time, did not take place in the manner
first proposed. In his “Letter on Humanism,” Heidegger writes: “The section in
question was held back because thinking failed in the adequate saying of this
turning, and did not succeed with the help of the language of metaphysics’ (GA
9, 328; Basic Writings, 208). Thus, due to the lack of the proper language, the
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Heidegger of Being and Time publishes very little in the fifteen years following
its publication in 1927 and a few related piecesin 1929.14°

Thisis, of course, Heidegger’ s famous turning (Kehre), occasioned by the
fact that for all the radicality of Being and Time, its attempt at saying something
nontraditional nevertheless attempted to say it in the traditional, neo-Kantian
language of the day. Language itself occupies a relatively minor place
(equiprimordia with “state of mind” [Befindlichkeit] and “understanding”
[Verstehen)). Poetry itsalf is mentioned only twice, and is accorded no special
significance. And the early Greeks are mentioned seldom, and half of the

references to them occur in the section (44) on truth.

In other words, what Heidegger discovered in the years following the
publication of Being and Time in 1927 was that, if he is to retrieve
(Wiederholung) the forgottenness of Being, he will aso have to retrieve the
language which will enable him to say the truth of Being, and that this language
is a fundamentally poetic one. In his letter to William Richardson, in which
Heidegger explicitly speaks of his “turning,” he points to a 1937-38 lecture
course on the essence of truth, particularly aletheia and poiesis and the relation,
and says:

149 1n 1929, Heidegger published The Essence of Reasons tr. T. Malick (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1969); “What is Metaphysics?’ tr. D.F. Krell, in Basic
Writings (New York: Harper & Row, 1977); and Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, tr.
R. Taft (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997). Between 1930-44, Heidegger
himself published very little; indeed, the only collection of his essays that was issued in
book form was thefirst edition of Elucidations of Holderlin’s Poetry.
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The fact that what we thoughtlessly enough call “truth” the
Greeks called Aletheia — as well, indeed, in poetica and
nonphilosophical language — is not (aresult of) their (own)
invention and caprice. It is the richest endowment of their
language, in which that-which-coming-to-presence as such
attained nonconcealment and — concealment.... This manifold
thinking demands, to be sure, not a new language, but a
transformed relation to the Being (Wesen) of the old one.**°

Therefore, in the 1930s and the early 1940s, Heidegger's thinking
undergoes a twofold turn. The first is the turning back to the early Greeks to
retrieve their fundamental saying of truth as the unity of logos and physis at the
beginning of Western thinking.*®* The second is the turning in the modern age
to the poet Holderlin to retrieve for us not the fundamenta truth of Being. This
latter retrieval, aong with the first one, point forward to the posshbility of
another beginning at the end of the modern age. However, this twofold turning,
which points backward and forward, is ultimately onefold, i.e, it is in both
instances a poetic turning, for it is the poetic language of the early Greeks which
enabled them to say the truth of Being. In both instances this poetic truth of
Being retrieves, in both the early Greeks and in Holderlin, the truth of Being as
physis. In An Introduction to Metaphysics, a lecture course given in 1935,
Heidegger writes: “it was through a fundamental- poetic-thoughtful experience
of Being that they (the early Greeks) discovered what they had to call physis’
(GA 40, 17; IM, 14). In his lecture on the poem “As When on a Holiday,” first
given in 1939, he says: “In this poem, Holderlin’s word ‘nature’ poetizes its
essence according to the concealed truth of the primordial fundamental word
physis’ (EHP, 79).

150 Martin  Heidegger, “Preface” to William J. Richardson, Heidegger: Through
Phenomenology to Thought (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1963), xxii.
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It is clear that Heidegger’s Elucidations of Holderlin's Poetry attempts to
redefine the relation between philosophy and poetry, thinking and poetizing, in
a way that frees them from their centuries-old conflict. It is an attempt to
retrieve the relation they had before Plato. This topic will be discussed further
below. 2 The issue has been further complicated by the fact that Heidegger has

153 Another disclaimer is

written severa collections of what look like poems.
therefore advisable. Heidegger has no intention of conflating thinking and
poetry and obliterating their differences. In a letter to Heidegger of 29 July
1942, which was occasioned by the lecture on “As When on a Holiday,” Max

Kommerell, the German man of |etters, wrote to Heidegger and asked:

Where is the trangition point where your own philosophy
flows into Holderlin... isitsdf equitable at this point with
HOolderlin — and ultimately where, in its specific kind of
assertion, does your philosophy come close to poetry itself?'>4

Heidegger replied on 4 August 1942, the same month in which he was
writing the essay “ Remembrance”:

151 Keith Hoeller, “The Role of the Early Greeks in Heidegger's Turning,” Philosophy Today,
vol. 28 (1984), 44-51.

152 see also Keith Hoeller, “Is Heidegger Really aPoet?’ Philosophical Topics, vol. 12 (1981),
121-38.

153 Martin Heidegger, “The Thinker as Poet,” tr. Albert Hofstadter, Poetry, Language,
Thought, 1-14; “Thoughts,” tr. K. Hoeller, Philosophy Today, vol. 20 (1976), 286-90. In the
essay cited above, “Is Heidegger Readly a Poet?” Hoeller argues that, based upon
Heidegger's understanding of the relation between thinking and poetizing, he was not a
poet and these collections were not poems. Another similar collection, entitled “Hints’
(Winke), has recently appeared in GA 13 (Aus der Erfahrung des Denkens Frankfurt am
Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1983). In an appendix to these “Hints,” Heidegger writes:
“These ‘Hints' are not poems. They are words of a thinking which needs a part of this[kind
of] assertion, but is not itself [entirely] fulfilled withinit” (33).

154 Max Kommerell, Briefe und Auf zeichnungen 1919-44 (Freiburg, 1967), 400ff.
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Naturaly, your letter places me in a unique dilemma. | can
only find away out of it by taking your designation
“philosopher” as a sign and attempting to speak on behalf of
the “thinker” in contrast to the poet.... | can not, and nowhere
do I, identify myself with Holderlin.*>®

And in Nietzsche |, Heidegger expresses this relation in its exact

character:

All philosophical thinking, and precisely the most rigorous and
most prosaic, isin itself poetic, and yet it is never poetic art
(Dichtkunst). Likewise, a poet’swork — like Holderlin's
hymns — can be thoughtful in the highest degree, and yet it is
never philosophy.*>®

In other words, athough at its source thinking (Denken) may be a
poetizing (Dichten) in the broadest sense of the word, it is never poetry or poesy
(Poesie), it is never a poem (Gedicht).”®” And at the same time, although a
poet’s poetizing may be thoughtful @enkerisch), it is never a philosophica
treatise; it is never philosophy (Philosophie). For al their identify, thinking and
poetizing still retain their difference. Thus, Heidegger can write: “But precisely
because thinking does not poetizing, but is an origina saying and language, it

must remain near to poetry.” °8

155 1hid., 404-05.
156 Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche | (Pfullingen: Neske, 1961), 329.
157" See note 153 above.

1% Heidegger, What is Called Thinking? tr. F.D. Wieck and J. Glen Gray (New York: Harper
& Row, 1968), 135; Was heisst Denken? (Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1954), 155.
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B. Poetry and Language

Heidegger is quite clear that, although he approaches Holderlin from the
viewpoint of a philosopher and thinker, Holderlin himself is first and foremost a
poet. Heidegger draws a sharp distinction, familiar to the Romantic era itself,
between poetry in the sense of mere versifying and poetry (Dichtung; cf.
Dichter: poet), in the strong sense. It is always this latter sense that applies to
Holderlin, and so the first aim in reading Holderlin’s poemsis to read the poetry
in them. For it is one thing to read a poem and become acquainted with it as a
piece of literature, but it is something else again “to stand in the domain of
poetry” GA 39, 19). Poetry in this strong sense is not the “expresson of
experiences Erlebnissen)” (GA 39, 26), nor, against Spenglerian and racist
views, is poetry an expression of a certain form of culture or “a biologicaly
necessary function of a people” (GA 39, 27). The aim in reading poetry is not,
as in the hermeneutics of the Schleiermacher-Dilthey tradition, to reconstruct
the origina intuition of the poet, since th word of a true poet transcends his own

private opinions and experiences (GA 52, 6-7). Thus, the “I” we encounter in
Holderlin's poetry is not that of the man who is the subject of a historical
biography of Friedrich Holderlin (1770-1843) but, precisely and solely, that of
Holderlin the poet, and, therefore, understandable only in the light of the poetic
work itself. Holderlin matters to us only “insofar as the author brings the whole
poem as a linguistic production into language,” but “the poem as a whole is
language and speaks’ GA 39, 42) - i.e, it is language itself and not the
arbitrary individuality of the poet that really speaksin the poem. Consequently,
the word of the poet “overreaches itself and the poet in its poetic achievement”

(GA 52, 12).

We must therefore resist being seduced into merely marveling at the

beauty of a poem as a product of culture GA 52, 21); nor is a poem to be
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“explained” by reference to his historical context, nor even by comparison with
parallel citations fom the author’s own work, since this is in each case to
presuppose that we understand what the poem itself is about. However, only the
poem itself can teach us what it is about (GA 52, 2f.).

Poetry, as awork of art, isamode of truth as unconcealment, a naming of
beings that calls them into Being the beings that they are. It is this that requires
us to recognize its proximity to thinking. Nevertheless, poetry is not philosophy,
a point that is particularly important in the case of Holderlin, who is known to
have been so close to Hegel, and who was himself philosophicaly literate and
who produced some prose works that could be categorized as philosophical.
There is a deep affinity between Holderlin and Hegel, says Heidegger, but in
order to grasp this it is aso necessary to grasp the divison and the boundary
that separates poet and thinker (GA 39, 129ff.).

Poetic language is not the language of philosophy. Since the time of Plato
philosophy has placed itself in the service of univocity, a service standardized in
formal logic. This has had the result of instrumentalizing language and reducing
it to atool, a means of self-expression and communication (GA 52, 14ff.). At its
most banal, this philosophically driven reduction of language manifestsitself in
the kind of “Americanism” encountered in the spread of acronyms (GA 52, 10).
As with Heidegger's critigue of science and technology, so here the
superficialy “high” standards of logical rigor are placed on a par with the most
trivial, most leveled aspects of everyday modern life.

None of this should be taken as implying that poetry itsef is inexact, for it
has its own kind of rigor (GA 52, 26). Nor is the imagery of poetic diction a
mere form of concealing the “true’ content of the poem (GA 52, 29). In reading

or listening to a poem, we can only attend to the poem itself, to the word that is
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unique to this singular linguistic construct that overreaches the sdlf-
understanding of the poet that is irreducible to the personal and communal

circumstances of its production and inexplicable in terms of psychology, logic,

or philology.

As was the case with the essentia thought of any great thinking, we must
also remember that the truth of poetry is not only in what is said, but also in
what is left in silence (GA 39, 41; 52, 39). Moreover, to understand this truth
we must be genuinely concerned about who we are, in our own time. Thisis not
simply a matter of chronological time, and whether we live in 1801 or 1934 is
not ultimately important. What matters is that we are concerned about what is to
be, to exigt, in time (GA 39, 48f.)*>°

In an especialy forceful passage that resonates with his many references
to the role of the leagp in thinking, Heldegger states that,

The poem is now no longer an even text, endowed with an
equally flat “meaning,” but this linguistic congtruct is in itself
avortex that snatches us away. Not gradualy, but...
suddenly... But to where does this vortex snatch us? Into
gpeech (das Sporechen), of which the poem is the linguistic
construct. What sort of speech is that? Who spesks to whom
with whom about what? We are forcefully drawn into a
conversation (Gesprach) that language (Sorache) brings to
speech (Sorache), and indeed not just any casud or accidental
speech... [but one that concerns|] naming and speaking. (GA
39, 45)

1591t we are disposed to be generous to Heidegger, we might hear in this remark a critical
downplaying of the claims made on behalf of the Nazi revolution to define the future of
Germany on the basis of aparticular event in chronological time.
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The poetic word has often been called “divine,” and Heidegger, too,
represents the poet as a mediator between gods and mortals. “Thunder and
lightning are the language of the gods and the poet is he whose task is to endure
and to gather up this language and to bring it into the Dasein of the people”
(GA 39, 31). In the case of Holderlin this mediating role is connected with the
poet’s preoccupation with the demi-gods (Dionysus and Heracles of the Greek
world and the personified rivers of the German landscape), who are “above’
mortals but “beneath” the gods. beings who thus have a certain forma analogy
to Nietzsche's superman. However, they are not simply creators of their own
universe of meaning, as the superman is, but bearers of a meaning and a truth

that transcends their own understanding.

Referring to Holderlin's line that “hints are, from of old, the language of
the gods,” Heidegger adds that poetry itself speaks a hinting and alusive
language. On the one hand, poetry is public diction, spoken for and before the
people, yet it is adso veiled, a sign rather than a statement (GA 39, 32). Playing
on the double-meaning of the German term “Wink” which means both “hint”
and “wave’ (asin waving goodbye), Heidegger says that such a hint/waveis*“a
holding on to closeness in the course of increasing distance, and conversely, the
revealing of the distance till to be covered in the joyful proximity of the one
arriving. The gods, however, hint just by being” (GA 39, 32).

Snatched away, abducted by the ravishing vortex of the poem, the read is
trandated into the realm of the enigmatic, hinting divine thunder and lightning,
experiencing simultaneoudly the presence and absence, the proximity and
distance of the gods. This, of course, parallels the dynamics of thinking itself,
lured into Being by what withdraws from it, and, in withdrawing, calling for
thinking. Recall that for Heidegger, “What must be thought about, turns away

203



Ridling, The Unity of Heidegger’ s Later Thought

from man. It withdraws from him.”**° But, pulled forward into the current
generated by this withdrawal, we are not merely led on by hinting, ambiguous
signs of what lies out there to be thought. As we ourselves are drawn into the
dipstream of what calls for thought, we too become signs, pointers to what isto
be thought.

Man is not first of all man, then also occasionally someone
who points. No: drawn into what withdraws, drawing toward it
and thus pointing into the withdrawal, man first is man. His
essential nature lies in being such a pointer. Something which
in itsdf, by it essential nature, is pointing, we call asign. As he
draws toward what withdraws, man isa sign. (What is Called
Thinking?, 9)

However, because that to which the riddle of human existence points and
of which it is a sign is necessarily absent (since its asence is the vacuum that
generates the current of thinking and is therefore itself congtitutive of
humanity’ s sign-character), Heidegger can sum the situation up in words form
Holderlin's poem “Mnemosynes’: “We are a sign that is not read / We feel no
pain, we amost have / Lost our tongue in foreign lands’ (\What is Called
