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ix

Preface

This book explains the philosophy of Martin Heidegger in clear
and simple terms, without footnotes or excessive use of technical
language. The goal of this Open Court series is to present difficult
philosophers in a way that any intelligent reader can understand.
But even while aiming at clarity for a general audience, a book of
this kind can do something more: by avoiding professional jargon
and the usual family quarrels of scholars, it can bring Heidegger’s
philosophy back to life as a series of problems relevant to every-
one. Since Heidegger is probably the most recent great philoso-
pher in the Western tradition, to present his ideas to general
readers means inviting them to witness the emerging drama of
twenty-first century philosophy.

It is typical of great thinkers that they transcend their own
backgrounds, political views, and historical eras, appealing even to
those who do not share these factors. This is clearly true in
Heidegger’s case. Although he was a German steeped in local cus-
toms and folklore, his greatest influence has been abroad, in such
places as the United States, Japan, the Arab world, and especially
France. A committed Nazi who paid open tribute to Hitler, he still
finds numerous admirers among communists and liberal democ-
rats, and some of his greatest interpreters have been Jewish
philosophers such as Hannah Arendt, Jacques Derrida, and
Emmanuel Levinas. And although Heidegger’s works can be
viewed as arising from the general anxiety and antirationalist atti-
tude in Germany following World War I, his ideas show no signs
of losing their freshness even in the twenty-first century.  

While Heidegger did not publish widely during his lifetime, he
was a prolific writer, producing the equivalent of at least one book
per semester throughout his academic career. The Complete
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Edition of Heidegger’s works, still being published by the firm
Vittorio Klostermann in Frankfurt, is now projected to reach 102
volumes, and will probably go far beyond that number. Due to the
vast number of Heidegger’s works, I have sometimes had to make
cruel decisions about what to exclude from the present book. As a
general rule, I have left out most of Heidegger’s detailed com-
mentaries on past philosophers. There are two reasons for this.
First, since the books in this series can assume no wide philosoph-
ical background among readers, it seemed unwise to devote many
pages to explaining the philosophies of Plato, Leibniz, or Kant in
a book on Heidegger that is short enough already. Second, I tend
to agree with a small minority of commentators who find
Heidegger somewhat overrated as a historian of philosophy. It is
my view that Heidegger’s readings of past philosophers are mostly
of interest for what they tell us about Heidegger himself, and not
for their historical value. I have made only two exceptions, since
they are so central to Heidegger’s career that it would be a distor-
tion to omit them: namely, his readings from the 1930s of the poet
Friedrich Hölderlin and the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche.

If you are about to make your first encounter with Heidegger’s
philosophy, I envy you this moment, and would like this book to
be a helpful guide that spares as many wrong turns as possible. For
me, as for countless admirers of Heidegger’s works, it is difficult to
imagine how I would see the world today if he had never existed.
The goal of this book is to lead readers toward a similar experience,
perhaps summoning them to become active participants in the
struggle to push Heidegger’s insights even further. That story
remains to be written. Perhaps one of the readers of this book will
play a key role in writing it. 

x Preface
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The title of Heidegger’s greatest book is Being and Time, and
these three words explain the whole of his philosophy. It was his
view that every great thinker has a single great thought. For
Heidegger, that single thought can be expressed as follows: being
is not presence. Being is not present, because being is time—and
time is something never simply present, but constantly torn apart
in an ambiguous threefold structure. The whole of Heidegger’s
career serves only to clarify the insight that being is not presence.
The being of things such as candles and trees never lies fully pres-
ent before us, and neither does being itself.

A thing is more than its appearance, more than its usefulness,
and more than its physical body. To describe a candle or tree by
referring to its outer appearance, or by concepts, is to reduce it to
a caricature, since there is always something more to it than what-
ever we see or say. The true being of things is actually a kind of
absence. A key term for Heidegger is “withdrawal”: all things with-
draw from human view into a shadowy background, even when we
stare directly at them. Knowledge is less like seeing than like inter-
pretation, since things can never be directly or completely present
to us.

When Heidegger talks about time, he is not talking about
something measured by a clock or calendar, but about a kind of
temporality found even in a single instant. Consider Heidegger’s
famous example of a hammer, which we will examine in detail
below. In one sense, a hammer remains invisible to us: we tend to
use our tools without noticing them, and focus instead on the
house or ship we are building. The hammer usually withdraws
from view. But even when we notice it, such as when it breaks, the
hammer will always be more than whatever we see or say about it.

1
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This means that the being of the hammer is always absent; it labors
silently in invisible depths, and is not “present-at-hand,” to use
Heidegger’s term. But absence is only one side of the story.
Hammers, candles, and trees cannot be only absent, because then
we would never see anything or have any relations with anything
at all. Yet quite obviously, the hammer is also present: I see its
wooden handle and metallic head, feel its weight, and interpret it
either as a tool for building, an item of hardware priced for sale, or
a weapon for hand-to-hand combat. For a dog, a baby, an ant, or
a parrot, most of the hammer’s usual properties are not there at all,
which shows that the presence of a thing is also determined by
those who encounter it.

Putting these two sides of the story together, we find that the
world is ambiguous, or two-faced. On the one hand, things hide
from view and go about simply being whatever they are (which
Heidegger calls “past”). On the other hand, things become pres-
ent with certain characteristics through being interpreted as tools,
weapons, or items of entertainment (which Heidegger calls
“future”). Together, these two dimensions unite in a new kind of
“present,” since the world is dynamically torn between the being
of things and the oversimplified surfaces through which they
appear to us. The world is a constant passage back and forth,
between shadow and light—and this endless passage is called time.
With this simple idea, Heidegger inaugurates a revolution in
human thought. He holds that the entire history of philosophy
and science since ancient Greece has reduced objects to some form
of presence, and has thereby missed the full richness of their real-
ity. Modern technology, too, has stripped things of their mystery
and reduced them to nothing but stockpiles of useful presence.
Here we find one possible explanation for Heidegger’s shocking
support for the Nazi movement, which he claimed was the only
force able to confront the dangerous technological worldview
shared by American capitalism and Soviet communism.

But there is another central idea in Heidegger that most read-
ers find convincing, though I myself find it mistaken. This is the
notion that time belongs primarily to human beings, not to inani-
mate objects. The name for human existence in Heidegger’s phi-
losophy is Dasein (pronounced DAH-zeyn), a German word
usually not translated into English. This term literally means
“being-there,” and is used in everyday German to refer to the exis-

2 Introduction
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tence of anything at all: whether humans, mushrooms, or chairs.
But Heidegger restricts this term to human beings alone, since he
believes that only humans truly exist in the world, fully open to it,
whereas physical objects merely sit around in the world without
having any access to it. He prefers the term Dasein because if we
say “human being,” we already have too many theories and preju-
dices in advance about what human being means: for example, we
might already think of humans as rational animals, tool-making
animals, highly advanced African apes, or mortal bodies inhabited
by immortal souls. In order to exclude these prejudices from the
discussion, Heidegger speaks of Dasein so that we focus only on
those aspects of human being that can be displayed in a rigorous
philosophical way. For Heidegger, only Dasein is temporal. Rocks
and mountains can be viewed as merely present-at-hand physical
objects, but in the case of human beings there is always a two-faced
interplay of shadow and light, veiling and unveiling—the interplay
known as time.

In this way, Heidegger follows the tradition of the great
German thinker Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), still the dominant
philosophical figure of our era. In 1781, the largely unknown Kant
published his masterwork Critique of Pure Reason. According to
this book, philosophy has no hope of discussing the way things are
in themselves, since human beings only gain access to the world in
a limited human way: for instance, we cannot know whether time
and space exist independently of us, but can only say that they are
conditions of possibility of all human experience. Humans will
never know what lies outside the structure of human experience.
After a brief delay, Kant’s book struck Western philosophy like an
earthquake, and the aftershocks continue more than two centuries
later.

Heidegger remains loyal to this Kantian tradition in philoso-
phy: he never tells us anything about the causal relationship
between fire and cotton, but focuses on the human experience of
temporality, on the veiling and unveiling of things encountered in
the world by Dasein. The title Being and Time refers to the inter-
play between the veiled reality of things and their luminous but
oversimplified appearance in what Heidegger calls the “clearing”
of human existence, in reference to the occasional treeless spaces
found along dark forest paths. This is Heidegger’s entire philoso-
phy in a nutshell; the rest is just commentary. The difficulty of his

Introduction 3
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writing style should not be allowed to conceal the unusual sim-
plicity of his ideas.

Readers of this book may wish to have one of Heidegger’s own
works on hand as well. My usual recommendation is History of the
Concept of Time. The name of this book is misleading, since the full
German title calls it the preface to a history of the concept of time,
and it never gives any history at all. It is actually an early version of
Being and Time, presented by Heidegger to his students at the
University of Marburg, and somewhat easier to understand than
his more famous book. History of the Concept of Time also gives us
Heidegger’s clearest criticism of the philosophical school known as
phenomenology, founded by Edmund Husserl in 1900–1901.

The young Heidegger was widely regarded as Husserl’s star
pupil, but eventually became the most radical critic and rebel
within his teacher’s movement. For this reason, we will begin by
discussing phenomenology and Heidegger’s own radicalized ver-
sion of it. Phenomenology walls philosophy off from science by
asking us to forget every scientific theory about how the world
works, and to focus instead on a patient, detailed description of
how the world appears to us before we invent any theories. In our
everyday experience, we do not hear sound waves, but simply hear
a door slamming; the sound waves are just a scientific theory, no
matter how solid this theory may seem. Likewise, we do not actu-
ally see a can of sliced fruit, but only see one side of the can at a
time, while the existence of the rest of the can is merely assumed.
In other words, Husserl’s phenomenology holds that things are
phenomena (appearances) for human consciousness. By contrast,
Heidegger claims that the being of things is not their presence at
all, since things are always partly withdrawn into shadow, and
exceed all visibility and all concepts we might have of them. 

4 Introduction
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Early Life 
Martin Heidegger was born on September 26, 1889, in Messkirch
in southern Germany, a small town difficult to reach even today.
The meaning of Messkirch in German is probably “Mass Church”
(there is some dispute), and appropriately enough, the town is
home to a magnificent Baroque church called St. Martin’s. The
philosopher’s father was employed as sexton at the church, and the
family lived in a small house that still faces it. Young Martin
assisted in ringing the church bells, and was otherwise raised in an
atmosphere of deep Catholic piety. In political terms, Messkirch
was a stronghold of Catholic centrism, and during the 1920s
would consistently register fewer votes for the Nazi Party than
most other parts of Germany. For this reason, it would be mistaken
to trace Heidegger’s later Nazism to some sort of provincial small-
town bigotry.

Martin’s sister Marie was born in 1891 and died in 1956. For
some reason she is often omitted entirely from biographies of the
philosopher, though his letters show that they enjoyed warm inter-
actions during his visits to Messkirch. Martin’s brother Fritz was
born in 1894 and died in 1980, and had an incalculable influence on
Martin’s life. Often portrayed as just a lovable country boy who kept
his famous brother humble, Fritz Heidegger was in fact a remarkable
figure. Removed from training for the priesthood due to a speech
impediment, he eventually became a skilled local banker, a beloved
orator of rare comic brilliance, and a prolific author of unpublished
books of worldly wisdom. Fritz was entrusted with Martin

5
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Heidegger’s manuscripts during the most dangerous period of
World War II, and worked selflessly to type them.

Given the limited finances of the Heidegger family, Martin
needed the assistance of a Church scholarship to attend the
Gymnasium (preparatory high school) in the nearby city of
Konstanz. In 1906, he transferred to a Gymnasium in Freiburg near
the Black Forest, his first contact with the city of his future glory.
Another stroke of destiny occurred the following year, when
Heidegger’s early mentor Conrad Gröber, the future Archbishop of
Freiburg, presented seventeen-year-old Martin with a book by the
Austrian philosopher Franz Brentano, On the Manifold Meaning of
Being according to Aristotle. This gift had a major impact on
Heidegger’s life. In the first place, it gradually led him toward
Brentano’s student Edmund Husserl, founder of the movement
known as phenomenology, which Heidegger would later adopt and
radicalize. But in a deeper sense, Brentano’s book led the young
student to wonder vaguely, “If being has several meanings, what is
its most fundamental meaning?” The question of the meaning of
being would eventually become Heidegger’s trademark.

Two years later, in 1909, Heidegger entered the Jesuit novitiate
in Tisis, Austria. A brilliant career as a Jesuit theologian seemed to
lie in store. Yet within just a few weeks, he was discharged from
training due to a heart condition (ironically, he would pursue an
athletic lifestyle and live to the age of eighty-six). This incident
began Heidegger’s gradual alienation from the Catholic Church,
culminating in a permanent break with the Church a decade later.
With his brief Jesuit training ended, Heidegger turned toward his
studies at the University of Freiburg, focusing on philosophy and
theology. During these years, his continued interest in Brentano’s
philosophy led him to Husserl, whose masterwork Logical
Investigations never seemed to be in demand at the university
library, allowing Heidegger to borrow it repeatedly. To visualize
the young Heidegger lost in the pages of Husserl’s great book is
to imagine one of the most dramatic scenes of twentieth-century
philosophy. Heidegger is best understood as a heretical disciple of
Husserl—a radical phenomenologist who overturned phenome-
nology and turned it into something entirely different.

Heidegger received his doctorate in 1913. The German aca-
demic system requires a further postdoctoral process known as
Habilitation in order to become a university teacher. This includes
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another lengthy thesis beyond the Ph.D., which Heidegger com-
pleted in 1915 with an interesting work on the medieval philoso-
pher Duns Scotus. In the meantime, World War I had broken out.
Like the rest of his unlucky generation, Heidegger was called into
service in this famously abysmal conflict. The continued questions
surrounding his health excluded him from armed combat; he
served instead in the postal censor’s office, and at a meteorology
station near Verdun.

In the immediate postwar years, the main elements of
Heidegger’s adult life began to take shape. In 1917 he married
Elfride Petri, an economics student in Freiburg and the daughter
of an enlightened Protestant military officer. The couple would
have two sons: Jörg (in 1919) and Hermann (in 1920). At age
fourteen, Hermann was told by his mother that his true biological
father was not Martin Heidegger, but rather her childhood friend
Dr. Friedel Caesar, a secret that Hermann loyally kept until it was
made public in 2005. Due to Heidegger’s increasing distance
from Catholicism, the couple broke their promise to have the boys
raised as Catholics. Meanwhile, in Heidegger’s latest stroke of
amazing philosophical luck, the newest professor of philosophy in
Freiburg was none other than Edmund Husserl himself.
Heidegger tried repeatedly to become a close associate of Husserl,
but the older thinker viewed him at first as a “Catholic philoso-
pher,” and assumed that his strong religious commitments would
prevent full openness to the radical questioning demanded by phe-
nomenology.

In the winter semester of 1917-18, Husserl finally accepted
Heidegger as his assistant. He grew deeply impressed by the talents
of his apprentice, eventually coming to see him as an intellectual
heir. As Husserl supposedly told Heidegger one day, “Phenomen-
ology, that is you and me!” But the relationship gradually led to
disillusionment. Heidegger’s growing intellectual distance from
Husserl beginning in the early 1920s was capped in the following
decade by Heidegger’s Nazi allegiances, while Husserl, Jewish by
birth, was barred from university facilities.

Rising Star
Heidegger’s own philosophical career began in 1919, with the so-
called War Emergency Semester in Freiburg. In a lecture course
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now available in English as Towards the Definition of Philosophy, we
find Heidegger’s first original steps beyond Husserl’s phenome-
nology. In 1920, he began an important friendship with the
philosopher Karl Jaspers, bringing him the new experience of a
friend roughly his own age and of somewhat comparable intellec-
tual stature. This friendship too would sour during the Nazi
period; Jaspers’s wife was Jewish and faced genuine physical dan-
ger despite her husband’s fame.

By the early 1920s, the youthful Heidegger was already a leg-
endary teacher in Freiburg. But like his teacher Husserl, he had
published far less than he had written, and this lack of publication
had kept him stranded at the level of a mere instructor. Even so,
his reputation for originality had reached the point that the
Universities of Marburg and Göttingen both began to consider
professorships for him. It was in the hilly central town of Marburg
that the lightning struck. Heidegger accepted a professorship
there in 1923, and would remain in Marburg for a brief but spec-
tacular period until 1928, when he was called back to Freiburg as
Husserl’s successor. The half-decade in Marburg was no doubt
the most important period of Heidegger’s life, and one of the
most illustrious chapters in the history of the city as well. It was
during this time that Heidegger began to do philosophical work
in his famous Black Forest hut in Todtnauberg. This was also the
period of Heidegger’s growing reputation among students as the
“hidden king” of German philosophy, despite his continued lack
of publications.

Semester by semester, Heidegger’s Marburg lecture courses
broke fresh ground and solidified his highly original vision of phi-
losophy. There was an important friendship with the theologian
Rudolf Bultmann, who would incorporate many of Heidegger’s
ideas into his own work. Still more importantly, there was his
meeting with Hannah Arendt, later a brilliant political philosopher
in her own right. In 1924, Arendt was still an eighteen-year-old
Jewish student from East Prussia, a shy but forceful character who
fascinated her fellow students no less than Heidegger, who was
then a married professor of thirty-four. In February of 1924 they
began a love affair. Although by no means the only affair of
Heidegger’s life, this one was so important to him that he once
claimed Arendt was the inspiration for all his major works of the
1920s.

8 Chapter 1: Biography
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Foremost among these works was Being and Time, justly
regarded as Heidegger’s greatest achievement. Late in 1924, the
conflicted Arendt left Marburg to study with Jaspers in
Heidelberg. During the summer semester of 1925, despite the
absence of his young muse, Heidegger gave the lecture course in
Marburg now known in English as History of the Concept of Time—
a lucid first draft of Being and Time prefaced by a brilliant survey
of the achievements of Edmund Husserl, whom he both celebrates
and surpasses. Heidegger was now on the doorstep of Being and
Time, which like so many great works in the history of philosophy
was published only due to external pressures. When the philoso-
pher Nicolai Hartmann left Marburg for Cologne, his full profes-
sorship became vacant. The Marburg faculty favored Heidegger
for the job, especially since Hartmann himself had spoken in glow-
ing terms of an outstanding book in progress by Heidegger. The
problem for the young philosopher, now as ever, was his lack of
publications; his colleagues urged him to speed up the writing
process.

In 1925, Heidegger was nominated by the Marburg faculty to
fill the vacant full professorship. This suggestion was vetoed by the
Ministry of Culture in Berlin, with a rejection letter stating that a
chair as important as the one in Marburg should not go to some-
one with such a minimal publication record. In the summer of
1926, the Marburg faculty renewed its request, this time enclosing
the galleys of Heidegger’s new book. In one of the most embar-
rassing blunders in academic history, these pages were returned
from Berlin marked “inadequate.” Only in 1927, when Husserl’s
famous journal Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological
Research included Heidegger’s book in its pages, was Heidegger
finally approved as Hartmann’s successor.

He did not remain on the job for long. Already in 1928,
Heidegger was summoned back to Freiburg as Husserl’s succes-
sor, now a crowned king of philosophy rather than a hidden one.
His return to Freiburg featured intriguing lecture courses such as
the 1929–30 Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (on the
unlikely twin themes of boredom and animals) and even more
famous one-shot lectures such as What Is Metaphysics? (on the
concept of nothingness). Many of the students who came to
Freiburg to work with the aging Husserl were soon bewitched by
Heidegger’s magic instead. After the publication of Being and
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Time, there were growing numbers of students from as far afield
as the United States and Japan. While the younger Heidegger had
already drawn such first-rate disciples as Arendt and Hans-Georg
Gadamer, his lectures of the late 1920s were attended by such
eventual key thinkers as Emmanuel Levinas of Lithuania and
Xavier Zubiri from the Basque region of Spain. In 1929, in Davos,
Switzerland, the newly famous Heidegger engaged in a debate on
the philosophy of Kant with Ernst Cassirer—an electrifying event
at the time, one that was attended or followed by virtually all
important European philosophers. The future must have looked
bright indeed for Heidegger in 1930, despite the increasing polit-
ical turmoil in Germany. 

The Hitler Era
The year 1933 was one of the darkest of the twentieth century, and
was surely Heidegger’s darkest year as well, since it tarnished his
reputation for eternity. It was the year of Hitler’s rise to power. Far
from opposing Hitler or considering exile, Heidegger offered his
talents to the new regime as rector of the University of Freiburg (a
position similar in American terms to provost or vice president of
academic affairs). Heidegger officially joined the Nazi Party in
May, and later that month gave his infamous rectoral address,
“The Self-Assertion of the German University”—a legitimate
philosophical work accompanied bizarrely by Nazi march music
and the one-armed Fascist salute. Far worse documents from this
period have been published, including letters from Heidegger end-
ing with an enthusiastic “Sieg Heil” for the “Führer.” Heidegger’s
motives for supporting the Nazis remain a matter of controversy,
as do the depth and duration of his support for the Hitler move-
ment. Although Heidegger heaped scorn on the crude racist
Nazism of hack philosophers like Alfred Rosenberg, the record
shows that he denounced one colleague as a pacifist and another as
the friend of a Jew. Further controversy surrounds Heidegger’s
failure to attend the funeral of Husserl, who died in 1938; nor did
he do much to ease the dangerous situation of Elisabeth
Blochmann, another Jewish friend and likely mistress (their letters
are clear enough for me, at least). The firing of Karl Jaspers at
Heidelberg was greeted by Heidegger with icy silence. While the
debate over Heidegger and Nazism will surely continue, few
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would deny that the Hitler period places the philosopher in a
rather ugly light.

The rectorate ended in just one year, as Heidegger grew disil-
lusioned with the failure of his reform proposals and his waning
influence in national academic circles. The philosopher retreated
into the shell of family life, which was expanded in 1935 to include
foster daughter Erika Birle (1921– ), an ethnic German orphan
from São Paulo, Brazil. As World War II approached, Heidegger’s
lecture courses focused increasingly on Germany’s great intellec-
tual past. During the war itself, he continued his lectures in
Freiburg, although the city was eventually decimated by an Allied
bombing raid. In 1944, as the German war effort approached final
collapse, Heidegger was drafted into the Volkssturm or People’s
Militia, though he mainly did guard duty and saw no actual com-
bat. With Freiburg increasingly in danger, Heidegger began to
deliver his manuscripts to his brother Fritz in Messkirch for safe-
keeping. Their hometown was unexpectedly struck by a bombing
raid of its own on February 22, 1945, but Heidegger’s manu-
scripts escaped destruction.

Life after WWII
For Heidegger, as for the German nation, the end of the war
brought significant trauma, but also a chance for renewal.
Heidegger’s homeland lay in ruins, as did his reputation. His
sons Jörg and Hermann were held by the Soviet Army as pris-
oners of war, and would remain so for years to come, as Stalin
used the labor power of captured Germans to rebuild his coun-
try. Heidegger was also stripped of his right to teach. For some
reason he had counted on his former friend Jaspers to say 
good things on his behalf, but Jaspers actually sent the Denazi-
fication Commission a damning assessment of Heidegger’s char-
acter and philosophy. For some time there was even talk of
punishing Heidegger further by confiscating his personal library
to help restock the University of Münster, although this disaster
was avoided. The philosopher must have felt like a caged animal.
As the pressure mounted, he sought psychiatric help. He also
approached his old mentor the Archbishop Gröber for the first
time in years, making an abject and tearful apology for his 
misdeeds.

Life after WWII 11

Heidegger Explained  2/19/11  2:23 AM  Page 11



Even so, a new window of opportunity opened for Heidegger
at this time: a window facing France, the very nation whose sol-
diers now occupied Freiburg. Jean-Paul Sartre, already the intel-
lectual lion of Paris, had made ingenious use of the ideas of Husserl
and Heidegger in his own major work Being and Nothingness
(1943). Although Heidegger’s opinion of Sartre as a philosopher
sank from initial enthusiasm to eventual rejection, he owes Sartre
a great debt for spreading his ideas in increasingly serious circles
abroad. But it is perhaps Jean Beaufret who deserves the most
credit for Heidegger’s great influence in France, which continues
to this day. Following the war, Beaufret used his contacts in the
French military to deliver an admiring letter to Heidegger. In
1946, the two men met for the first time, beginning a close asso-
ciation most famous for the public “Letter on Humanism,”
addressed by Heidegger to Beaufret and containing criticisms of
Sartre and existentialism. It was also Beaufret who arranged for
Heidegger to make a number of trips to France, on which the
philosopher met such figures as the poet René Char and the Cubist
painter Georges Braque. Unfortunately, Heidegger did not always
repay Beaufret’s efforts with kindness, sometimes treating him in
arrogant or dismissive fashion.

Another window of opportunity pointed to the North: in the
surprising direction of Bremen, the northern German city most
famous for the folktale legend of its animal musicians. Bremen was
generally regarded as a city of merchants rather than intellectuals,
and had no university at the time. Yet fate would bring Heidegger
and Bremen together—giving Heidegger a second grand entrance
into philosophy, and turning Bremen into one of the secret capi-
tals of twentieth-century thought. Heidegger’s former student,
the cultural historian Heinrich Wiegand Petzet, used family con-
nections to arrange for Heidegger to give a series of lectures to the
Bremen Club in 1949. The audience, made up largely of shippers
and industrialists with little academic training, listened patiently as
Heidegger read some of the most seductive and bizarre pages of
twentieth-century philosophy, in a set of lectures called Insight
Into What Is. These lectures introduce the dominant themes of the
so-called later period of Heidegger’s career: the question concern-
ing technology, the independence of things from human percep-
tion, and above all the mysterious “fourfold” of earth, sky, gods,
and mortals, which has baffled Heidegger’s readers ever since.
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Much of Heidegger’s work of the 1950s amounts to spin-off essays
from this series of Bremen lectures, which have not yet been fully
translated into English. 

In 1951, Heidegger was permitted to resume lecturing at the
University of Freiburg, though he did so less regularly than before.
Jaspers and Arendt also reappeared in his life, with mixed results:
while the wounds between Heidegger and Jaspers never fully
healed, Arendt became Heidegger’s right-hand woman in the
United States, finding publication deals and competent translators
for his work.

The 1960s found Heidegger an old man, though further inter-
esting events did occur in his life. He made a first trip to his
beloved Greece in 1962. He engaged in a dispute with the philoso-
pher Ernst Tugendhat, and endured a lengthy attack from the
Leftist thinker Theodor Adorno. He also began a troubled friend-
ship with the famous poet Paul Celan, a Romanian Jew who had
lost his family during the war and eventually committed suicide.
Heidegger also granted a secret 1966 interview to the German
magazine Der Spiegel, on condition that it remain unpublished
until the philosopher’s death. Heidegger lived long enough to wit-
ness the passing of many of his old friends. Karl Jaspers died in
1969. Hannah Arendt, once the brilliant young woman of
Marburg, died before Heidegger in 1975 after a distinguished
career in America. Heidegger himself died on May 26, 1976, of an
uncertain ailment. He is buried in his hometown of Messkirch,
where his tombstone is marked with a stylized star, a notable con-
trast with the Christian crosses on the neighboring graves of his
family.

Appearance and Character
In physical terms, Heidegger was a small man with a dark com-
plexion and striking eyes. He had uncommon athletic ability for a
thinker, and was especially adept at skiing. His voice could be thin
and high-pitched, as can be heard in several available recordings,
yet many found it hypnotic nonetheless. Heidegger’s style of dress
was often unusual for academic gatherings, with a wardrobe fea-
turing ski suits and peasant costumes as regular items. As a teacher,
he worked rare magic on his students through his avoidance of dull
academic jargon and his ability to bring the great thinkers of the
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past to life. Yet he could also be a bully: intimidating gifted stu-
dents such as Gadamer into prolonged years of self-doubt, snap-
ping at his French admirers for their ignorance well into his elderly
years, or rewarding his loyal admirer Petzet with belittling remarks
and at least one humiliating prank. Heidegger’s writing style is
powerful, if somewhat repetitive. His letters show a great deal of
thoughtfulness accompanied by flashes of sarcasm and anger, espe-
cially in the frustrating early stages of his career. Although
Heidegger traveled relatively little by the standards of his era, he
seems to have been affected deeply by those few journeys that he
did take, especially in the cases of southern France and the Greek
island of Delos. Finally, Heidegger is tainted by political scandal to
a greater degree than any comparable figure of Western intellectual
history. This complicated personality is rated by many, including
me, as the greatest philosopher of the past century.
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Many interpreters of Heidegger like to split his career into
“early” and “late” periods, with various competing theories as to
when the turn in his thinking occurred. There are understandable
reasons for this procedure: clear differences in terminology and
tone are found in various phases of Heidegger’s career. Even so,
it is largely fruitless to read Heidegger as split into two distinct
periods. His philosophy is a unified organism from its first appear-
ance in 1919 to its final fruits in the early 1960s. When speaking
of a maple tree, no one speaks of “early” and “late” tree, but sim-
ply tells the story of the birth, growth, and death of the single
tree. It would be equally pointless when reading a novel to speak
of a turn between “early” and “late” War and Peace: instead, we
simply recount the plot of the novel and the often-surprising fate
of its major characters.

Yet I would also not want to take the opposite approach, and
write a book on Heidegger that split his thinking into such topics
as “Heidegger’s theory of knowledge,” “Heidegger’s philosophy
of art,” and “Heidegger’s political philosophy.” Why not? In the
first place, we should take seriously Heidegger’s view that every
great thinker has only one great thought, rather than numerous
separate ideas that could be classified under familiar headings. But
even more important is the fact that a philosophy cannot be
reduced to its content. A philosophy is not a set of definite opin-
ions about specific subjects, one that would change completely
with each minor change in the author’s views. If your best friend
swings overnight from atheism to religious zealotry,  he still
remains the same person; his personality and style of argument will
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remain the same even when his opinions have diametrically shifted.
France was monarchist in 1782 and revolutionary in 1792, yet dis-
played the same French sensuality and intellectualism after the
great event as before. The same holds for a great philosophy, even
when its specific doctrines change over time. To explain a philoso-
phy is not to explain the content of the philosopher’s opinions at
any given moment. Instead,  to explain a philosophy means to
approach the central insight that guides it through its entire lifes-
pan, through all surface changes of opinion and all troubled rever-
sals of viewpoint.

A philosophy is a living organism. Like every organism, it is born
when it separates from its parents. Initially fragile and dependent on
ancestors, a philosophy grows by expanding its core insight in sur-
prising directions, by grafting ideas from other philosophies, and
finally by asserting independence (sometimes violently) from its
parents. The current fashion among scholars is to exaggerate the
link between Heidegger and Aristotle, a philosopher with whom he
has relatively little in common. Heidegger’s true intellectual father
is a far more obvious candidate: his teacher Edmund Husserl.
Without Husserl, no Heidegger; without phenomenology, no
Being and Time. It is Husserl who taught Heidegger how to use his
own eyes, and Heidegger’s various declarations of independence
are aimed explicitly at Husserl, who was both as nurturing and as
suffocating as mentors always are. The birth of Heidegger as an
original philosopher comes in 1919, at the age of twenty-nine.
Although traces of Husserl’s DNA are still visible at this stage, 
the Heideggerian philosophy in 1919 is already an independent
organism. 

Heidegger is best understood as a heretic among the phenom-
enologists, just as Spinoza’s philosophy can be seen as a Cartesian
heresy, Hegel’s philosophy as a Kantian heresy, Buddhism as a
Hindu heresy, and the United States as a British heresy. Before
turning to the heretic, we should briefly discuss the mentor whose
work he radicalized: Edmund Husserl. This will require another
biographical detour, though a shorter one than the last.

Husserl’s Phenomenology
Edmund Husserl was born to Jewish parents on April 8, 1859, in
Prossnitz in Moravia (now in the Czech Republic, but then part of
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the Austro-Hungarian Empire). Following secondary school in
Olmütz, he attended the universities of Leipzig, Berlin, and
Vienna. His initial focus was on mathematics, a field in which he
flourished under such well-known teachers as Weierstrass and
Kronecker. He received his doctorate in mathematics in Vienna in
1882, with a dissertation entitled “Contributions to the Theory of
the Calculus of Variations.”

BRENTANO AND INTENTIONALITY

Fate, however, had a different vocation in store for Husserl than
mathematics. In 1883 he came under the spell of the charismatic
philosopher Franz Brentano, the same Catholic rebel who would
later captivate the young Heidegger and the young Sigmund
Freud as well. Brentano’s classic book, Psychology from the
Empirical Standpoint, can be seen as a forerunner of Husserl’s
phenomenology. At this time philosophy seemed to be steadily los-
ing ground to the booming natural sciences. In response to this
situation, Brentano tried to carve out a special domain for philos-
ophy by sharply distinguishing between mental acts and physical
reality. Unlike the physical world, everything mental is distin-
guished by “intentionality” (an old medieval term revived by
Brentano), which means that every mental act is directed toward
an object. At each moment I see something, laugh at something,
worry about something, or scream at something. All mental acts
contain other objects: this “intentional inexistence,” as Brentano
calls it, creates a radical break between the physical and mental
realms.

Under Brentano’s influence, Husserl had discovered that phi-
losophy was his true calling. Yet their relations were not always
pleasant. Despite his rigorous mathematical training, Husserl was
a sensitive and intuitive young man who often despaired when the
master logician Brentano would smash his vague new insights with
a single blow. For this reason, he must have felt somewhat relieved
when Brentano sent him to the University of Halle to do his
Habilitation in philosophy with Professor Carl Stumpf. In the
same year Husserl converted to the Lutheran faith (at least offi-
cially), and in the following year he was married. Husserl and
Stumpf formed an excellent relationship. Husserl’s Habilitation
thesis was on the concept of number, leading in 1891 to the pub-
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lication of his first book, The Philosophy of Arithmetic. Even at this
stage, Husserl dreamed of a new universal foundation for philoso-
phy, one that would render all previous philosophies obsolete.

DISCOURAGEMENT AND THE BIRTH OF PHENOMENOLOGY

From 1887 to 1901, Husserl struggled as an instructor in Halle.
He was frequently discouraged and insecure, and considered aban-
doning philosophy entirely. This long and difficult period ended
with the bombshell publication in 1900–1901 of the multivolume
work Logical Investigations. This book was one of the greatest
achievements in all of recent philosophy, and provided endless fas-
cination to Heidegger during his student years. It also marked the
birth of the name “phenomenology” for Husserl’s thinking, a
name that would echo throughout the world in the decades to
come. The first volume of Logical Investigations is an attack on
“psychologism”: the theory that logical laws are really just psycho-
logical laws of the human mind, a popular view at the time. The
remainder of the work contains Husserl’s trailblazing theories of
linguistic and nonlinguistic signs, a new theory of wholes and
parts, and above all, a new model of intentionality that departed
from Brentano’s in significant respects. 

Among other differences, Brentano held that all intentionality
is a kind of representation: a presence of something before the
human mind. Husserl modified this to say that every intention is
an objectifying act, including not just theoretical awareness, but
also such obscure intentions as wishes, fears, confusion, and
anger, all of which Husserl places on equal footing with conscious
theoretical observation. Even more importantly, Husserl noticed
that intentional objects are never fully present, since they always
show us only one profile (or “adumbration”) while hiding numer-
ous others. In other words, a tree or house is never completely
present to us, but is only a principle that unifies all our various
perceptions of the tree and house from many different angles and
distances. Both of these breakthroughs were later pushed further
by Heidegger: Husserl’s new interest in vague and obscure forms
of intentionality was transformed into Heidegger’s theory of
moods, while the permanent invisibility of intentional objects
would be radicalized into Heidegger’s revolutionary analysis of
tools.
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SUCCESS

Although the Logical Investigations needed time to gain their full
influence, the importance of the book was immediately recog-
nized by the mathematician David Hilbert of the University of
Göttingen. Hilbert urged that Husserl receive an assistant profes-
sorship in Göttingen. In 1901, Husserl received and accepted the
call; the dark days of Halle had come to an end. The Göttingen
years were surely the happiest period of Husserl’s life. He had
become the center of a worldwide philosophical movement, and
would soon become the editor of a journal devoted entirely to his
own style of philosophy. He basked in the admiration of his stu-
dents, even while encouraging them to reject the authority of
Husserl or anyone else and accept only what they could see
directly with their own eyes. In later years Husserl was often crit-
icized for delivering long-winded monologues in the classroom,
but in the Göttingen period he seems to have been a good listener
and an open-minded conversation partner. He also drastically
reworked his philosophy in a way that Heidegger and other
younger admirers would eventually reject. Stated briefly, Husserl
turned toward the brand of philosophy known as idealism—plac-
ing emphasis on human consciousness rather than on the world
itself. This turn is most clearly expressed in his 1913 book Ideas
for a Pure Phenomenology and a Phenomenological Philosophy, usu-
ally called Ideas I, since two additional volumes were published
after Husserl’s death.

In 1916, as we have seen, Husserl was called to Freiburg as full
professor, and remained in that city even after his retirement.
Although Husserl graciously published Heidegger’s Being and
Time in his journal, he was somewhat disappointed with his former
student’s book, as can be seen from critical handwritten notes
found in his personal copy. It seemed to him that Heidegger had
relapsed from philosophy into anthropology, given Heidegger’s
detailed focus in the book on human existence. In 1929, Husserl’s
students and friends produced a so-called Festschrift for his seven-
tieth birthday—following the German tradition of publishing col-
lected essays by various authors in honor of a respected figure.
Heidegger was given the honor of presenting the work to Husserl,
yet the personal and philosophical distance between them contin-
ued to grow.
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HUSSERL’S LATE CAREER

The rise of the Nazis in 1933 ended Husserl’s central role at the
University of Freiburg, as Jewish faculty members were persecuted.
Yet Husserl continued to work intensely on philosophy, discussing
new ideas with his talented disciple Eugen Fink, and honored by
the continued pilgrimage of foreign admirers wishing to meet him.
In 1935 Austria was not yet under Nazi rule, and Husserl accepted
a lecture invitation to Vienna, the city where he had learned phi-
losophy from Brentano a half-century earlier. Later that year, he
enjoyed great success with further lectures in Prague, another city
just a few years from Nazi invasion. These lectures contained the
germ of his final great work: The Crisis of the European Sciences
and Transcendental Phenomenology, whose first pages appeared in
1936. The final year of Husserl’s life was dominated by a struggle
with illness, and he died in Freiburg on April 27, 1938.
Heidegger’s failure to attend his former teacher’s funeral under
Nazi rule is viewed by his critics as an act of supreme cowardice.
Heidegger explained it as simply a human failing, and sometimes
claimed to have been sick in bed.

Like all great mentors, Husserl provided Heidegger with a bril-
liant model of how to reach his own mode of thinking. Yet great
teachers can take years to overcome, and often provoke violent
reactions in students as they struggle to see the world with their
own eyes. The Martin Heidegger of 1919, not yet thirty years old,
must have felt a strange mixture of thrill and anxiety as he pre-
sented his own first breakthroughs in philosophy, which already
show decisive and permanent ruptures with Husserl.

1919: Heidegger’s Breakthrough
As the Central Powers collapsed at the end of World War I, revo-
lution swept through the streets of Germany. Everywhere there
was talk of reform, of the need to reconstruct the whole of society
and the university based on some guiding principle. The young
Heidegger also had revolutionary tendencies, though not yet in
the service of any political movement. In his lecture courses of
1919, he begins by addressing the widespread calls for reform. The
title of these lectures in English is Towards the Definition of
Philosophy, though On the Vocation of Philosophy is another possible
translation.
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REFORMING SOCIETY THROUGH SCIENCE

In Heidegger’s view, the task of philosophy is not to provide a new
world-view for the public. A new world-view is always superficial
and arbitrary, lacking deep roots, and so would not be able to save
society. By contrast, Heidegger says that true reform is possible only
through science. It should be noted that in German, the word for
science (Wissenschaft) is not restricted to the exact natural sciences,
as is usually the case in English. Instead, it refers to any kind of sys-
tematic knowledge at all. In the German sense of the term, history,
sociology, and literary theory are also sciences; numerous German
philosophers have used the word “science” to describe what they
do. In fact, the young Heidegger insists that philosophy is the pri-
mordial science, the one with the broadest and deepest roots of all.
The fundamental knowledge that we seek cannot come from any
particular science: for example, we cannot reform the whole of
society based on discoveries in psychology. After all, psychology is a
limited field that cannot take account of equally useful insights
drawn from physics, history, engineering, or aesthetics. Only phi-
losophy has no limit to the objects it can discuss, and this means
that only philosophy can provide a radical new basis for society. But
philosophy is something we learn only by doing it ourselves, since
the history of philosophy cannot help us: unless we are thinking for
ourselves, we can learn nothing from Plato or Kant except superfi-
cial information about their opinions. Only those who deal with the
deep and radical problems of philosophy for themselves can learn
anything from the great philosophers of the past.

BEYOND HUSSERL

In 1919, the best example of a radical philosopher seeing the
world with his own eyes seemed to be Edmund Husserl,
Heidegger’s own teacher. During this period, Heidegger still
believes that phenomenology is the only way to reconstruct our
entire model of the world. Yet a surprising twist to Heidegger’s
loyalties has already begun to emerge. In his 1919 lectures, the
young Heidegger begins to imply that Husserl has not seen the
world radically enough—that there are still damaging biases that
haunt phenomenology. Although still praising his teacher,
Heidegger begins to make subtle remarks about the need to
reform phenomenology itself.
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When we want to say in English that something exists, we say
“there is” or “there are” such things. There are submarines. There
are tornadoes. There are islands, jungles, and even fictional char-
acters. In German they say es gibt, which literally means “it gives.”
The young Heidegger now asks what “it gives” means, a question
he had been asking even in his doctoral thesis six years earlier. He
is not interested in making clever grammatical jokes about the
mysterious “it” that supposedly “gives.” Instead, he simply wants
to know what it really means when we say that a thing is. What sort
of reality do things have? For Husserl, who walled philosophy off
from the natural sciences, the reality of a thing is to appear as a
phenomenon for human consciousness; any existence of things
outside consciousness is secondary. In 1919, Heidegger begins to
radicalize phenomenology, turning it into something completely
different. For Heidegger as he reaches maturity, unlike for Husserl,
if we say “there is a city called Beirut,” this cannot mean that
Beirut exists as a series of appearances in consciousness. In the
young Heidegger’s terminology, Beirut is neither a physical occur-
rence nor an appearance in consciousness. Instead, Beirut is an
independent event. All things that exist have the character of
events.

EQUIPMENT

At this point, Heidegger offers an example that is both brilliant
and, by contemporary standards, somewhat offensive. As he stands
in a lecture hall in Freiburg, addressing his students from the
podium, Heidegger notes that professor and students all use the
various objects in the room, taking them for granted. The podium
is simply used, not consciously seen. The desks of the students,
their pens and notebooks, are also taken for granted as useful items
before they are ever clearly and consciously noticed. Heidegger
now asks us to imagine what would happen if a “Senegal Negro”
suddenly entered the room. This unlucky foreigner might have no
concept at all of a lecture hall and its usual equipment. He might
be utterly confused by the podium and have no idea of how to use
it. Even so, he would not see the podium and the desks as mean-
ingless colors and shapes. Instead, he might think of the podium
as an item for voodoo or witchcraft, or as a barrier for hiding from
arrows and slingstones. The “Senegal Negro’s” failure to under-
stand the room does not mean that the room is a sheer perception
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without any practical use. Instead, he would encounter the room
as a form of “equipmental strangeness.”

This is what the world means for the young Heidegger: it is not
a spectacle of colors and shapes, but rather an environment in
which all things have a special significance for us and are linked
with one another in a specific way. What we learn from the visitor
from Senegal is that objects always have a highly specific meaning
even when they are not lucidly present in consciousness. Things
are events, not perceptual or physical occurrences. They are a
“how,” not a “what”—in other words, they cannot be reduced to
a list of traits and qualities that might be found in a dictionary. To
repeat, the things encountered by humans are events, and this
means that there is more to them than anything we can see or say
about them. If I look at a flower from thousands of different angles
and perform hundreds of experiments on it, all of these actions will
never add up to the total reality of the flower, which is always
something deeper than whatever we might see, no matter how
hard we work. In some way phenomenology misses this point,
since it claims that the true being of a thing lies in the way it is
present in our minds. Under the influence of the German philoso-
pher Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), Heidegger realized that his-
torical reality is a deeper and darker layer of the world than
Husserl’s philosophy of phenomena can grasp. History tries to
come to grips with events that are often complex and murky, not
lucid appearances for human consciousness.

THE PROBLEM WITH SCIENCE

For the young Heidegger, then, the true reality of things is not vis-
ible, but hides from conscious view. In order to gain knowledge of
things, any science has to objectify them, and to objectify things
means to “de-live” them. In other words, knowledge always  cuts
things down to size or turns them into caricatures through some
sort of oversimplification. No theory of numbers, birds, chemicals,
or Stone Age societies will ever be able to exhaust the reality of
these topics. To treat them scientifically means to “cut them off at
the knees,” converting them from mysterious and multifaceted
things into concepts whose basic features can be clearly listed in a
glossary. While this distortion is inevitable, it is a distortion
nonetheless. Scientific knowledge of any kind, including Husserl’s
brand of philosophy, always fails to do justice to the things in the
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world, which are dark and stormy events locked in a network with
other such events, rather than crystal-clear sets of knowable prop-
erties. To some extent, scientific knowledge is always a waltz with
illusions, or at least with exaggerations.

We have seen that Husserl tried to save philosophy by criti-
cizing scientific naturalism. For Husserl the world is not made
primarily of forces, chemicals, potential and kinetic energy, or
electromagnetic fields. What comes first for him is always phe-
nomena perceived by humans, since these provide the true basis
for any scientific theory. The young Heidegger now risks a bold
criticism of his teacher. According to Heidegger, the problem is
not the dominance of naturalism, but the dominance of theory. If
scientific theories fail to do justice to the things, phenomenology
also fails. If science wrongly reduces the mysterious things of the
world to pieces of physical mass, phenomenology wrongly
reduces them to appearances in consciousness. What things really
are is events. 

1920–21: Facticity and Time
A few semesters later, we find Heidegger pursuing his old religious
interests, lecturing on such key Christian figures as St. Paul and St.
Augustine. This lecture course is available in English as The
Phenomenology of Religious Life, and is highly recommended to
anyone interested in the themes it covers. Here we need only focus
on Heidegger’s development of the new philosophical concepts
that make his historical writings possible.

PHILOSOPHY REDEFINES ITSELF CONSTANTLY

Earlier, Heidegger claimed that all the specific sciences are too lim-
ited in the objects they describe; by contrast, philosophy has a uni-
versal scope. In 1920–21, he adds a new observation about the
difference between philosophy and science. Namely, only philoso-
phy constantly seeks to redefine itself and redetermine its own
meaning. While each of the sciences goes through an occasional
state of crisis that forces it to reconsider its basic concepts, such as
physics after the development of relativity and the quantum theory,
for philosophy this must happen constantly. Indeed, philosophy is
nothing but a perpetual crisis and new beginning. All specific sci-
ences begin by presupposing the nature of their object: only in
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moments of especial turmoil does chemistry ask what a chemical is
or geometry ask what a shape is. It is philosophy alone that con-
stantly faces crisis by redefining its subject matter again and again.

FACTICITY

Not only would Husserl agree with all of this, he actually said it all
before Heidegger did. But there is something further that Husserl
did not already notice. Pushing his earlier criticisms still further,
Heidegger insists that philosophy cannot look at reality from the
outside, by way of its appearance. To understand human activity,
we have to view it as an independent event, not as something
looked at by an observer. To use a German word, we have to view
it as Vollzug, which means performance or execution, not one of
Husserl’s major terms. Human life is not something visible from
the outside, but must be seen in the very act, performance, or exe-
cution of its own reality, which always exceeds any of the proper-
ties that we can list about it. In other words, life is “factical,” and
is marked by what Heidegger calls “facticity.” The facticity of life
simply means that life cannot be adequately described in theoreti-
cal terms. Human life is always immersed in a specific situation,
involved with its surroundings in a very particular way. This factic-
ity always remains partly obscure, and for this reason human life
cannot be approached by the methods used in the sciences to
describe inanimate matter.

Heidegger’s name for human existence is Dasein (“being there”
or simply “existence”), a word almost always left in the original
German. For Heidegger in 1920–21, factical Dasein is the only
subject matter of philosophy, for two related reasons. First, the only
way to avoid reducing things to their appearance is to focus on the
facticity of human life in its environment, where everything has a
tacit meaning or function before we consciously notice it. Second,
philosophy only arises out of a factical situation in the first place:
Plato, Descartes, and Hegel were not disembodied souls floating
through empty space, but were real human beings who only began
to philosophize in a specific historical setting.

ENVIRONMENT

Husserl was right to say that we should abandon all traditional
philosophical theories and see things with our own eyes. However,
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for Heidegger what we see with those eyes is not objects made up
of visible properties, but an environment, and our environment is
partly determined by history. In the environment, all objects gain
their meaning  only in their relations with one another. Everything
belongs to a total system of meaning: for example, individual car
parts might seem meaningless or useless in isolation, but when
inserted in the car they immediately regain their full significance.
While this is obviously true for objects such as cars and lecture
podiums, it is equally true for my dealings with other humans and
even with myself. I do not usually encounter other people as homo
sapiens, nor do I simply observe isolated moods in my own mind.
Instead, all of these things are interpreted according to their sig-
nificance with respect to other things in the world. With this
method of turning toward factical human life, Heidegger aims to
do nothing less than revolutionize all of philosophy. The tradi-
tional categories of philosophy, found in Plato and Aristotle and
later thinkers, are nothing but external descriptions of the proper-
ties of things. Any normal categories we use to describe things will
fail to capture them as real events in their performance or execu-
tion. For this reason, we need an entirely new set of categories to
do justice to factical Dasein.

THE IMPORTANCE OF TIME

To do justice to human Dasein, we need to interpret it in terms of
time. Heidegger urges that time should not be viewed externally as
an “occurrence.” In other words, time cannot be understood
when it is measured by clocks, stopwatches, or calendars, since all
of these instruments distort time in the same way that science dis-
torts its objects, by viewing them from the outside. What we need
to do is find some way to grasp time as an event—in its execution,
performance, or facticity. Although Husserl also wrote a famous
work on time-consciousness (edited by Martin Heidegger himself)
Husserl is still talking about the consciousness of time, not time
itself. Heidegger’s central misgiving about phenomenology is the
way it treats various topics in terms of how they appear to con-
sciousness, since this gives us only an external or superficial access
to things. Whereas Husserl might have beautifully analyzed our
consciousness of podiums and desks in the lecture hall, Heidegger
tried to show what these things are for us before all explicit con-
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sciousness. The same is true of time. Heidegger wants to discuss
not the consciousness of time, but its facticity—the ambiguous
way that time is already at work in our environment before we have
noticed it at all.

TWO KINDS OF THEORIZING

But if talking about something always means to distort or kill it,
how is philosophy possible? After all, we have to say something
about any subject, unless we wish to sit in silence. According to
Heidegger, the proper way to describe anything in its factical real-
ity is through what he calls “formal indication.” Although Husserl
never uses this concept, Heidegger boldly calls it the hidden mean-
ing of phenomenology.

For Husserl, there are two ways to theorize about phenomena:
“generalization” and “formalization.” The difference between
them is easy to explain. Generalization is the kind of theorizing
that describes the properties of things, and it always moves step by
step in a series of levels. For example, I might say that this cactus
is green, this green is a color, this color is a sensory phenomenon,
and this sensory phenomenon is a reality. In short, we are dealing
here with what traditional philosophy called the “essence” of a
thing.

Formalization is different. It does not need to move step by
step, but can be done at any level of the process. For instance, I
can say that this cactus is, but just as easily say that this green is or
this color is. Here, we are dealing with what traditional philosophy
called the “existence” of a thing. Not surprisingly, Heidegger
rejects both generalization and formalization as models of theoret-
ical awareness, since both of them reduce things to their external
properties rather than grasping them in their deeper factical reality.
“Formal indication” is Heidegger’s name for the new kind of the-
orizing that somehow points to the facticity of life without reduc-
ing it to a set of surface qualities.

FORMAL INDICATION

Instead of listing all the adjectives that describe a cactus, or inform-
ing us of the obvious fact that the cactus “is,” formal indication is
a kind of knowledge that hints at some deeper reality of the cactus
without ever claiming to exhaust it. In a certain sense, the whole
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