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The famous motto of phenomenology, “To the things themselves!,” was 
adopted from Husserl’s insistence in his Logical Investigations of 1900–1901 
that “we want to return to the ‘things themselves’.”1 Husserl’s appeal to “the 
things themselves” (die Sachen selbst), an expression suggestive of “the thing 
itself ” (τὸ πρᾶγµα αὐτὸ) of Plato’s Seventh Letter,2 meant that as a mode of 
philosophizing, phenomenology should be concerned, not with “mere words” 
or with the vague meanings of abstract concepts, but with “evidence” that can 
be demonstrated in “fully developed intuitions.” As Husserl formulated the 
task of phenomenological research in his 1911 essay “Philosophy as Rigorous 
Science,” “The impulse to research must proceed not from philosophies, but 
from issues [Sachen] and problems.”3 Phenomenology was thus to be con-
cerned, not with traditional, dogmatically inherited philosophical problems 
and theories, nor with currently circulating ideas, but instead with the matters 
or issues themselves just as they show themselves—with the phenomenon in 
each case, as that which shows itself of its own accord, free from the yoke 
of superimposed concepts foisted upon it in advance. Yet access to the phe-
nomena thus understood, to these “matters themselves,” called for the careful 
cultivation of a special kind of seeing, learning how to see things otherwise, 
and with attentiveness to their very mode of appearing. Genuine questioning, 
as Heidegger noted in a foreword to his 1923 Freiburg lecture course Ontol-
ogy: Hermeneutics of Facticity, arises from a confrontation with the “mat-
ters” (Sachen). “And matters are only there where there are eyes” (GA 63, 5).

“Husserl gave me my eyes,” added Heidegger, attesting to an indebtedness 
to Husserl, the founder of scientific phenomenology, that Heidegger would 
never forget. Forty years later, in his essay “My Way to Phenomenology,” he 
reports how, from 1919 onward, he “practiced and learned phenomenological 
seeing in the proximity of Husserl,” whose teaching “took place in the form 
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of a step by step training in phenomenological ‘seeing’ which at the same 
time demanded that one relinquish the untested use of philosophical knowl-
edge, yet also that one give up introducing the authority of great thinkers 
into the conversation” (GA 14, 97). Renouncing any appeal to the authority 
of great thinkers gave rise to the widespread perception that phenomenology 
represented “a new movement within European philosophy.”4 And yet, while 
historiographically correct, this perception was, from another perspective, 
a misperception. Even though Husserl’s own programmatic explanations 
and methodological pronouncements “reinforced the misunderstanding that 
through ‘phenomenology’ a beginning of philosophy was claimed that denied 
all previous thinking” (GA 14, 97), Heidegger’s deeper historical perspective 
saw that this supposed new beginning remained firmly ensconced within the 
philosophy of modernity, as a reappropriation and development of Descartes’ 
attempt at a radical new beginning. If the “pure phenomenology” announced 
in Husserl’s Ideas of 1913 identified as its distinctive “matter” the transcen-
dental subjectivity of consciousness and its intentionality, these very titles 
“subjectivity” and “transcendental” clearly indicated, Heidegger remarks, 
“that ‘phenomenology’ consciously and decidedly moves into the tradition 
of the philosophy of modernity” (GA 14, 96). This, indeed, was explicitly 
acknowledged by Husserl himself, who consciously adopted the term tran-
scendental from Kant, and, especially in his later Cartesian Meditations of 
1931, presented his transcendental phenomenology of the “pure Ego” as a 
development of Descartes’ discovery of the ego cogito.

Yet Heidegger’s historical perspective extended well beyond the phi-
losophy of modernity, indeed, all the way back to the Greeks. For even as 
Heidegger practiced and learned phenomenological seeing in the company of 
Husserl from 1919 onward, he was not so willing as the master to renounce 
the authority of great thinkers. To the contrary, as he indicates in “My Way 
to Phenomenology”:

However, the clearer it became to me that my increasing familiarity with phe-
nomenological seeing was fruitful for the interpretation of Aristotle’s writings, 
the less I could separate myself from Aristotle and the other Greek thinkers. Of 
course, I could not immediately see what decisive consequences my renewed 
occupation with Aristotle was to have. (GA 14, 97–98)

During these early years, in the course of preparing for seminars with 
advanced students to study Husserl’s Logical Investigations, Heidegger 
explains that he gradually came to see the following:

What occurs for the phenomenology of the acts of consciousness as the 
self-manifestation of phenomena is thought more originally by Aristotle and 
in all Greek thinking and existence as Ἀλήθεια, as the unconcealedness of 
that which is present, its being revealed, its showing itself. That which the 
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phenomenological investigations discovered anew as the sustaining attitude of 
thought proves to be the fundamental trait of Greek thinking, if not indeed of 
philosophy as such. (GA 14, 99)

This insight emerged for Heidegger above all in the course of his readings 
of Book IX of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Book VI of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, as Heidegger himself attests, both in Being and Time and in his 
1962 letter to William J. Richardson.5 These readings revealed not only 
that the activity of theoretical contemplation (θεωρία), as the foundation of 
scientific knowledge, is merely one among several modes of uncovering, 
of ἀληθεύειν, but also that it presupposes a more originary uncovering: the 
self-showing of phenomena through νοεῖν, whether that of apprehending the 
nonsensuous ideas and categories of Being, or that of the practical appre-
hending of the concrete situation of action (πρᾶξις), an apprehending that 
came to the fore in Aristotle’s analysis of practical wisdom (φρόνησις) in 
Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics. Yet this was also what Husserl’s sixth 
Logical Investigation came close to understanding, through its discovery of 
categorial intuition: namely, that the disclosure of the Being of beings, of 
the categorial, was not the result of acts of consciousness or subjectivity, but 
occurred as a self-manifestation that is seen or intuited within such acts as 
a surplus or excess.

Throughout his early lecture courses, Heidegger indeed regularly defended 
Husserl and phenomenology against cheap criticisms, misunderstandings, 
and misappropriations. Yet Heidegger’s defense of Husserl had its limits. It 
was always primarily a defense of phenomenology’s original aspiration to 
be true to “the things themselves” rather than a defense of Husserl per se. 
Even as, with one hand, he defended Husserl against contemporary philoso-
phers, with the other hand Heidegger was continually undermining Husserl’s 
unfolding of phenomenology, above all the primacy it accorded the theoreti-
cal and acts of reflection, its unquestioning ascribing of intentionality to the 
sphere of consciousness and subjectivity, and its ultimate failure to pose phe-
nomenologically the question of the phenomenal mode of Being of the con-
crete entity to which intentionality belongs. As early as the emergency war 
semester of 1919, Heidegger opposed what he called the “theoretical ego,” 
as a mere abstraction, to the “historical ego” of one’s own lived experience. 
What is “decisive” in the lived experiences that I undergo is that a straight-
forward intuiting of such experiences finds nothing like an ego, but only the 
undergoing of an experience, a “living out toward something” (GA 56/57,  
66–69). While the construction of a theoretical ego that comports itself toward 
experience is certainly that of an ego intentionally directed toward beings and 
toward occurrences in the world, this directedness is “reduced to a minimum 
of lived experience”: It entails virtually no investment of the individual ego, 
and extinguishes the meaningful, worldly character of matters in reducing 
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them to objective occurrences set before it. “In theoretical comportment,” 
comments Heidegger, “I am directed toward something, but I am not living 
(as a historical ego) as directed toward this or that worldly occurrence.” And 
he illustrates this by contrasting the experience of the sunrise for astrophysics 
with the experience of the sunrise as poetized in the opening chorus lines of 
Sophocles’ Antigone:

ἀκτὶς ἀελίου, τὸ κάλ-
λιστον ἑπταπύλῳ φανὲν
Θήβᾳ τῶν προτέρων φάος

O you most beautiful sunbeam,
Of all that ever dawned
Upon seven-gated Thebes . . . (GA 56/57, 73–74)

Whereas the theoretical eye of the science of astrophysics investigates the 
sunrise as “a mere objective occurrence in nature, relating indifferently toward 
it in merely letting it unfold before it,” the look of the Theban elders toward 
the rising sun that shines upon them resonates poetically with the experi-
ence of a felicitous, historic victory in the battle of the Athenians against the 
Argives, in anticipation of a Dionysian celebration. The theoretical attitude 
is a “de-vivification” (Ent-leben): It literally drains the life out of meaning-
ful lived experience (Erleben). It is perhaps telling that Heidegger invokes 
the poetic word here already, in 1919, as revealing the historical experience 
of world, since by the mid-1930s it will be neither the theoretical gaze of 
science, nor, however, phenomenological seeing, but once again the work 
of art that is said to reveal world in its historicality. Yet need one turn to the 
poetic word in order to illustrate the impoverishment of lived experience that 
comes with the theoretical attitude, or to uncover the more primordial worldly 
dimension of experience? Anticipating the later analyses of equipmentality in 
Being and Time, Heidegger describes in striking terms the worldly experience 
of his looking at and seeing the lectern in the room in which he is lecturing, 
an experience in which worldly meaningfulness (das Bedeutsame) “is what 
is primary, that which is immediately given to me, without any detour of 
thought by way of the grasping of a matter.” Living in an environing world 
(as opposed to a theoretically objectified world), “meaning is given to me 
everywhere and continually, everything is worldly, ‘it worlds’ [‘es weltet’]” 
(GA 56/57, 73).6 Even a Negro suddenly transplanted here from Senegal, 
remarks Heidegger, will see the lectern (of which he has no prior experience) 
not as a mere “something in general,” nor as a mere assemblage of sensory 
data, but as something “that he does not know what to make of.” Lived expe-
rience is from the outset already oriented toward apprehending things in their 
meaningful character, in terms of what they mean or could mean for me, of 
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what I can do with them, how I can relate to them. Worldly experience is 
first-hand experience: It entails both worldly meaningfulness and the invest-
ment of the individual ego or “I,” not the abstraction of everything individual 
and worldly that arrives at the universal and empty Cartesian cogito or Hus-
serlian transcendental ego. In the experience of my seeing the lectern, states 
Heidegger, “there lies something of me: my ‘I’ goes entirely outside of itself 
and also oscillates within this ‘seeing’ [ . . . ]. Only in this resonating of one’s 
own, particular ‘I’ in each case does it experience the lived, environmental 
world, is there worlding, and wherever and whenever there is worlding for 
me, I am somehow altogether immersed there” (GA 56/57, 73).

Within such individuated lived experience, the ego or “I” is given, not as 
a theoretical object, but as a happening that is saturated and resonates with 
worldly meaningfulness. Strikingly, Heidegger describes this happening as an 
event, an Ereignis, an event that entails an appropriation:

In seeing the lectern I am immersed there [dabei] with my full ‘I’, which, we 
said, oscillates within this seeing, it is a lived experience proper to me [eigens für 
mich], and this is also how I see it; it is not, however, a process that lies before 
me, but rather an appropriative event [Ereignis]. . . . Undergoing lived experi-
ence [Das Er-leben] is not a process that passes before me like a state of affairs 
that I posit as an object; rather, I myself appropriate [er-eigne] it to myself, and 
this event appropriates itself [es er-eignet sich] in accordance with its essence. 
And when I understand it with a view to this, and in this way, then I understand 
it not as a process before me, as a state of affairs, as an object, but rather as 
something altogether new, an appropriative event [Ereignis]. (GA 56/57, 75)

Ereignis as understood here is not yet the Ereignis of the later Heidegger that 
would become the keyword of his thinking from 1936 onward.7 The Ereignis 
of 1919 is conceived in terms of the Being proper to the happening of indi-
viduated lived experience, and not yet in terms of Being as such—this later 
perspective informed by a meditation on Hölderlin’s poetizing and the work 
of art. Yet it is striking that Heidegger here already articulates the appropria-
tion entailed in terms of a kind of middle-voiced event that is undecidable 
with regard to who or what is doing the appropriating and who or what is 
being appropriated: “I myself appropriate it to myself, and this event appro-
priates itself.” The appropriation is not simply something that I undertake, but 
something that I undergo. As Heidegger also puts it, “The lived experiences 
are appropriative events [Er-eignisse] insofar as they live out of what is one’s 
own [aus dem Eigenen] and life lives only in this way” (GA 56/57, 75). And, 
Heidegger adds parenthetically, the nature of the Ereignis entailed here has 
not yet been fully determined in this account.

This immersed, worldly seeing of the lectern as my own proper lived 
experience is a seeing that in Being and Time would be called circumspective 
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seeing (Umsicht), by contrast with any kind of objectifying, theoretical see-
ing. Yet what, we have to ask, is the status of Heidegger’s account of this 
circumspective seeing? What kind of seeing is entailed in this account? My 
immediate, unreflective seeing of the lectern surely does not see this, its own 
lived experience, as a kind of middle-voiced appropriative event. Is this not 
already a theoretical account that Heidegger is giving us? And would it not, as 
an objectifying account, necessarily de-vivify the event-like character proper 
to my own lived experience? Can there even be a science of such radically 
finite, individuated lived experience?

Such questions are not lost on Heidegger himself. Granted, he remarks, 
that I can “bring to evidence” the event-like, nonobjective character of lived 
experiences, such evidence, surely, is valid only for me and my experiences. 
“How is a science supposed to be built upon this? Science is cognitive knowl-
edge [Erkenntnis]; knowledge has objects that stand over against it. It deter-
mines and fixes things in an objective manner. A science of lived experiences 
would, therefore, surely have to objectify these experiences, that is, precisely 
strip them of their nonobjective character of being appropriative events, lived 
experiences that we undergo” (GA 56/57, 76). The same theoretical stripping 
down of our experience of things occurs in contemporary epistemological 
accounts, whether realist or idealist, that claim that what is immediately given 
is a manifold of sensory data presented to sensation. In seeing the lectern, 
I certainly see that it is brown, but I do not see a sensation of brown: I have 
no consciousness of sensations at all. I see brown, “but in a unified context of 
meaningfulness together with the lectern.” I can indeed strip away everything 
else that belongs to my experience of the lectern and arrive at the sensation 
of brown as the object that is ostensibly primarily and immediately given. 
Yet what does “immediate givenness” mean? What does “given” mean here, 
asks Heidegger:

Do I have a lived experience of this datum ‘brown’ as a moment of sensation in 
the same way as I do the lectern? Does it ‘world’ in the brown as such, appre-
hended as a datum? Does my historical ‘I’ resonate in this apprehension? Evi-
dently not. And what does immediately given mean? To be sure, I do not need 
to derive it subsequently like an extraworldly cause; the sensation is itself there, 
but only insofar as I have destroyed what environmentally surrounds it, insofar 
as I removed, bracketed and disregarded my historical ‘I’ and practised theory, it 
is what is primary within the theoretical attitude. This primary character is such 
only if I already practise theory, only if the theoretical attitude is there, which 
itself in accordance with its sense is possible only as a destruction [Zerstörung] 
of the lived experience of the environing world. (GA 56/57, 85)

The real problem with existing epistemological accounts, Heidegger goes on 
to say, is not simply the problem of naturalism that Husserl identifies in his 
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“Logos” essay (naturalism meaning any approach that reduces all phenomena 
in advance to objects of physical or psychophysical nature accessible to the 
attitude of natural science), but “the general dominance of the theoretical,” 
which distorts and deforms the genuine problematic. The primacy of theory 
and of the theoretical approach is there from the very start, “especially when 
one wants to pursue science and indeed theory of knowledge” (GA 56/57, 
87).8 This dominance of the theoretical, Heidegger had earlier insisted, “must 
be shattered,” not in order to proclaim the primacy of the practical, nor simply 
to provide a new perspective, but because the theoretical itself as such points 
back into a pre-theoretical dimension (GA 56/57, 59). Yet it is not only the 
concept of immediacy that is distorted by the theoretical attitude: The very 
notion of givenness likewise presupposes a theoretical distortion. Inviting his 
audience to enter back into the vitality of their lived experience of the lectern, 
Heidegger asks:

How do I live and experience the environmental, how is it “given” to me? No, 
for something environmental to be given is already a theoretical infringement. 
It is already forcibly removed from me, from my historical ‘I’; the ‘it worlds’ is 
already no longer primary. “Given” already signifies a subtle, as yet inconspicu-
ous, yet still genuine theoretical reflection upon it. “Givenness” is therefore very 
likely already a theoretical form. (GA 56/57, 88–89)

It would be difficult to overestimate the potential implications of this claim 
for phenomenology—not just for Husserl’s phenomenology that rests on the 
central principle of originary intuition that apprehends the phenomena of con-
sciousness “just as they give themselves,” but for phenomenology generally. 
Must not all phenomenology start from things just as they give themselves? 
Does not all phenomenology presuppose givenness? Is not all phenomenol-
ogy, therefore, already implicated in the theoretical attitude, which can have 
only a derivative status with respect to lived experience? Heidegger’s phe-
nomenology too, as it would later be unfolded in Being and Time, emphasized 
from the beginning the critical decision concerning the “correct pregiven-
ness” (rechte Vorgabe) of Dasein, which was “to show itself in itself of its 
own accord,” in its “average everydayness.” The ontico- ontological priority 
of Dasein, he would there remark, “could mislead us into the opinion that 
this being must be what is primarily given ontico-ontologically, not only 
in the sense of an ‘immediate’ graspability of the being itself, but also with 
respect to a likewise ‘immediate’ pregivenness of its kind of Being” (SZ, 
15–16, 43). What would in retrospect turn out to be significant here is not 
just that Heidegger’s own phenomenology was by implication itself a theo-
retical undertaking, oriented toward science (Wissenschaft), but that the very 
decision to proceed from the horizon of average everydayness as the mode 
of givenness of Dasein—thus, from what in 1919 was understood as the 
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dimension of first-hand, worldly lived experience—would also prove fateful 
in a certain respect. What is ultimately meant by “givenness,” that “magic 
word of phenomenology and ‘bone of contention’ for others,” as Heidegger 
will call it in his lecture course of winter semester 1919–1920, Fundamental 
Problems of Phenomenology? (GA 58, 5). Moreover, does not givenness 
imply presence? Is it not, of necessity, a mode of presence? Even if the pres-
ence in question is not that of an object given in its supposed immediacy to 
theoretical apprehension, but that of our first-hand lived experience of things 
in their worldly meaningfulness or signification for my historical “I”? Is not 
all phenomenology therefore bound to proceed from the horizon of presence, 
which would thus mark an inescapable limitation on what phenomenology is 
able to disclose?

Before we rush to answer these questions, however, we must examine 
how the 1919 course concludes in both affirming and radically transform-
ing  Husserl’s conception of phenomenology. We have seen, thus far, how 
 Heidegger’s account of our first-hand, lived experience in its worldly sig-
nification as an appropriative event undergone by my historical “I” already 
challenges the supposedly immediate, objective givenness of objects to con-
sciousness as the consciousness belonging to a transcendental “I.”  Heidegger’s 
account would thus be more faithful to “the things themselves,” die Sachen 
selbst—more faithful to letting the phenomena of lived experience (including 
such experi ence itself ) show themselves just as they are in themselves, in their 
worldly character, beyond the strictures imposed by a theoretical attitude that 
reduces such phenomena to immediate, objective givenness for consciousness. 
Yet to what extent is Heidegger’s own account itself implicated in the theo-
retical attitude? Is a phenomenology of lived experience (of the life-world) 
possible that would disclose the phenomenality of such experience without 
reducing it to objectively valid formal structures? Is such a phenomenology 
even a coherent possibility?

In the 1919 course, Heidegger argues that it is. He does so by both 
appealing to, and at the same time transforming Husserl’s phenomenologi-
cal method. The fundamental methodological problem of phenomenology 
is “the question concerning the way in which it scientifically discloses the 
sphere of lived experience.” And this is governed by what Husserl, in Ideas I,  
deems “the principle of principles” of phenomenology, formulating it as fol-
lows: “Everything that presents itself originarily in intuition is to be taken 
simply . . . as it gives itself.” This, he goes on to say, is a principle in regard 
to which “no conceivable theory can lead us astray” (GA 56/57, 109).9 This 
principle itself is therefore, Heidegger argues, not theoretical in nature, even 
though Husserl does not explicitly say as much. It is, rather, as Heidegger puts 
it, the “primordial intention” (Urintention) of life, the “primordial bearing” 
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(Urhaltung) of our experience of living, a “sympathy” of life with itself that 
is intrinsic to all lived experience:

It is the primordial intention of genuine life, the primordial bearing of life-
experience and life as such, the absolute life-sympathy that is identical with life-
experience. Preliminarily, that is, proceeding along this path from the theoretical 
in the manner of increasingly freeing ourselves from it, we always see this 
fundamental bearing, we have an orientation toward it. The same fundamental 
bearing first becomes absolute when we are living within that bearing itself—
and that is not achieved by any constructed system of concepts, no matter how 
extensive, but rather by phenomenological living in its increasing intensification 
of itself. (GA 56/57, 110)

This primordial bearing, this “primordial habitus of the phenomenologist,” 
as Heidegger also calls it, is, he emphasizes, not something one can acquire 
overnight. It is not something that can be imposed from the outside, like a uni-
form one can put on, nor can it be treated as some kind of mechanistic routine. 
The scientific rigor of phenomenology attains its originary sense from out of 
this fundamental bearing and cannot therefore be compared to the rigor of the 
derivative sciences (sciences that take something other than lived experience 
as their object). The “something” that is given to phenomenological research 
is something that can be lived and experienced; as such, it is precisely not 
originarily given in a theoretical manner, but is “the index for the supreme 
potentiality of life,” even before life assumes a genuinely worldly character. It 
is, as Heidegger puts it, “the ‘not yet’, i.e., that which has not yet broken out 
into a genuine living, it is the essentially pre-worldly.” And this is not some-
thing that can be conceived theoretically, but must be “lived and experienced 
understandingly” in “moments of especially intensive living” (GA 56/57, 
115). This pre-worldly “something” of life in itself at its most fundamental 
level can itself be experienced in its character of event as “the streaming, 
lived experiencing of living.” Signification and linguistic expression do not 
need to be theoretical or object-oriented, but can assume the pre-worldly and 
worldly signifying function of pointing back into this event-like character of 
lived experience from which they emerge and receive their motivation. They 
accompany life in the very experience of living it: “What is essential about 
the pre-worldly and worldly functions of signification is that they express 
features of the appropriating event, i.e., they accompany lived experiencing 
(in living experience and living what has been experienced), they live within 
living itself, and in accompanying it they are at the same time emergent and 
carrying this provenance within themselves” (GA 56/57, 117).

Experiencing lived experience understandingly in and through the originary 
bearing or habitus of phenomenological living in the growing intensification 
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of itself is thus not at all a theoretical seeing or intuiting of life. It is accom-
plished, rather, through what Heidegger now calls a “hermeneutic intuition” 
that, in pointing both ahead toward and back into the dimension of stream-
ing life from which it emerges, gives rise to the conceptuality that seeks to 
articulate it:

The empowering experience of lived experiencing in its accompanying itself 
is an understanding, hermeneutic intuition, the originary phenomenological 
 back-and-forth formation of concepts from which every theoretical-objectifying 
or indeed transcendent positing is excluded. Universality of word significations 
primarily means something originary: worldliness of lived and experienced 
lived experiencing. (GA 56/57, 117)

The conception of phenomenology developed here by Heidegger already 
prefigures his subsequent insistence in Being and Time that phenomenology 
must be hermeneutic, that “the methodological sense of phenomenologi-
cal description” is not the pure intuiting of a theoretical apprehending, but 
“interpretation”:

The λόγος of the phenomenology of Dasein has the character of ἑρµηνεύειν, 
through which the authentic meaning of Being and the fundamental structures 
of its own Being are made known to the understanding of Being belonging to 
Dasein itself. Phenomenology of Dasein is hermeneutics in the originary signi-
fication of the word, according to which it means the business of interpretation. 
(SZ, 37)

The conception of a phenomenology rooted in an “understanding, herme-
neutic intuition” fulfills what, in the 1919 course, was earlier described 
as a “science of the origin,” “a pre-theoretical or supra-theoretical, at any 
rate a non-theoretical science, a genuine primordial science from which the 
theoretical itself originates” (GA 56/57, 96). If this primordial science is not 
theory, it is because it both emerges from and points back into a dimension 
of lived experience that the theoretical cannot capture. Emerging from this 
dimension of lived experience, which Heidegger would shortly call “factical 
life,” the phenomenological λόγος would also prefigure this very concretion 
in directing the phenomenologist’s understanding back into that dimension 
of his or her own individual and irremediably singular experience. This 
 back-and-forth directedness of the phenomenological description of factical 
life is what Heidegger, in his lectures on Introduction to the Phenomenology 
of Religion of winter semester 1920–1921, and in his lecture course of winter 
semester 1921–1922 titled Phenomenological Interpretations with Respect to 
Aristotle: Introduction to Phenomenological Research, would term “formal 
indication.” That the concepts that articulate phenomenological seeing are 
formally indicative means that they point into, or indicate, a possible factical 
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concretion of lived experience, but in themselves, as concepts, do not provide 
that concretion. What is presented in the phenomenological description of 
factical life therefore only provides a directive for understanding, a directive 
whereby what is indicated is to be carried out and appropriated, made authen-
tic. In the 1921–1922 course, Heidegger expresses this as follows:

“Formally indicated ” does not mean merely set before us somehow, intended 
or pointed to in such a way that we would now be free to acquire and take 
 possession of the object somewhere and somehow. It means, rather, indicated 
in such a way that what is said has the character of what is “formal,” inauthen-
tic, yet precisely in this “in-” [of in-authentic] also lies the positive directive. 
That which, in its meaningful structure, is empty of content is at the same time 
that which provides the direction in which it is to be brought to completion 
[Vollzugsrichtung].

In the formal indication there lies a quite determinate binding; what is said in 
it is that I stand at a quite determinate direction of orientation [Ansatzrichtung], 
and that, if what is authentic is to be attained, only the path or way is provided 
to satisfy and fulfill what is inauthentically indicated, to follow the indication. 
(GA 61, 33)

Formal indication must thus also be a countermovement to the tendency of 
lived experience to fall away from itself, to fall prey to what the 1921–1922 
course terms “ruination” or “ruinance” (Ruinanz): the tendency of Dasein to 
lose itself in its worldly involvements and interpret its own Being in terms of 
what is present at hand within the world. “Formal,” Heidegger goes on to say, 
in an implicit critique of Husserl’s eidetic phenomenology, “is not the same 
as eidetic,” but must be understood in an existentiell manner: It “gives the 
‘character of orientation’ for bringing to completion the temporalizing [Zeiti-
gung] of the originary fulfillment of what is indicated” (GA 61, 33). The task 
of phenomenological definition must follow this countermovement of formal 
indication in such a way that our understanding accomplishes itself not in the 
disclosure of eidetic structures of consciousness, but in the temporalizing of 
our foundational existentiell experience as what is “factically decisive”:

Phenomenological definition is brought about in specifically existentiell tem-
poralizing; in it, the accomplishment of understanding is, in a decisive sense, 
such that the path as it is indicated leads “back” on the basis of this fundamen-
tal experience, i.e., properly such that only now does our addressing become 
explicit, that the task (research into the categories), the idea of the situation and 
its conceptual anticipation, are calibrated as a problematic and foundational 
existentiell experience can be taken into our concern concretely as what is facti-
cally decisive. (GA 61, 20)

The categories to be defined are the foundational phenomenological cat-
egories that determine factical life—“life” itself being the first of these 
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categories, a foundational phenomenological category that signifies a fun-
damental phenomenon (GA 61, 80). Among the further categories that the 
1921–1922 course analyses are world, caring, inclination, distantiation, 
relucence, dispersion, and ruinance. The phenomenological interpretation of 
the phenomenon “life” must derive its categories from “the facticity of life 
itself,” where “life” is to be understood as a way of Being that is both tem-
poral and historical. Anticipating the characterization of philosophy in Being  
and Time, Heidegger here already claims that philosophy is phenomeno-
logical ontology, or “ontological phenomenology,” but in the radical sense of 
being rooted in the existentiell and historical (GA 61, 60).10

Formal indication is central to the phenomenological method conceived by 
Heidegger during this period—and indeed it persists even beyond the period 
when he claims to be doing phenomenology, all the way to 1929–1930.11 In his 
Introduction to the Phenomenology of Religion of winter semester  1920–1921, 
he describes it as playing the leading role in phenomenological explication. 
It “belongs to the ‘theory’ of phenomenological method itself ” (GA 60, 
55). In the 1921–1922 course, he states that formal indication provides the 
“fundamental sense of the method of approach [Ansatzmethode] pertaining 
to phenomenological interpretation” (GA 61, 141).12 It has the “prohibitive 
character” of warding off any tendency to regard the categorial determina-
tions of life that have been disclosed phenomenologically as though they 
were independent, objective determinations of the Being of life ascertained 
and fixed dogmatically, without questioning the manner of such Being and its 
supposedly objective character. Yet formal indication must also unfold in con-
cert with what Heidegger calls phenomenological destruction (Destruktion): 
“Concretely, formal indication is there in part wherever it comes to function, 
but principally is to be clarified in connection with phenomenological destruc-
tion, as a fundamental component of the phenomenological interpretation of 
the history of spirit” (GA 61, 141).13 Such phenomenological destruction or 
destructuring lies at the heart of Heidegger’s questioning of Husserl’s phe-
nomenology. On the one hand, Heidegger provocatively appropriates what 
he calls “the positive sense of Husserl’s ‘re-duction’” (GA 61, 39), referring 
to the phenomenological reduction or epochē that brackets the givenness of 
the world in the natural attitude in order to direct the phenomenological gaze 
back toward the horizon of such givenness. For Husserl, that horizon is con-
sciousness and its intentionality. What Husserl understands as the givenness 
of the world in the natural attitude, Heidegger is calling the “ruinant flight 
into the world” (GA 61, 39); from Heidegger’s perspective, Husserl’s reduc-
tion has the positive sense of retrieving the Being of life from its tendency 
to fall away from itself, remove itself from itself, in orienting itself toward 
concern with entities within the world. Yet whereas Husserl’s phenomenologi-
cal reduction interprets the original Being of life, the horizon of givenness, as 
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consciousness and intentionality, Heidegger will interpret this horizon as the 
existentiell, temporal-historical facticity of life as Being-in-the-world, not as 
a consciousness before, or over against, the world. The “destructive” moment 
of  Heidegger’s phenomenology seeks, among other things, to question and 
uncover the historical motivations that led Husserl to interpret intentionality 
(in itself a genuine phenomenon) in terms of consciousness:

Foundational sense of phenomenology. Leading destructively in terms of the 
history of spirit: In what way, to what extent, one has seen intentionality, and/
or in what direction and by what means misinterpreted it, hampering its being 
appropriated. To what extent, and in what way, it came to be grasped by  Husserl 
in terms of consciousness. Which motivations are at work, which sense of fac-
ticity (existentiell). (GA 61, 132)

This “destructive” movement is not yet accomplished or explicitly unfolded 
in 1921–1922, but it will be fully, and quite radically, set in motion in the 
course of the next two years. At this stage, it is indicative of a suspicion with 
regard to Husserl’s phenomenology, yet also reflects Heidegger’s insistence 
that phenomenological interpretation, as philosophizing, in its very movement 
must be “counter-ruinant” and “existentiell” (GA 61, 160). “Phenomenologi-
cal interpretation, as existentiell, essentially conveys a ‘counter’-movement” 
(GA 61, 132). Yet this countermovement is not simply a movement counter 
to life’s ruinant flight into the world. It is, at the same time, the essentially 
self-critical countermovement of phenomenological interpretation itself. 
“What is peculiar about phenomenological interpretation,” Heidegger writes, 
“is that it repeatedly moves backward [sich zurückverlegt] in its own accom-
plishment.” It has to move back to its own presuppositions, which come to 
light and become questionable in the course of its proceeding and moving 
forward. Quite remarkably, Heidegger here already questions a fundamental 
presupposition of his own phenomenological interpretation of factical life, as 
something “factically authentic” (GA 61, 133), namely, that it moves counter 
to itself in its supposed “ruination.” “It is not evident without further ado,” 
he remarks, “that concernful absorption is a movement of life ‘counter to 
itself’, such that life would be something other ‘still’, something other that 
is indeed there in ruination, appears, but in the manner of being suppressed” 
(GA 61, 132). Phenomenological destruction, it should at least be clear, will 
not provide the comfort or assuredness of some ultimate, presuppositionless 
interpretation.

Heidegger has been developing the concept of destruction as an intrinsic 
and necessary component of phenomenology since his lecture course of sum-
mer semester 1920, Phenomenology of Intuition and Expression. Questioning 
whether the idea of phenomenology as rigorous science, as developed by 
 Husserl, is in fact entirely motivated and necessary in accordance with the 
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idea of the fundamental phenomenological stance (GA 59, 10), Heidegger 
indicates that it is the “destructive aspect” of the phenomenological prob-
lematic in relation to the Greek philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, as well 
as the philosophy of modernity in Descartes, that will first provide a radical 
understanding of phenomenology and also prepare the “positively decisive 
destruction” of Christian philosophy and theology that Heidegger will pres-
ent in his course on the Introduction to the Phenomenology of Religion the 
following semester (GA 59, 12). The course of summer semester 1920 is 
extensively preoccupied with unfolding the sense of Destruktion, which is 
referred to throughout as “phenomenological-critical destruction.” If the 
object of phenomenology is the “primordial phenomenon” (Urphänomen) of 
“life,” the term life is to be understood only as a formal indication that what 
this word indicates must somehow enter into the problematic of philosophy. 
The phenomenological-critical destruction must uncover the hidden senses 
of what this word signifies and bring them to philosophical fruition in such a 
way as to press toward “something decisive” (GA 59, 29). As such, phenome-
nological-critical destruction must be shown to belong to the very meaning of 
philosophizing, albeit philosophizing understood in a more radical sense than 
Husserl was able to attain. At stake is “whether it is appropriate in principle to 
posit phenomenology as the foundational science for philosophy without hav-
ing a radical concept of philosophy” (GA 59, 31). Phenomenological destruc-
tion is not about the mere clarification of the meanings of words (such as 
“life”), but rather about exposing a “fundamental experience” of factical life 
that necessarily belongs to philosophy. Phenomenology must not simply tear 
words from their contexts and provide them with intuitive fulfillments that 
are then posited as “absolute givenness.” The diverse and varying situational 
contexts in which concepts appear must be taken into account in the intuitive 
discerning of their respective meaningful fulfillments, but above all what 
Heidegger calls their “relational sense and sense in which they are carried 
out” (Bezugs- und Vollzugssinn) (GA 59, 34). It is the way in which phenom-
enological destruction is carried out or enacted (its Vollzug) that uncovers the 
more originary and foundational level of a philosophical experience of facti-
cal life. As Heidegger declares provocatively at the end of the lecture course, 
“It is the task of phenomenology to intervene in every tendency toward 
original existence [Dasein] in the present day and to throw the flaming torch 
into all factual-systematic philosophy ever anew” (GA 59, 174). The destruc-
tion pursues key “prefigurings” of sense and meaning that motivate a philo-
sophical problematic and its conceptuality, and in this sense is hermeneutic, 
concerned with destructuring intrinsic presuppositions. It is not a matter of 
destroying or demolishing such presuppositions and preconceptions, but of 
exposing and uncovering what lies beneath them. Heidegger accordingly 
renders the Latinate Destruktion into German as Abbau, “dismantling”:
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Phenomenological destruction [Destruktion]—as a foundational component 
of phenomenological philosophizing—is therefore not directionless; it does 
not randomly take up word-significations so as to explain them by recourse to 
others it has taken up. It is also no mere demolition [Zertrümmern], but rather 
a ‘directed’ dismantling [‘gerichteter’ Abbau]. It leads into the situation of 
the pursuit of prefigurings, of the way in which preconception is carried out 
[des Vollzugs des Vorgriffs], and thus of fundamental experience. It becomes 
clear from this that all phenomenological-critical destruction is bound to 
preconception—and is thus not the ultimate origin or court of appeal [nicht 
letztursprünglich und letztentscheidend], but rather presupposes fundamental 
philosophical experiences. (GA 59, 35)

Destruction thus understood is “a foundational element of the phenomenolog-
ical stance,” something to be enacted in its very approach (Ansatz) (GA 59, 
36). It is “not secondary, but rather belongs necessarily to phenomenology” 
(GA 59, 186). As a critical countermovement, it is directed toward the pecu-
liar way in which factical life is subject to a fading and falling away of the 
relation to existence that its concepts undergo, losing their original rootedness 
in experience, in the enactment of existence itself. In this course from 1920, 
Heidegger asserts that destruction aims not simply at retrieving the genuine 
meaning of philosophical concepts in their contextual sense and directional-
ity, but also issues in what he terms “phenomenological dejudication” (Dii-
udication), a Latinate term chosen to correspond to Destruktion. Dejudication 
is defined as “a decision concerning the genealogical place pertaining to the 
contextual meaning seen in terms of its origin” (GA 59, 74). Such decision 
must be made in relation to the way in which phenomenological destruction 
is enacted, with regard to whether the enactment (Vollzug) is originary or not. 
Yet the concrete origin is factical Dasein itself, Dasein as a worldly self (das 
selbstweltliche Dasein). The criterion for dejudicative decision regarding the 
originary or nonoriginary character of the enactment, a criterion that, once 
again, can only be formally indicated, is thus parsed by Heidegger as follows:

An enactment is originary when, in accordance with its sense as the enactment 
of a relation that is at least concomitantly directed in a genuine manner toward 
the world of the self, it always demands actual renewal within a world of 
 Dasein’s self, and in such a way that this renewal and the “necessity” (demand) 
for renewal that it entails is co-constitutive of the existence of the world of the 
self. (GA 59, 75)

Such renewal is a restoration of the meaningful relation to existence that has 
been eroded in the conceptual self-understanding and self-interpretation of 
factical life, a restoration whereby Dasein is brought back to itself in a mean-
ingful way. In the lecture course, Heidegger illustrates this with respect to six 
different contextual senses of the concept of history (Geschichte): (1) history 
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as a science, as a theoretical domain (as in “she studies history, not law”);  
(2) history as the totality of what is past; (3) history as immanent tradition, 
as the tradition that a particular people or culture may be said to have, tradi-
tion that continually renews itself as one is carried along by it; (4) history 
as something more detached, as something one can learn from, for example, 
in political life; (5) history in the sense in which we say, “This person has 
a sad history”; and (6) history as the happening of significant events that 
I undergo in concrete, factical life and that relate to my worldly self or to 
the communal or environing world, history as happening that pertains to the 
“event- character” (Ereignischarakter) of factical life (GA 59, 59). Heidegger 
then subjects these six different senses of history to phenomenological deju-
dication by examining the sense of enactment that the understanding of each 
implies, and with regard to the criterion formally indicated. Of these six, none 
in fact can be considered originary in the sense of the criterion indicated, for 
none contain the relational sense of a self-directed enactment that experiences  
the demand for renewal or restoration of existence. Notably, at this stage, 
 Heidegger regards existence as something other than mere Dasein: “The 
human being can be there [da sein], have Dasein, without existing.” “Exis-
tence” is enacted only in the sharpening of factical significance or meaning-
fulness in the direction of the world of the self. And it should come as no 
surprise that only destruction itself fulfills the criterion for originary, self-
directed restoration: “This mode of significance is that of an ongoing spur to 
Destruktion, directed toward the world of the self ” (GA 59, 82). Destruction 
entails the severance and abandonment (Abbruch) of preconceptions that 
block the access of existence to itself, the unseating (Absetzen) of those pre-
conceptions that brings us “closer to what is originary.” Yet, Heidegger sug-
gests, phenomenological destruction is not simply a method or way whereby 
we would ultimately arrive at what is originary or authentic once and for all, 
as though its task were to give us access to a pure origin: “Destruktion does 
not have the sense of arriving at what is authentic by way of its results. It 
itself and its facticity are what is authentic, i.e., the unseating that it entails” 
(GA 59, 184). Likewise, destruction is not some kind of reckoning with the 
tradition that would clear the way for Heidegger’s own philosophy. “I do not 
need any philosophy of my own,” as Heidegger states, “and therefore am not 
in search of one either” (GA 59, 191).

It is in the Marburg lecture course of winter semester 1923–1924, Introduc-
tion to Phenomenological Research, that Heidegger’s destruction of Husserl’s 
phenomenology is first unfolded in full force with regard to the essential 
elements of Heidegger’s critique. While it would be supplemented by more 
detailed and incisive ontological analyses in the 1925 course Prolegomena to 
the History of the Concept of Time, the 1923–1924 course already unleashes 
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a merciless critique of the fundamental parameters of Husserl’s project. One 
senses also a new maturity and confidence in Heidegger’s thought, together 
with a conceptual clarity that contrasts with the more probing struggle for 
conceptual articulation that characterized the earlier lecture courses. The 
style is straightforward and accessible, and it already contains some of the 
fundamental contours of the analysis of Dasein in Being and Time, articu-
lated around the central concept of care (Sorge) as more primordial than 
the concern with consciousness that is central to Husserl’s phenomenology. 
Heidegger begins with the startling claim not to be doing philosophy—at 
least, not philosophy in the traditional sense of constructing a theoretical sys-
tem that would issue in a program or groundwork. “It is my conviction,” he 
asserts provocatively, “that philosophy is at an end” (GA 17, 1)—a claim that 
echoes his assertion in the 1923 course Ontology: Hermeneutics of Facticity 
that hermeneutics is itself not philosophy, “but something distinctly precur-
sory,” seeking to awaken an understanding of facticity itself, as something 
that has been forgotten in contemporary philosophy with its onto-theological 
aspirations (GA 63, 20).14 The 1923–1924 course proposes to examine three 
things: the expression “phenomenology,” the “breakthrough” (Durchbruch) 
of phenomenology in Husserl’s Logical Investigations, and the subsequent 
development of phenomenology, to see whether it has remained true to its 
original motivation. In the opening part of the course, the term phenomenol-
ogy is examined by going back to Aristotle and to the Greek components of 
the word, φαινόµενον and λόγος, just as Heidegger will do in Being and Time. 
The consideration of these Greek words in Aristotle shows that φαινόµενον 
refers primarily to the Being of the world, the self-showing of the world, and 
λόγος as the facticity of speaking, a speaking that can both show and point 
out the world, but also has the possibility of covering it up, of deception. As 
Heidegger sums it up:

Through our interpretation of the words that compose the term phenomenology, 
we have been brought before quite definite states of affairs of Dasein, namely, 
the Being of the world, and life as Being in a world. In these two respects we 
have seen: The Being of the world has the character of self-showing, the Being 
of life has a fundamental possibility of speaking about Dasein in such a way that 
Being is shown through this speaking. (GA 17, 43–44)

Going back to the Greeks and to Aristotle at the outset of the course has the 
purpose of setting the stage for the critique of contemporary phenomenology 
inaugurated by Husserl. Heidegger states up front what his central accusation 
will be, namely, that philosophy since Aristotle, including phenomenology, 
is complicit in a peculiar reversal that turns it away from the Being of the 
world and toward consciousness, all in the name of a desire for the absolute 
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certainty of knowledge. This development is indeed already prepared by 
Aristotle in his privileging of θεωρία and invention of science (ἐπιστήµη):

In order to indicate from the outset the development in which Aristotle unfolded 
the fundamental components of philosophical research, I say: The subsequent 
development in attaining the factual components of philosophy, and the motiva-
tion of the various ways in which these factual components were elaborated, 
are guided by the predominance of a vacuous and indeed fantastical idea of 
certainty and evidence. This predominance of a particular idea of evidence 
is a predominance prior to every authentic freeing of the ability to encounter 
the authentic matters [Sachen] of philosophy. The care for a definite absolute 
knowledge, taken purely as an idea, attains predominance over every question 
regarding matters [Sachen] that are decisive, i.e., the entire development of phi-
losophy undergoes a reversal. (GA 17, 43)

With this preemptive claim, the answer to the question of whether phenom-
enology has remained true to its original impulse and motivation, namely, 
to attend to the things or matters themselves (the Sachen selbst), is already 
given. A certain ideal of knowledge takes precedence over the matters them-
selves, an ideal that culminates in the conception of knowledge developed in 
modern mathematical science. When Husserl in his Ideas (his most extreme 
position thus far, Heidegger notes) defines phenomenology as the descrip-
tive eidetic science of pure transcendental consciousness, it is clear that, by 
contrast with Aristotle and the Greeks, what has occurred is “a reversal of the 
thematic field from the being as world to the being that is consciousness of 
it” (GA 17, 49). Reminding students that there is no concept of consciousness 
in Greek philosophy, Heidegger poses two fundamental questions: (1) How 
does consciousness come to be a theme for philosophy, and especially for 
contemporary philosophy? (2) How is it that consciousness comes to require 
a quite determinate purification in order to become the possible object for a 
fundamental science? With regard to the first question, Heidegger elucidates, 
the primacy of consciousness as the theme of modern philosophy arises 
because of an epistemological concern: Knowledge seeks to know itself 
as such, and thereby to attain a grounded self-knowledge that can serve as 
foundation for all subsequent knowing. Moreover, the concern is with theo-
retical knowing, theoretical cognition, exemplified by scientific knowledge, 
as securing the foundation for a culture grounded on science. The fundamen-
tal concern of care is to attain “known knowledge” (erkannte Erkenntnis) 
(GA 17, 60). In phenomenological research, this concern with attaining 
known knowledge seeks a foundation in the matters themselves—and yet, 
this putative concern with the matters themselves, Heidegger cautions, “can 
conceal the most narrow-minded dogmatism” (GA 17, 60). With regard to 
the second question, consciousness must be purified in order to become the 
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object of a scientific phenomenology of consciousness that strives not only 
for objectivity, but for knowledge that must be absolutely binding, valid for 
every consciousness whatsoever. A double purification is in fact necessary: 
the purification instantiated by the transcendental reduction that directs us 
away from objects as given in the natural attitude and toward the field of pure 
consciousness as such; and the eidetic reduction that directs us away from the  
uniqueness of the individual stream of lived experiences of consciousness and 
toward the universally binding essence or εἶδος of each of the phenomena of 
consciousness thus revealed. From here, one can arrive at propositional state-
ments that are binding for all eternity (GA 17, 80).

What emerges from a close consideration of Husserl’s critiques of natural-
ism and of historicism, Heidegger shows, is first, that Husserl’s primary con-
cern is always with theoretical knowledge, whose prototype is mathematical 
knowledge of nature (GA 17, 83). The critique of naturalism that motivates 
the transcendental reduction in fact betrays nothing less than “to bring radi-
cally to its end the scientific tendency toward natural science” (GA 17, 72), 
and in this sense, the purification of consciousness “is still naturalism” (GA 
17, 81). Second, however, Husserl’s phenomenology is bound by a further 
traditional concern that also aims for rigorous scientificity: “the conception 
of philosophy as a science of norms and values” (GA 17, 82). What Husserl’s 
phenomenology is ultimately concerned with is “the absolutely justified bind-
ing character of the norm for the enabling of an ideal formation of culture 
as the authentic completion of the idea of humanity” (GA 17, 90). Yet this 
means that what takes precedence in Husserl’s thought is the idea of human-
ity grounded in the universally binding lawfulness of absolute norms secured 
by the scientific character of theoretically ascertained knowledge of pure 
transcendental consciousness. As a consequence, human existence, human 
Dasein itself, is never properly considered as such, even though this is sup-
posedly what phenomenology should properly be concerned with. Instead, 
this purified—one might say rarefied—dimension of existence, conscious-
ness subjected to a double reduction, is what becomes thematic. The concern 
with securing an absolute foundation not only blocks the path to an authentic 
understanding of history (Geschichte), as the critique of historicism shows, 
but betrays an “anxiety in the face of existence [Dasein]” that in fact excludes 
such Dasein from consideration (GA 17, 97). Husserl’s phenomenology con-
siders “the matters themselves” only within the predelineated scope of this 
quite specific problematic and goal. It emphatically does not let the matters 
present themselves freely of their own accord. Despite its breakthrough and 
superiority compared to contemporary Neo-Kantianism, states Heidegger,

in the most proper sense of this philosophy one sees this call [“To the matters 
themselves!”] arise from a concern that is inappropriate to the matters. This call 
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is nothing other than the demand to lose oneself in the concern with what is uni-
versally binding in a decisive manner, to make present only the matters that are 
prefigured in this, with the result that this apparently entirely self-evident call 
“to the matters themselves” lets the much more fundamental possibility lie out-
side of its purview, namely, to free beings in such a way [das Seiende so frei zu 
geben] that solely the corresponding worthiness to be interrogated that belongs 
to the being decides concerning what is primarily the object of philosophy. 
Such a decision must free itself in itself, over against the possibility that such a 
knowledge may have nothing to do with an idea of science adopted from math-
ematics, that such decidability, however, perhaps first fulfills the authentic sense 
of knowledge when proceeding from such freeing of the matters. (GA 17, 102)

What we see in Husserl’s phenomenology, according to Heidegger, is the 
dominance of a concern for known knowledge that is historically uprooted, 
that no longer knows its own provenance, but that is itself governed by a 
“subterranean” history that needs to be exposed, “freeing Dasein by way of a 
dismantling, a destruction [des Abbauens, der Destruktion],” and doing so by 
tracing concepts back to their own peculiar origin (GA 17, 117). The second 
part of the lecture course undertakes the initial steps of such a dismantling 
of the dominant contemporary concern with theoretical knowing by tracing 
its most proximate provenance and source of its uprootedness in Descartes.  
Despite the significant differences between Descartes’ res cogitans and 
 Husserl’s pure consciousness, Heidegger shows, Husserl simply assumes the 
Cartesian perspective as self-evident: “Not only is the cogito sum not dis-
cussed by Husserl, it is adopted as self-evident” (GA 17, 267).

Heidegger’s critique of Husserl is not simply a matter of rejecting what 
Husserl has accomplished. Throughout the course, indeed, he praises  Husserl’s 
accomplishment, his insistence on phenomenological seeing grounded in 
demonstrative intuition, in the making present (gegenwärtig machen) of the 
matters themselves, whose methodological securing, Heidegger notes, is the 
fundamental tendency of the Logical Investigations and grounded the genuine 
breakthrough of phenomenology (GA 17, 50). Husserl’s accomplishment, 
within its limits, has its own legitimacy. Yet perhaps it was indeed more a mat-
ter of making present the things themselves than of letting them freely present 
themselves, letting them show themselves of their own accord— letting them 
be. Is there not a certain betrayal of the phenomenological call “to the mat-
ters themselves,” a certain imposition upon those matters: the imposition of a 
scientific perspective and a resulting restriction from the outset on what could 
count as a Sache, a matter, or even the matter, for philosophy? Heidegger’s 
verdict in this course is unequivocal: “The phenomenological principle ‘To the 
matters themselves’ has experienced a quite determinate interpretation. ‘To 
the matters themselves’ means: to them insofar as they come into question as 
the theme of a science” (GA 17, 274).
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Yet Heidegger’s central concern is not with Husserl, but with the matters 
themselves: “Merely arriving at a view concerning Husserl’s standpoint would 
be the most indifferent thing in the world. At issue is the state of the matters 
[Sachverhalte] that underlie this” (GA 17, 275). At this stage,  Heidegger is 
not only committed to phenomenology, but to attempting to remain faith-
ful to its fundamental principle. Certainly, this will entail, as we have seen, 
transforming phenomenology and making it properly historical, infusing it 
with the illuminating force of Destruktion. Anticipating what will be stated 
in the Introduction to Being and Time, Heidegger already sees phenomenol-
ogy not as an established school of thought, movement, or method, but as a 
dynamic force offering possibility. “Our task,” he states, “is to understand 
phenomenology as possibility and to develop it.” And developing it, he adds, 
is possible only by going back to its vital roots (GA 17, 263). The task will 
entail “going back behind the theoretization” to which all regions of Being 
are subject due to the dominance of science, “so as to gain anew a possible 
fundamental position from out of existence [Dasein] itself  ” (GA 17, 269). The 
terrain was being prepared for the project of Being and Time.
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Heidegger’s transformation of Husserl’s phenomenological method is well 
known and appreciated in its fundamental import and significance. For 
 Husserl, as we have discussed, phenomenology proceeds under the maxim 
“To the things themselves!” (Zu den Sachen selbst!), meaning that its task 
is to proceed from phenomena themselves, from things as they show them-
selves, and not from traditional theories or problematics found within the 
labyrinthine history of philosophy. In this regard, phenomenology strives 
to be properly scientific philosophy, a “rigorous science” of phenomena, as 
the title of Husserl’s 1910 essay expressed it. For Husserl, the “things them-
selves” were not simply empirical phenomena, such as objects of perception, 
but more originarily the very givenness of such phenomena, the manifold 
modes of their appearing to and within consciousness through intentional 
acts. The phenomenality of phenomena, the very appearing of appearances, 
as structured and enabled by consciousness and its intentionality, was thus for 
Husserl the primary phenomenon of phenomenology.

Heidegger acknowledged his debt to Husserl. The debt was twofold: On 
the one hand, as Husserl’s assistant in Freiburg from 1919 to 1923, Heidegger 
learned the rigorous practice of phenomenological seeing, of learning how to 
see the things themselves, shorn of the prejudices of traditional perspectives 
and interpretations. “Husserl gave me my eyes,” as we have seen Heidegger 
express it already in 1923 (GA 63, 5). On the other hand, Husserl’s discovery 
of categorial intuition in the sixth Logical Investigation (1900–1901) was of 
profound significance to Heidegger. For it was nothing less than the discov-
ery that Being, the categorial, was an excess or surplus (Überschuß) that is 
indeed given to consciousness, and can be intuited by consciousness, yet is 
not constituted by consciousness or its acts as such.1 Yet this showed, for 
 Heidegger, that Husserl’s confinement of the “things themselves”—of Being 
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“A Few Steps Forward?” 
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