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Abstract

In this thesis, | discuss the basic theoretical hypotheses and models of Lacanian psychoanalysis, taking
into consideration Martin Heidegger’s critique of science and modernity, and his arguments against
(Freudian) psychoanalysis.

| begin by presenting certain key aspects of Heidegger’s phenomenology in connection with his
central problem, the question regarding the meaning of “being” —i.e., the source of intelligibility of the
world for the human being. | follow Heidegger in his argument that there is a rupture between the
ancient and modern worldviews, and in his claim that modern science fails to question its foundations.
Heidegger’s philosophy allows for a deep understanding of the human condition, without having to
resort to tacit assumptions about what is subject, object, truth, reality, and the world.

Heidegger’s work helps bring out the uncritically accepted presuppositions of psychoanalytic
theory, and challenges them. In reviewing the efforts by thinkers like Ludwig Binswanger and Medard
Boss to apply Heidegger’s insights to psychiatry and psychotherapy | find that they generally fail in
their attempts to present compelling theories that can also show their clinical relevance.

| turn to the work of Jacques Lacan, a psychoanalyst deeply influenced by Heidegger’s thought.
With his rereading and reformulation of Freud’s original insights, Lacan presents a post-Freudian
metapsychology that can, as | show, respond confidently to Heidegger’s critique of psychoanalysis, and
reach beyond it. Lacan offers a conceptualisation of the human being as a sexed “speaking being”, a
being under the sway of jouissance and the signifier. | follow Lacan in his argument that meaning is

IM

always floating, unstable, and retroactively established, and discuss his efforts to reach an “ideal” of

discursive mathematic formalisation.

This discussion paves the way for an exploration of the basic themes of a possible theoretical
exchange between Heidegger and Lacan. | formulate this exchange as a conceptual synthesis, which |
provisionally label Discourse Ontology of the Speaking Being. In bringing this thesis to an end, | explore
five basic themes of this conceptual synthesis—they are: speaking being; truth; language; body;
world—and briefly touch on other themes, reflection on which is facilitated by this exchange.
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Introduction

It has become a journalistic cliché to speak of Freud as one of the revolutionary founders of modern thought and to
couple his name with that of Einstein. Most people would however find it almost as hard to summarize the changes
introduced by one as by the other. Freud’s discoveries may be grouped under three headings—an instrument of
research, the findings produced by the instruments, and the theoretical hypotheses inferred from the findings—
though the three groups were of course mutually interrelated.

James Strachey?

They were indeed revolutionary, but even so—or perhaps precisely because of this—Freud’s
discoveries have not been met with unreserved acceptance. Psychoanalysis has been—and is still
being—attacked on all fronts: its assumptions, its methods, its theoretical hypotheses, its conclusions.
One of its most serious and penetrating critics was Martin Heidegger, who saw Freud as a 19""-century
thinker and argued that Freud’s theories are marred by the limitations and restrictions of modern
science when it studies the human being.

Jacques Lacan, one of the most important post-Freudian psychoanalysts, claimed that the true
spirit of the Freudian discovery had been forgotten or misconstrued and he set out to reformulate it
in such a way that would be faithful to its originality and subversiveness, as well as secure from attacks
such as Heidegger’s or others’. In the process, Lacan—drawing on work that was being done in diverse
fields such as anthropology, linguistics, philosophy, and mathematics—created his own version of
psychoanalysis, which he insisted on calling Freudian but that could, perhaps, be better described as
Lacanian.

In this thesis, | intend to discuss the basic theoretical hypotheses and models of Lacanian
psychoanalysis, taking into consideration Heidegger’s philosophy of being, his critique of modernity,
and his arguments against (Freudian) psychoanalysis. It is not intended to be read like a thesis of
Heideggerian or Lacanian scholarship, but rather as an attempt to use Heidegger’s questioning in order
to secure a foundation for Lacanian psychoanalysis. This is a task of fundamental importance to me, a
reader of Heidegger but also a practitioner of psychoanalysis. As | intend to show, Heidegger’s work is
vitally important because it reveals the historicity and limitations of any scientific endeavour, and helps
bring out the uncritically accepted presuppositions of psychoanalytic theory. In many ways, | see
Heidegger as propaedeutic to Lacan.

| will approach my subject matter from different angles: How pertinent can Heidegger’s
philosophy be to the study of human suffering as attempted by psychoanalysis? How vulnerable is
Freud’s discovery to Heidegger’s questioning? Did Lacan manage to shield it from Heidegger’s attack?

1 James Strachey, ‘Sigmund Freud: A Sketch of his Life and Ideas’ [1962] in James Strachey and Angela Richards (eds.), New Introductory
Lectures on Psychoanalysis (Pelican Freud Library, 2; Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1983), 11-24, p. 17.
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Is their thinking compatible with each other’s? Is a conceptual synthesis at all possible and, if yes, what
would be its main themes?

A philosophical challenge

In the third decade of the 20™" century, Heidegger challenged philosophy to rethink the question of
being, a rather obscure philosophical question that had traditionally been thought of as having been
settled for good.? Not so, in Heidegger’s view.

Heidegger’s insight was that by picturing human beings as cognitive observing agents who act
within an environment, we fail to recognise that initial moment when being, as he called it, is itself
“unconcealed”. It is this unconcealment that makes possible a human being’s comportment—
cognitive, observatory or manipulative—towards the beings it encounters. Heidegger set out to outline
what this means and how it happens in Being and Time, published in 1927.2 Heidegger claimed that in
order to demonstrate the origin of our basic ontological concepts, it is necessary to deconstruct the
history of ideas, or—to use his own words—to destroy the history of ontology:

We understand this task as one in which by taking the question of Being as our clue, we are to destroy the traditional
content of ancient ontology until we arrive at those primordial experiences in which we achieved our first ways of
determining the nature of being—the ways which have guided us ever since.*

Heidegger’s work shows that epistemology is preceded by ontology; still, ontology is mediated by
language. It is in this circle of understanding, as he would call it, that the key to grasping the essence
of the human being in its ‘being-human’ lies.

Heidegger’s work represented a major challenge to any other philosophical or scientific attempt
to study the world in general and the human condition in particular, and it exerted an enormous
influence on the course of 20"-century philosophy, to the extent that he has been called “the last
universally recognisable philosopher.”® It gradually became clear that its repercussions were much
more far-reaching than immediately thought, with its impact especially felt in other disciplines that
were also taking the human being as their subject matter—such as psychiatry, psychology, and
psychoanalysis.

In Heidegger’s view, sciences of the human being fail to grasp the totality of the phenomena
they study; they miss their essence and almost unavoidably distort them. This stems from a major
limitation of modern science in general, which, according to Heidegger, not only confuses what can be
measured and studied objectively with what is real but also remains oblivious to this confusion.

2 For the term being see below, p. 7n1l.

3 Being and Time exists in two different English translations, one by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing, 1962) and one by Joan Stambaugh (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996). Both have their respective merits, but
sometimes differ in terms of readability and clarity. | will be using mainly the former, as it was the first to be published, and has been more
widely used than the other, with a lot of secondary literature conforming to its terminological and translation choices. If | need to use the
Stambaugh translation, this will be explicitly noted. To facilitate cross-referencing, references to either edition, will also include the German

original page number after a slash.
4 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time [1927], trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1962), p. 44/22.

5 Alain Badiou, Being and Event [1988], trans. Oliver Feltham (New York: Continuum, 2005), p. 1.
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Medical science, psychology, and psychiatry are trapped in the conceptual framework of modern
science, which rests on the picture of a scientist qua observer who focuses objectively on his or her
subject matter, and studies its objects. In contrast, Heidegger held that the relation of man to the world
is not one of subject to object, or observer to observed, as people (and scientists) are accustomed to
believe. He argued that any such conceptualisation is an interpretative abstraction founded on a more
primordial unity, which he designated with the combined term being-in-the-world: the world concerns
us and becomes intelligible to us because we human beings-in-the-world are already opened up to,
and comported towards, being. The inaugurating event of opening up to being is lost for each and
every one of us, in the sense that we have lost awareness that it ever happened. This opening up is
mediated through language, and entails, as such, an implicit but all-pervasive worldview, which, in
itself, is not questioned. The very method of science predetermines what it can speak about; science
is not in a position to question itself or its subject matter as such. Such a task is for philosophy.

A science for the psyche?

Freud did not share Heidegger’s view. He was a scientist, and envisaged psychoanalysis as a proper
science that studies psychic or mental phenomena. In Freud’s work, psychoanalytic theories—its
metapsychology, as he called it—are constructed, tested, revised, extended, and even abandoned in
much the same way as any other scientific theories. He never claimed that psychoanalysts enjoy any
kind of infallibility. Psychoanalytic theorising advances carefully, hesitantly and slowly—quite unlike
philosophy, which, in Freud’s view at least, seems always to need to have the answer to every question.
Freud stressed that psychoanalysis is a science and, as such, very tolerant of temporary ignorance and
contradiction. He insisted that it is equipped with all the tools it needs to proceed on the path it sets
out to take.

The question regarding the scientific status of psychoanalysis, of major importance for Freud,
has been—and still is—debated. Consensus has not been reached, but most thinkers who are friendly
to psychoanalysis would agree that psychoanalysis—even if it does not become the hard science that
Freud envisaged—can at least be thought of as a rational, interpretative endeavour. Heidegger’s
questioning could be seen as forming part of the same debate. His philosophy directly calls into
question Freud’s optimistic and straightforward conception of science. In Heidegger’s view, Freud was
a thinker who was operating solidly within the limited and naive conceptual framework of the 19t"-
century natural sciences. As such, the various claims of psychoanalysis—the claim, for example, that it
has the concepts and tools that allow it to reach beyond what is immediately apparent and study the
human psyche (or mental life) in its totality and in all its manifestations—are completely baseless, if
not absurd, in Heidegger’s view. For Heidegger, psychoanalysis not only fails to study the human being
in his or her suffering; it actually distorts phenomena in its effort to make them fit within what he
considers an incongruous and mechanistic conceptual framework.

This is where Jacques Lacan enters the picture. Lacan, one of the major post-Freudian
psychoanalysts and theorists, explicitly acknowledged the influence Heidegger’s ideas had had on his
own work, at least at the early stages of his teaching. He believed that the spirit and radical nature of
Freud’s discovery were being misconstrued by psychoanalysts who paid more attention to a supposed
biology of instincts, to phylogenetic inheritance, or to physiological development and adaptation to
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the demands of life. Freud’s discovery, in Lacan’s view, consisted in recognising the extent to which
human suffering is dependent on, and subject to, language. Lacan remained for a long time true to his
pledge to “return to Freud” by reading Freud'’s texts closely and referring to them again and again.
Lacan’s reading of Freudian theory led him to the development of an entirely new psychoanalytic
theory, one whose regional ontology—to use one of Heidegger’'s terms—was very remote from
Freud’s.

Aims and scope of this work

While | do not agree with all of Heidegger’s criticisms, | hold that psychoanalysis cannot remain silent
before the challenge he represents. | think—and in what follows | will try to show—that Heidegger’s
philosophy allows for a deep understanding of the human condition, without resorting to tacit
assumptions about what a subject is, what an object is, what truth is, what the real and the knowable
are, and what knowledge is. As | will argue, the elucidation of such concepts is of paramount
importance for psychoanalysis; taking Heidegger’s ideas into consideration and responding to them
rather than blissfully ignoring them is imperative if psychoanalysis intends to establish its own
philosophically robust foundation, one that would support the justification both for its theoretical
formulations and for its clinical practice.

| will also argue that psychoanalysis, especially in the Lacanian orientation, allows a deeper
understanding of the phenomena that are part and parcel of the human condition, and that it too can
complement, enrich, or better Heidegger’s understanding. The Lacanian reading and reformulation of
Freud’s original insights, with its emphasis on language as world-disclosing (but also alienating),
parallels, as | will show, both Heidegger’s philosophy and his view of language as the “house of being” .°
It is my opinion that however insurmountable their differences—in terminology, scope, and method—
Heidegger and Lacan meet in more than just trivial ways.

At a cursory glance, French philosopher Alain Badiou’s work—an oeuvre in which he explicitly
refers to Heidegger's re-positing of the ontological question and to Lacan’s post-Cartesian
conceptualisation of the divided subject—seems to largely overlap with this point of view. As Badiou
has argued, we are now

the contemporaries of a third epoch of science, after the Greek and the Galilean. We are equally the contemporaries
of a second epoch of the doctrine of the Subject ... [and the] contemporaries of a new departure in the doctrine of
truth ... [which] crosses the paths of Heidegger (who was the first to subtract it from knowledge), the mathematicians
(who broke with the object at the end of the last century, just as they broke with adequation), and the modern
theories of the subject (which displace truth from its subjective pronunciation).”

Badiou purports to construct a fully-fledged philosophical system in an attempt to respond to the
challenges of what he conceives as a new epoch of science, the subject, and truth. Badiou’s

understanding and use of crucial terms such as “being”, “event”, “truth”, and “subject” appears to be
highly idiosyncratic and largely incompatible with the ways in which Heidegger and Lacan employ

6 Martin Heidegger, ‘Letter on Humanism’ [1947], trans. Frank A. Capuzzi, in William Mcneill (ed.), Pathmarks (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1978), 239-276, p. 239.

7 Badiou, Being and Event, p. 3.
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them. He is not interested in Heidegger’s critique of Freudian theory or in the intricacies of Lacan’s
understanding of the speaking being. These are precisely the issues that interest me.

While a full correspondence between Heideggerian and Lacanian ideas may be neither possible
nor useful, my aim in this thesis will be to examine whether there is any merit in attempting a
theoretical exchange between some of their respective positions and discussing points of contact and
divergence. | will also endeavour both to outline the themes of a possible conceptual synthesis and to
indicate some further lines of discussion thus opened up.

The first two chapters will focus solidly on Heidegger. | will begin, in the first chapter, with his
question regarding being. | will introduce his method—phenomenology—and set out the framework
of his Analytic of Dasein. | will discuss the crucial “ontological difference”, i.e., the difference between
beings (as entities of this world) and being as such, and introduce concepts such as being-in-the-world,
being-with-others, equipment, language, historicity, time, event of appropriation and death. | will also
show how Heidegger's exploration of the question of being allowed him to discern its historical
character.

This general outline will allow me to proceed, in the second chapter, with Heidegger’s critique
of science, and especially with his views on medical science, psychiatry, and psychology, all as
presented by Heidegger himself during his so-called Zollikon Seminars, delivered regularly to a group
of doctors, psychiatrists, and psychologists over a period of more than 10 years. | will present
Heidegger’s argument that there is a rupture between the ancient and the modern worldview, as well
as his claim that modern science fails to question its implicit assumptions and is unable to acknowledge
its major shortcoming, namely the confusion between what is measurable and what is real. | will focus
on Heidegger’s critique of sciences that study the human being, such as medicine, psychiatry,
psychology, and, of course, Freudian psychoanalysis. | will argue that psychoanalysis is vulnerable to
this critique and cannot afford to ignore it.

In the third chapter, | will review how Heidegger’s ideas and concepts were taken up by thinkers
such as Ludwig Binswanger and Medard Boss, and then applied to contemporary psychotherapy and
psychiatry. They were implicitly or explicitly claiming that their work was a direct application of
Heidegger’s insights, and for this reason | will examine their ideas from a Heideggerian point of view,
focusing on questions such as their conceptual coherency or their clinical relevance. After revisiting
Heidegger’s critique of psychoanalysis, | will present some elements from the work of Hans Loewald
and William Richardson, two psychoanalysts whose thinking was informed by Heideggerian ideas.

My focus, from that point on, will move to Jacques Lacan, a psychoanalyst who called for a return
to the original spirit of Freud’s discovery, which, in Lacan’s view, consisted in recognising the extent to
which human psychic suffering is dependent on, and subject to, language. Lacan was especially
influenced by Heidegger’s thought and this, | will argue, is evident in his rereading of key Freudian
concepts such as the unconscious. | will also give an outline of some of Lacan’s own contributions, such
as the mirror stage, the signifier, jouissance, the three registers of experience (real, symbolic, and
imaginary), and object a.

Lacan’s conceptualisation of the human being as a being subject to the law of the signifier will
lead in the fifth chapter to the discussion of Lacan’s theory as a post-Freudian “metapsychology”. By
using this term—which Lacan himself largely avoided using in connection with his own work—I am



Introduction 6

referring to the fundamental concepts of Lacan’s theory and the questions opened by them. | will
discuss Lacan’s understanding of language as a network of interconnected signifiers and present his
thinking about issues such as “signifierness”, temporality and historicity, psychic structure, discourse,
and sexuation. Special attention will be given to Lacan’s critique of traditional ontology and

Ill

metaphysics and to his efforts to reach an “ideal” of mathematic formalisation.

In the sixth and final chapter of this thesis, | will explore the possibility of a theoretical exchange
between Heidegger and Lacan. Having discussed the ways in which psychoanalysis is vulnerable to
Heidegger’s critique, as well as Lacan’s strategies to address this critique in his own re-reading of Freud,
| will present five themes of a potential conceptual synthesis between Heidegger and Lacan, which |
provisionally label as Discourse Ontology of the Speaking Being. These themes are: speaking being,
language, body, world, and truth. In bringing this discussion to an end, | will briefly touch upon some
further important themes, reflection on which is facilitated by the conceptual synthesis presented.



Chapter 1: Heidegger's question of being

Heidegger’s Being and Time begins with a quote from Plato’s Sophist. In this dialogue, a character
called Stranger is speaking with two other characters, Theaetetus and Theodorus, and attempts to
show them how people (philosophers and non-philosophers alike) talk about being without really
knowing what that means.! We should invite them to explain, Stranger says to his interlocutors. We
need to tell them that we do not understand and that we are in a difficulty. Please do explain, we
should tell them, “for manifestly you have long been aware of what you mean when you use the
expression ‘being’. We, however, who used to think we understood it, have now become perplexed.”?

For Heidegger, this very question has long been pushed aside and forgotten, and needs to be
raised anew; moreover, the question remains as difficult and perplexing as ever, but people have
forgotten even this.

We, human beings, conceive of ourselves as subjects present in a “here and now”, each one of
us in our observing individuality, turned towards a world that lies “objectively” out there. And when
we ask ourselves about the world and the beings we encounter in it, we are readily able to refer to an
explanation—or to an explanatory attempt—about how they found themselves in front of us. Now
and again we allow ourselves to wonder at the miracle of existence, but we do this only temporarily,
only in as far as we contemplate life, the past, the future, creation, and so on and so forth. Soon we
change our stance and resume our ordinary comportment—that of taking things for granted, acting as
agents engaging with a world which is open to us and available for our inspection. For Heidegger, this
picture is problematic because it is limited and misleading. It is limited because it tends to overlook
many aspects of our being human; and it is misleading because it obscures this very fact of overlooking.

This is the task Heidegger sets himself: “Our aim in the following treatise is to work out the
question of the meaning of being and do so concretely.”?

In what follows | will outline Heidegger’s strategy to tackle this task. Finding myself in agreement
with Thomas Sheehan’s radical new reading of Heidegger’s philosophy,* | will approach Heidegger’s
work as a work “about one thing only: sense or meaning ... both in itself and in terms of its source”,
and | will explain how, for Heidegger, our picturing human beings as cognitive observing agents within
an environment fails to take into consideration the ways, and the extent to which, our comportment

1 In what follows, and whenever is necessary for reasons of clarity, | will be contrasting the term being (i.e., the italicised gerund of the verb
“to be”), which will be taken to represent the German form Sein (i.e., the infinitive of the verb “be”), to the term being without any formatting,

wn

which will be taken to mean “entity”, or something that “is” (in German: seiend). Quoted passages of Heidegger or others will be changed as
needed, in order to conform to this convention and help retain some uniformity in this text.

2 Plato, quoted in Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 17/1.
3 Being and Time, p. 17/1.

4 See Thomas Sheehan, Making Sense of Heidegger: A Paradigm Shift (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015).
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toward things bespeaks, i.e. shapes, “their meaningful presence within the worlds of [our] interests
and concerns”.” Starting with Heidegger’'s method, phenomenology, | will focus on Dasein, i.e. the
human being in its concernful comportment towards beings, and will discuss Dasein’s fundamental
structure of engagement as being-in-the-world. | will show how this line of enquiry allows one to see
being as disclosed by its temporal horizon (i.e. presence), and leads to a conceptualisation of truth as
unconcealment, rather than correspondence (of statements to states of affairs). As | will show, for
Heidegger, Dasein’s access to being is always mediated through language and in this sense being itself
is only revealed in its historicity. As Sheehan puts it, “underlying the whole of Heidegger’s philosophy
is the fact that we cannot encounter anything outside the parameters that define us as human—as a
thrown open, socially and historically embodied Adyoc [logos].”® It is for this reason, | argue, that
Heidegger’s thinking is crucial for probing the limitations of any philosophical, scientific, or
psychoanalytic enquiry.

Reactions to a puzzling question

Much has been written in an attempt to explicate not only the question of being, as such, but also
Heidegger’s insistence on the need to return to it. Both are puzzling. Why is such a thing necessary?
Why is it so important in our era of modern science, philosophy, mathematics, technology, and
computers to preoccupy ourselves with such ruminations? Is it not the case that they have already
been tacitly answered? Are the collective intellectual and material achievements of humanity not
evidence enough that, really, there is no puzzle to solve?

Many scholars, commentators, and philosophers saw this question as a mystical question
beyond the horizons of human understanding, a question pertaining more to religion and theology.
Many were, and some still are, tempted to dismiss Heidegger’s efforts as obscure, mystical, or even
plainly nonsensical. As an example one can take Paul Edwards, an American philosopher, belonging to
the school of analytic philosophy, who has written a short book titled Heidegger’s Confusions. His aim
was stated clearly in the preface: “Until fairly recently, Heidegger was not taken seriously by
philosophers in Great Britain and the United States. Unfortunately this is no longer the case. One goal
of the present study is to stem this tide of unreason.”’

For the British logical positivist A. J. Ayer, the problem was not just that of unreason. In his view,
Heidegger had displayed “a surprising ignorance” and engaged “in an unscrupulous distortion” which
could be “fairly described as charlatanism.”®

Other writers thought they discerned in Heidegger’s philosophy the suffering of a troubled
personality. An example would be American psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Richard Chessick, who
drew something like a psychological profile or “psychogram” of Heidegger. Chessick described him as

> Making Sense, p. xii.
5 Making Sense, p. 209.

7 Paul Edwards, Heidegger's Confusions (New York: Prometheus Books, 2004), p. 9. Edwards’s arguments reveal a deep hostility to, but also
a deep misunderstanding of, Heidegger’s project, as | will have the opportunity to show later in the text.

8 Alfred J. Ayer, Philosophy in the Twentieth Century [1982] (London: Orion Books, 1992), p. 228.



Chapter 1. Heidegger's question of being 9

a “pathological narcissist” who had suffered a “narcissistic regression” because of his alleged
disillusionment with Hitler. For Chessick, Heidegger’s philosophy was “the philosophy of a despairing,
aging, and disappointed man.”® Another example would be an assessment by the much more kindly

|”

disposed George Atwood and Robert Stolorow: they claimed that a “psychobiographical” reading of

Heidegger’s Being and Time would unveil

the ontology of Dasein ... as a symbol of Heidegger’'s own anguished struggle and individuality and grounded
authenticity in a world where he felt in perpetual danger of absorption in the pressures and influences of the social
milieu.10

Stolorow was unconvinced with regard to the radicalism of Heidegger’s question of being, as is evident
in passages like the following:

We believe that the progressive reification and even deification of being in Heidegger’s later philosophy ... is a
distinctively Catholic one. The turn in Heidegger’s later philosophizing was thus actually a re-turn to the Catholic
heritage of his childhood, a self-restorative dream of returning to being-at-home once again.!!

Misunderstandings and hostility aside, the actual meaning of Heidegger’s question remains
obscure. According to Herman Philipse, the various interpretations can be seen as falling somewhere
along an axis with two extremes, one which he calls a unitarian interpretation, according to which
“there is one more or less precise meaning of Heidegger’s question that remains the same throughout
his philosophical career,” and one which he calls a patchwork interpretation, according to which “there
is no substantial meaning of Heidegger’s question of being. The formula of the question of being is an

empty one, or at best a chameleon that changes its meaning from passage to passage.”!?

But even if we decided to focus on the opinions put forward by adherents of the unitarian
interpretation—presumably friendlier, or at least not overtly hostile, to Heidegger’s project—we
would not be able to find any consensus.

An example of a careful, not overtly critical attitude, can be found in D.W. Hamlyn’s History of
Western Philosophy. As Hamlyn writes, for Heidegger “the fundamental metaphysical question is why
there is anything rather than nothing. ... So, his starting-point is what he takes to be a fundamental

distinction between Sein (being) and Dasein (being there, being in the world).”*?

Now, asking why there is anything rather than nothing is indeed a metaphysical question that
has troubled philosophers for centuries. For Leibniz, it was directly related to questions about the
origins of the world, space, matter, and, ultimately, God.** Nowadays, it would be thought of as a

9 Richard D. Chessick, ‘The Effect of Heidegger's Pathological Narcissism on the Development of His Philosophy’ in Jeffery Adams and Eric
Williams (eds.), Mimetic Desire: Essays on Narcissism in German Literature from Romanticism to Post Modernism (Drawer, Columbia: Camden
House, 1995), 103-118, p. 118.

10 George E. Atwood and Robert D. Stolorov, Structures of Subjectivity: Explorations in Psychoanalytic Phenomenology and Contextualism
(Hove: Routledge, 2014), p. 20. For the question of social milieu and the links between Heidegger and Nazism see below, pp. 15-17.

11 Robert D. Stolorow, World, Affectivity, Trauma: Heidegger and Post-Cartesian Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge, 2011), p. 100.
12 Herman Philipse, Heidegger's Philosophy of Being: A Critical Interpretation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 68, 71.
13 D. W. Hamlyn, The Pelican History of Western Philosophy (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1987), p. 323.

14 See Daniel Garber, ‘Leibniz: physics and philosophy’ in Nicholas Jolley (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Leibniz (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 270-352.
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question of cosmology rather than one of metaphysics or philosophy. “What is the nature of reality?”
asks Stephen Hawking. “Where did all this come from? Did the universe need a creator? ... Traditionally
these are questions for philosophy, but philosophy is dead. Philosophy has not kept up with modern

development in science, particularly physics.”*®

Heidegger does indeed bring this question up in his Introduction to Metaphysics: “Why are there
beings at all instead of nothing? That is the question. Presumably it is no arbitrary question. ‘Why are

there beings at all instead of nothing?’ —this is obviously the first of all questions.”*®

He discusses the question at length and concludes that what we really are doing is

asking about the ground for the fact that beings are, and are what they are, and that there is not nothing instead. We
are asking at bottom about being. But how? We are asking about the being of beings. We are interrogating beings in
regards to their being.'”

Clearly, this is a very different question from the one asked—and responded to—by
cosmologists. Consider, for example, Hawking’s conclusion:

Because there is a law like gravity, the universe can and will create itself from nothing ... Spontaneous creation is the
reason there is something rather than nothing, why the universe exists, why we exist. It is not necessary to invoke
God to light the blue touch paper and set the universe going.18

Hawking takes the question as a question regarding the possibility of establishing a causal chain. He
reassures us that we do not need to invoke God; instead he invokes the law of gravity and the process
of spontaneous creation. The assumption that the universe operates according to laws that are
knowable is taken for granted. Hawking believes that philosophy has not kept up with science, but the
only justification for his belief is the fact that he chooses to ignore philosophy. It's not that his
assumptions are necessarily wrong—they may not be—but rather that he thinks he can proceed
without examining them. Heidegger’s project is an invitation to examine them.

Still, many scholars remained unconvinced. Ayer, for one, was not impressed at all. “Why is there
anything at all and not rather nothing?” he asked. “This should be treated ... as the senseless querying
of an absolute presupposition. At least, if it is treated as a question, there is no way of answering it. ...

Perhaps the question is deliberately drafted in order to be unanswerable.”*°

15 Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, The Grand Design: New Answers to the Ultimate Questions of Life (London: Bantam Press, 2010),
p. 5.

16 Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics [1935], trans. Gregory Field and Richard Polt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p.
1.

7 Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 31.
18 Hawking and Mlodinow, Grand Design, p. 180.

19 Ayer, Philosophy in the Twentieth Century, p. 229.
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Making sense of the problem

In his Commentary on Being and Time, Hubert Dreyfus writes that “Heidegger’s primary concern is ...
to make sense of our ability to make sense of things.”?° Dreyfus believes, that is, that Heidegger’s main
focus is our understanding of being, presumably something of which sense can be made.

Richard Polt, in his Heidegger: An Introduction, sees things differently: “When we ask, ‘What is
the meaning of being?’” he explains,

we are trying to enhance our understanding of being itself. Being plays a role in our lives, but we understand it only
darkly and vaguely. In order to reveal being more clearly, we have to place it within the appropriate context or
horizon.?!

Polt thinks, in other words, that Heidegger’s focus is being as such, and not just our vague
understanding of it.

In disagreement with both, philosopher William Richardson reads Heidegger’s problematic as a
guestioning regarding the grounding of philosophy, i.e., metaphysics. If philosophy is
a tree whose roots are metaphysics ... what, Heidegger asks, is the ground in which metaphysics is rooted? The
unequivocal answer: being. Being can be called, then, the ground on which metaphysics, as the root of the philosophy

tree, is held fast and nourished. To interrogate the ground of metaphysics, we must pose the ‘ground’-question, the
question about the sense [or meaning] of being.??

A somewhat different interpretation is suggested by Walter Biemel, a student of Heidegger:
“Heidegger’s inquiry into the meaning of being is presented as fundamental ontology ... intended ... to
offer an analysis of the mode of being of the inquirer ... distinguished from all other entities by the fact
that he builds a certain relationship to himself.”?

For his part, Rudiger Safranski, author of an important biography of Heidegger, believes that
Heidegger’s question about being can be understood through time: “The meaning of being is time,” he
writes. “But time is not a cornucopia of gifts, it gives us no content and no orientation. The meaning is
time, but time ‘gives’ no meaning.”?* Time is also at the centre of Otto Pdggeler’s interpretation of
Heidegger’s project in Martin Heidegger’s Path of Thinking:

If metaphysics thinks of being as constant presence, does it not then conceive of it from a specific mode of time, the

present? ... If this equation, being is constant presence, is no longer accepted as a matter of course, then the question
about the sense of being can emerge as a question about being and time.25

All these views have something in common but are also quite dissimilar. Thinking about our
“understanding” of being is similar, but not identical, to interrogating the ground of metaphysics;

20 Hubert L. Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World: A Commentary on Heidegger's Being and Time, Division | (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991), p.
10.

21 Richard Polt, Heidegger: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 25.

22 William J. Richardson, Heidegger: Through Phenomenology to Thought [1963] (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003), p. 7.

2 Walter Biemel, Martin Heidegger: An lllustrated Study, trans. J. L. Mehta (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), p. 30.

24 Rudiger Safranski, Martin Heidegger: Between Good and Evil, trans. Ewald Osers (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 153.

%5 Otto Poggeler, Martin Heidegger's Path of Thinking [1963], trans. Daniel Magurshak and Sigmund Barber (Atlantic Highlands, NJ:
Humanities Press, 1987), pp. 33-34.
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focusing on the mode of being of the inquirer is not clarified if we say that the meaning of being is
time. What they have in common is the human being. There would be no “understanding” of being
without an agent capable of understanding; there would be no metaphysics as such if there were no
human beings engaging with such questions; indeed, any discussion about the “meaning” of being
always, and necessarily, involves the supposition of a human being capable of discerning, or perhaps
just wondering about, this meaning.

As | see it, when Heidegger invites us to rethink the meaning of being, he is not concerned with
formulating a scientific (or, for that matter, philosophical) explanation for how or why things “are” or
how things came to “be” as such; the Kantian Ding an sich, or thing-in-itself, is not the focus of his
questioning,® nor is the question of the traditional metaphysics of existence versus inexistence. He is
not concerned with the workings of nature, or with the deep structure or origin of the universe—at
least not in the way a cosmologist would be concerned. Heidegger’s question is not why there is
anything rather than nothing; rather, it is what does it mean when we say that there is something. This
is the question about the sense (or meaning) of being, a question that, as Péggeler reminds us, “is

”227

placed before the question about the manifold expressibility of being,”?’ i.e., before the question

about the various ways things, or entities, or beings present themselves to humans.

This is Heidegger’s starting point—the observation that we, humans, are concerned with and do
things with entities we come across in our world: other human beings, animals, plants, natural
phenomena, objects, tools, artefacts and so on. All these we call “beings” and we may be observing
them, talking about them, talking to them, talking with them, remembering them, forgetting them,
handling them, studying them, manipulating them, creating them, destroying them, modifying them.
Human beings comport towards beings in thousands of ways, and tend to think that this state of affairs
is self-evident and transparent. As Heidegger writes,

There are many things which we designate as ‘being’, and we do so in various senses. Everything we talk about,
everything we have in view, everything towards which we comport ourselves in any way, is being; what we are is
being, and so is how we are. Being lies in the fact that something is, and in its being as it is.28

The question of being, then, is a question that only makes sense to humans, i.e., it is a specifically
human question. However abstract or elaborate our thinking, the whole issue is specifically human and
involves or concerns humans, and humans alone. We humans cannot even arrive at the question of
being unless we have already an understanding of entities as beings. Being is that on the basis—and
because—of which entities present themselves to us and concern us. Strictly speaking, there would be
no such a thing as being if there were no humans concerned with it: Being is the product—and, as will
be shown, the prerequisite too—of the concerned comportment of humans towards what they
encounter, i.e., beings. Or, in the words of Heidegger: “What is asked about is being.” Namely “that
which determines entities as entities, that on the basis of which entities are already understood.”?

2 For the Kantian thing-in-itself see, for example, Wihelm Windelband, A History of Philosophy: With Especial Reference to the Formation
and Development of Its Problems and Conceptions, trans. James Hayden Tufts (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1901), p. 541.

27 poggeler, Martin Heidegger's Path of Thinking, p. 34.
28 Heidegger, Being and Time, pp. 26/6-7.

2 Being and Time, pp. 25-26/6 (emphasis added).
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As Thomas Sheehan points out, Heidegger’s work “both early and late, was not about ‘being’ as
Western Philosophy has understood that term in over twenty-five hundred years, but rather about
sense itself: meaningfulness and its source.”®® In order to be able to observe, conceive, understand,
describe, or contemplate our dealings with the world and its objects—with beings in general—we,
human beings, already employ a tacit understanding of what being is. It is not meant by this that we
have an understanding of each and every entity or being we encounter, but rather that we are open,
in some fundamental way, to beings as such. Sheehan explains: “Human being is the ‘open space’ or

clearing within which the meaningful presence of things can occur.”?!

This task, to enquire about our tacit understanding of being, is a necessary one insofar as we are
interested in what it is to be human, what the horizon 