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Handout on Heidegger’s thought
First, some terminology:

beings: entities, or things, including physical objects, human beings, other animals, plants, and numbers.

Being: has three distinct meanings, i.e., categories:
1. that-being (existence, reality, actuality), i.e., that something is.  This is the category used in the sentence “Socrates is”, or “There is a dog.” 

2. what-being, i.e., the properties that an object has, or the relations in which it stands to other objects.  This is the category used in the sentence “The dog is brown,” or “Minneapolis is north of St. Louis”.
3. how-being: Wesen (translated as “coming to presence”, or “essence”), i.e., the way in which an entity is encountered by someone, or shows up to someone.  Heidegger later confessed that his term “Being” was misleading.  He is interested not in being (which really means something like reality, i.e., that-being), but rather in the basic ways in which things are encountered, show up, or become present.  He suggests the term “presence,” or “coming to presence” (Anwesen, or Wesen) as a perhaps less misleading way of referring to this topic.  Heidegger employs the phrase “ontological difference” to express the fact that Being is not a being.  The Being of beings is neither a physical, a mental, nor a universal entity.  Being as such, or “Being” for short, is the interrelated totality of ways of how-being of (i.e., ways of encountering) beings.  Generally, Heidegger uses “Being” in this third sense.
Heidegger conceives entities’ showing up, or “showing themselves,” as “un-concealment,” i.e., as their being removed from a prior concealment.  “Un-concealment” is his translation of the Greek term a-letheia, where “a” means un, and “lethe” means concealment, or forgottenness.  (In ancient Greek mythology, Lethe is the river of forgetting, through which the souls of the dead must pass before they go into the underworld of Hades.)  Unfortunately, Heidegger translates “a-letheia” as “truth,” which, because it means the same as “correctness”, he later confessed was as misleading as his term “being.”  Correctness, i.e., the correspondence (= homoiosis in Greek = ad-aequatio in Latin) of what someone means (i.e., a representation) with the thing s/he means, is not the same as something’s showing up, or being un-concealed.  After all, something can be un-concealed falsely – i.e., as illusion, or semblance (Schein) – as is the case in optical illusions, perceptual errors, magic tricks, etc., in which case this correspondence does not obtain.

In Being and Time, Heidegger employs the following terminology:

being/entity



  how-being (way of Being, Wesen) 

equipment, tools


  handiness (Zuhandenheit), plication (Bewandtnis)

oneself
(Dasein)


  existence, ec-sistence, care, trans-cendence, ec-stasis
other people



  co-Dasein (Mitdasein [left untranslated])

objects or objective states of affairs
  objective presence (Vorhandenheit)

mathematical objects (e.g., numbers)
  constant presence (Bestand, beständige Anwesenheit)
The very same entity can show up in a number of different basic ways.  For example, I can show up to myself as Dasein, to my friend as co-Dasein, to a particularly merciless employer as handy equipment, or to a physician as objectively present.
The categories of that-being and what-being pertain only to beings encountered in a very particular how-being – that of objective presence (i.e., objects as they can be known by science).  Thus since we encounter neither ourselves, handy equipment, nor other people primarily as objectively present, we don’t primarily encounter these entities as having that-being or what-being.  In order to do this, we first have to modify the way we encounter them, so that they show up as objectively present.  The same goes for truth, conceived traditionally as correctness.  It is only statements or beliefs that are either correct or false.  Ways of using equipment, for example, are neither correct nor false.  Rather, they are appropriate or inappropriate (successful or unsuccessful, expedient or inexpedient) for the task at hand.
For Heidegger, our experiences, or encounters, of entities are interpretive; that is, we rarely (if ever) encounter entities simply as they are in themselves, but always as something or other.  Such interpretations need not be conscious; in fact, most are not.  For example, when you drive your car, you interpret the steering wheel as a tool for directing the car, but are generally conscious of doing so only when you are learning how to drive or when something is wrong with the steering mechanism.  (We spend most of our time driving being conscious of the radio, our destination, our traveling companions, our daydreams, the other cars on the road, etc.)  Heidegger calls what we can encounter, or interpret, an entity as a possibility.  The “Da” (“there”) is the set of interrelated possibilities that are “understood” by, or “disclosed” to us – and into which we always find ourselves already “thrown”.  For someone to understand a possibility is for her to be able to interpret entities in terms of that possibility.  
Heidegger uses the term “Dasein” to characterize the Being of human beings, i.e., the way in which human beings encounter themselves.  Heidegger uses “sein” (“to be”) as a transitive (not an intransitive) verb meaning to actualize, or carry out some previously disclosed possibility.  Thus Dasein is the entity that has to be (i.e., actualize, or carry out) its there (i.e., the possibilities disclosed to it).  
The first characteristic of Dasein’s Being that Heidegger discusses is its Being-in-the-world.  He uses hyphens here to indicate that there would be no world (in Heidegger’s technical sense) without Dasein’s Being-in-it, and no Dasein without a world.  What he does not mean by “Being-in” is a spatial relation of one thing containing another (as when the water is in the glass).  Rather, “Being-in” for Heidegger means something more like “dwelling-in”, or “working-in”.  

Heidegger further characterizes “Being-in” as “being-practically-involved-at…”, or “being-at” for short.  We can say that someone is at an activity, such as their being “at work”, “at play”, or simply “at it again”.  Or we can say that someone is at almost any machine that they are both skilled in operating, and at the moment are at least attempting to use properly, such as when we say that someone is “at the helm”, “at the wheel of the car”, “at the controls”, “at the computer”, etc.  For Dasein to be-in-the-world is for it to take care of (in the sense of “taking care of business”) beings and projects within the world.  This is a much broader phenomenon than just knowing them.  Heidegger does not use the term “world” to denote the totality of intraworldly beings, i.e., nature, or the universe.  Rather, a Heideggerian world is the complex totality of interconnected practical possibilities disclosed to some particular Dasein.  Someone’s world is thus the totality of ways in which she can use equipment, i.e., what she can do with it.  Since different people have different skills and other abilities, different people live in slightly different worlds.  

An existential perspective is a way in which Dasein can encounter beings in terms of possibilities that stand in a particular relation to Dasein.  For example, from the existential perspective of Being-at-intrawordly entities Dasein encounters “handy” intraworldly beings as relevant (i.e., useful or useless) to its practical projects.  It encounters such beings as something it can do something with.

Each existential perspective corresponds to a particular existential horizon, which is a particular set of possibilities, each of which has the same relation to Dasein: 
Existential perspective:   entities encountered:

possibilities:
    EXISTENTIAL HORIZON:

Being-in-the-world
   “handy” intraworldly equipment
practical uses
    WORLD
Being-with-others
   co-Dasein (= other people)

social roles
    SOCIAL SPACE (=das Man)
Being-oneself*
   everyday possibilities of oneself
ways to be you    DEATH

{*At any given time, a Dasein can be itself in one of two modes: 

1. self-ownership (Eigentlichkeit = unclosedness [Entschlossenheit] = opening up [Vorlaufen] onto death)

or

2. unownedness (= fallenness = the Man-self = the completely public self).
Self-ownership (often translated by the highly misleading expression “authenticity”) is the mode in which Dasein takes “ownership” of itself.  This involves “owning up” to oneself, i.e., to take responsibility for what one is.  This is different from, but analogous to, taking moral responsibility for one’s actions.  Instead of taking responsibility for what one does morally (or immorally), self-ownership involves taking responsibility for what one is existentially, i.e., in virtue of its Being. 
Heidegger stresses that self-ownership is not a matter of either thinking (intellectually) about death, i.e., expecting it.  Nor is it a matter of trying to actualize one’s death by committing suicide.  In neither of these ways of relating to death does Dasein encounter it as the distinct possibility that it is – one that can never become an actuality as long as the individual exists.  Instead, Heidegger characterizes the self-owning relation to death as “opening up” onto death. 
In particular, taking ownership of oneself involves taking responsibility for the negativity that belongs essentially to Dasein’s Being.  In this way, taking ownership of oneself can be understood as a positive response to the call of a sort of existential “conscience”, which is formally, or structurally, similar to the moral conscience.  Like the moral conscience, the existential conscience is a “call” from oneself to oneself to take responsibility for something that one owes, i.e., one’s “debt” or “guilt” (Schuld; “owing” would be the best translation).  Whereas the moral conscience calls us to take responsibility for what one owes morally in virtue of the actions one performs, the existential conscience calls us to take responsibility for what one owes existentially in virtue of the kind of entity one is.  Furthermore, although both moral and existential owing are negative, the nature of what one owes differs in the two cases.  What one owes morally is what one ought to have done, but failed to do.  Somewhat paradoxically, what one owes existentially is something one cannot do, in virtue of one’s Being.  Heidegger calls what Dasein owes existentially “being the ground of a negativity.”  Two aspects of this existential negativity are especially salient.  Both of these existential negativities are kinds of finitude characteristic of Dasein’s Being:
A first kind of existential negativity is a feature of Dasein’s thrownness into the possibilities that make up the “there” (Da), and which Heidegger refers to as Dasein’s being the (thrown) ground.  This first kind of existential negativity is the fact that Dasein can be a self only by projecting possibilities that are by and large not of an individual Dasein’s own making.  Rather, they are its cultural, historical, and even biological inheritance.  These include those that it appropriates from “social space”, i.e., the totality of interrelated possibilities of being a self – e.g., social roles, positions, or statuses – that Heidegger calls “the they” (das Man).  This first kind of negativity, or finitude, of Dasein’s Being thus lies in the fact that Dasein has no choice but to be (i.e., project) possible for-the-sakes-of-whom given to it from das Man.

A second kind of existential negativity is what Heidegger calls the “negative project.”  No matter which for-the-sake-of-whom one pursues, merely doing so will forever close off the possibility of being something (or someone) else.  This is of course not to say that actualizing any for-the-sake-of-whom precludes the possibility of actualizing any other.  For there are surely many for-the-sakes-of-whom that one can strive to actualize simultaneously or consecutively.  One can simultaneously pursue a career and have a family life, and one can be consecutively married to different people.  Heidegger’s point here is that the pursuit of even such possibilities of oneself does not leave the entire range of possibilities entirely unchanged.  For example, the number of distinct careers that someone can seriously pursue is severely restricted.  Although someone can be first, say, a lawyer and then a mechanic, no one can then go on to be a doctor, a physicist, and so on ad infinitum.  

This second kind of negativity, like the first, is a manifestation of Dasein’s essential finitude.  Unlike the first, however, this latter kind of finitude is directly related to the unique possibility of death: one’s end, or finale, i.e., “the possibility of the impossibility of existence [i.e., Dasein] at all.”  If we were immortal, then there would be virtually no limit to the number of possibilities of ourselves that we could actualize.  Since self-ownership involves taking responsibility for both the first and the second kind of existential negativity, it also requires transparency about one’s mortality, i.e., interpreting oneself in terms of death as a possibility that will certainly be actualized in the future.  This mode is characterized by explicitly grasping death (the existential horizon of being-oneself), while at the same time projecting everyday possibilities of oneself, or “ability-to-be”, appropriated from das Man. 
Death is a possibility that is “unsurpassable”.  That is, it always remains “outstanding” as long as Dasein exists.  Unlike moral or financial debts that one might owe, death is an essentially uncancelable debt.  To own up to it – i.e., to take responsibility for it – thus cannot involve making it go away.  Rather, to own up to it is to expressly take on the full existential implications of the debt – analogously to someone’s taking on the financial implications of a financial debt, or the moral implications of their actions.  Existential conscience calls Dasein to appropriate some ordinary possibilities of itself from das Man – as required by the first kind of existential negativity – but now with a full experience of the second kind of existential negativity, the negative project.  That is, in taking ownership of itself Dasein projects some possibility of itself in full clarity of the fact that it must do so, and that doing so will irrevocably preclude the possibility of realizing some others.  Since this negativity characteristic of projection is directly related to Dasein’s mortality, self-ownership requires transparency about one’s own death.
There is a further crucial element in Heidegger’s concept of self-ownership: the experience of freedom.  Taking ownership of oneself requires that one must experience oneself as free in the projection of these for-the-sakes-of-whom rather than those.  This is one reason why Heidegger writes that self-owning Dasein “has chosen itself.”  Now in ordinary experiences of the freedom to choose from among a range of possibilities, one chooses with reference to some further possibility presupposed as fixed.  In such ordinary choices, one evaluates the presently available options with an eye to their relative efficacy for realizing this goal.  For example, one might choose to attend one out of a range of professional schools with regard to the anticipated likelihood that doing so would lead to a successful career.  But taking responsibility for what one is existentially requires something more: experiencing all of the possibilities of oneself as merely possibilities.  This is because one cannot take responsibility for projecting a possibility that one has not freely chosen.  And since taking ownership of oneself involves taking responsibility for one’s whole self – and not just a part of oneself – self-ownership presupposes that one experience oneself as free to choose from among all possible for-the-sakes-of-whom disclosed in das Man. 

It is precisely the possibility of making such a transparent choice that is disclosed in the mood of anxiety (Angst).  In anxiety we regard all possibilities of ourselves as things that we could pursue, experience that we must – on pain of not being a self – pursue some concrete set of possibilities, but also experience ourselves as in no way bound to pursue any one such set more than any other.  Even possibilities of oneself that often count as absolutely fixed (say, oneself as a moral individual, as beholden to God’s commands, as a loyal member of a community or a family) are also encountered in anxiety as matters for potential choice.  Being in anxiety is a necessary – though not a sufficient – condition for taking ownership of oneself.  One reason for why anxiety is not sufficient is that it is always in principle possible to brush anxiety off, busying oneself instead exclusively with one’s dealings with intraworldly entities and the everyday for-the-sakes-of-whom that guide them, and all the while occluding death.  Although anxiety and its articulation in the call of conscience present the possibility of a radical choice of oneself, they do not force it.  An unowning response to anxiety occurs, for example, when one says after the bout of anxiety has subsided that “it was really nothing,” thus ignoring what conscience “tells” Dasein about its own finitude.  Heidegger accounts for the possibility of such an unowning response to anxiety and the call of conscience by saying that making a transparent radical choice to appropriate certain for-the-sakes-of-whom from das Man implies that one must first have chosen to make such a choice.  Accordingly, Heidegger calls this kind of unclosed choosing to choose not just responding to the call of conscience, “willing-to-have-a-conscience.”}  

For Heidegger, the whole history of Western philosophy – what he calls “metaphysics” – has focused exclusively on that-being and how-being, without ever making how-being explicit.  Heidegger calls the topic of metaphysics “beings as beings”, i.e., “beings as a whole” “the being of beings/entities;” that is, metaphysics attempts to answer the penultimate, guiding question: What are beings as such?, or alternatively: What is the beingness of beings?  Heidegger’s thought, on the other hand, attempts to answer the first and ultimate basic question: What is “Being as Being”, i.e., “Being as such”, or the articulated unity of basic ways in which entities show up?  Heidegger calls the attempt to think and live in this manner the “other beginning” of Western thought and culture – as opposed to the metaphysical “first beginning” inaugurated by Plato.  Whereas metaphysics attempts to explicate the that-being and what-being of beings, Heidegger’s thought attempts to explicate the basic ways in which they show up – as useful or useless equipment, as another person carrying out a social role or occupying a social position, or as oneself in the mode of self-ownership or unownedness.  Thus metaphysics is characterized by the forgottenness of Being in favor of an exclusive focus on beings.  And this, in turn, expresses the underlying event of Being’s abandonment of beings, i.e., the “predominance”, or “priority”, of beings over Being.  Heideggerian thought, on the other hand, accepts the “dominion”, or “rule,” of Being over beings, since without Dasein’s understanding of Being, it would be impossible for beings to show up at all.  
Borrowing from Aristotle’s characterization of metaphysics as the study either of beings as beings (i.e., ontology, the study of what it is for something to be as such) or of the highest being (i.e., theology, the study of God), Heidegger regards all metaphysics as having a twofold “onto-theo-logical” structure:  

1. The ontological (ontos = being) aspect of metaphysics is a general definition of what it is for an entity to be (e.g., constant presence and freedom from opposition for Plato, spontaneous createdness by a perfect God for Augustine, being an object corresponding to an a priori idea of which the mind can be certain for Descartes, being an object given to the mind in the a priori forms of time and space for Kant, being an expression of the world-will for Schopenhauer, being a state of affairs that corresponds to a true statement made within a value-system willed by the will to power for Nietzsche).  Heidegger calls this a definition of the beingness of beings, as opposed to the Being of beings.
2. The theological (theos = God) aspect of metaphysics is a specification of the highest, or most fundamental, entity: the one entity that fulfills this definition to the maximum degree, or that is the ultimate ground or cause of all other entities (e.g., the Forms for Plato, God for Augustine, subjective certainty of a priori ideas for Descartes, the mind’s spontaneous creation of the a priori forms of space and time for Kant, the world-will for Schopenhauer, and the will to power for Nietzsche).
For Heidegger, metaphysics is not just a mistake or omission by philosophers.  Instead, the metaphysics of a period of Western history generally reflects the basic way in which those living during that period experience beings as such.  Naturally, such experiences are intimately related to the cultural and socio-economic conditions and the means of production of society at various times (e.g., Plato’s ancient Greek agrarian slave society, Augustine’s medieval Christendom, Descartes’ early modern science and technology under bourgeois individualistic capitalism, Kant’s rationalism under nationalistic enlightened despotism, Schopenhauer’s quasi-Romanticism, and Nietzsche’s nihilism).  The metaphysical interpretations of that-being and how-being thus presuppose – but always implicitly, without explicitly thematizing it – some experience of Being as such and a corresponding philosophical interpretation of it.  
Heidegger in Being and Time (1927) assumes that Being as such could be glimpsed completely in rare moments of anxiety and self-ownership.  By 1936, he comes to maintain that this had been an illusion.  Rather, he holds that Being (as such) can never show itself fully, just as it is in itself.  Being, that is, is essentially epochal, in the original Greek sense of withholding itself.  In other words, Being shows itself only by simultaneously concealing, “withdrawing”, or “veiling” itself.  Another way in which Heidegger expresses this is by claiming that Being is essentially historical (geschichtlich), by which he means that it shows itself only by “sending” (schicken) to us a partial glimpse of itself.  (This should be come much more concrete when we read “The Origin of the Work of Art”.)  Metaphysics and Heideggerian thinking differ in their response to this necessary self-concealing of Being.  Metaphysics unconsciously conceals this concealing by confidently assuming that it knows what it is for a being to be and what the highest or most fundamental entity is.  Heideggerian thinking, on the other hand, attempts to explicate, or thematize, this self-concealing aspect of Being: to allow Being’s necessary concealment to become un-concealed.  
One excellent way to do this is by reading texts from the history of philosophy, and showing that what the philosopher takes to be most self-evident (i.e., the general definition of what it is for an entity to be or the stipulation of the highest being) is in fact the most obscure.  Such a “de-constructive” reading of a text thus allows the necessary concealment of Being to show itself where the author would have least expected it.  This is how Heidegger from 1936 onward approaches all philosophical texts, including Nietzsche’s.  Heidegger takes the basic concept of Nietzsche’s philosophy, the will to power, as indeed the basic way in which we experience beings.  Nevertheless, Heidegger takes this way of experiencing beings to be the most impoverished and one-sided way possible.  And he takes the apotheosis of the will to power (i.e., its deification, or being elevated to the status of a god) in Nietzsche’s thought to cover up this impoverishment and one-sidedness.  Nietzsche believed that his thought was going entirely against the spirit of the age – even entitling one of his books Untimely Meditations, or Thoughts out of Season.  Heidegger’s “de-constructive” interpretation of Nietzsche’s thought, however, interprets it rather as a direct expression of our current historical “epoch,” or “sending,” of Being.
Similarly, Nietzsche saw himself as rejecting, or “inverting,” the tradition that began with Plato and that he calls “metaphysics” – i.e., the attempt to give a correct account of the nature of reality, in which human life and the physical world are treated as mere illusions that reflect or express the “true” world.  Heidegger, however, sees Nietzsche’s focus on the will to power, and the experience of beings that underlies it, as the culmination, completion, or fulfillment of metaphysics.  This is because Heidegger views the general tendency of Western history and metaphysics as moving from (1) simply allowing beings to show up “from out of themselves,” without the imposition of human will; to (2) understanding the metaphysical subject’s willing as a necessary condition of beings showing up at all.  
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