Phenomenology and Foucault


Prof. Boedeker

Running commentary to Being and Time sections 35, 38, 40, 41

Section 35
The topic of this section is what Heidegger calls “idle talk” (Gerede; much better rendered “con-course”, to show its relation to “dis-course” [Rede]).  He defines this phenomenon as “the possibility of understanding everything without any previous appropriation of the matter” (p. 158).  Heidegger notes that the term “is not to be used here in a disparaging sense.”  Rather, it is “a positive phenomenon which constitutes the mode of understanding and interpretation of everyday Dasein” (p. 157).  There are several things to note about Gerede.

There are really two quite different kinds of Gerede, which Heidegger fails to distinguish clearly:

1. (Existential) Gerede-understanding: the set of culturally standardized, or “public”, ways of interpreting beings (whether oneself, others, the “handy”, or the objectively present).  This kind of Gerede is existential: no Dasein can be without it.  This is the kind of Gerede Heidegger is referring to in the paragraph on pp. 158f, and which he claims “has always already settled itself down in Dasein”, and which “Dasein can never escape.”  “All genuine understanding, interpreting and communication, rediscovery and new appropriation come about in it and out of it and against it.”  Gerede-understanding thus shapes the entire fore-structure of interpretation (see handout pp. 42-43): the fore-having of the meanings one understands, the fore-sight (= protention) of one’s plan of action, and the fore-grasp of the particular meanings in terms of which one interprets entities.
2. (Existentiell) Gerede-interpretation: a particular interpretation by some Dasein of some being, characterized by a lack of originary appropriation.  This kind of Gerede is existentiell: it is a possibility of Dasein, but one that it does not necessarily have to engage in.  An originary appropriation is a kind of interpretation in which Dasein critically examines the standardized interpretations of the being (given through existential Gerede-understanding) with an eye to whether they are appropriate to the being in question.  What counts as an “appropriate” interpretation is entirely determined by the nature of the interpreted being, and the context in which it’s being interpreted.  For example, for some purposes it may be appropriate to interpret this knife as a screwdriver (for example, when I need to tighten a screw, but have no screwdriver handy).  In an originarily appropriating interpretation, the interpreting Dasein is open to the possibility that these standardized interpretations might not be appropriate to the interpreted being.  An originary interpretation may, but does not have to, involve rejecting the standardized interpretations as inappropriate.  Thus engaging in a Gerede-interpretation is not the same thing as being a social conformist, and engaging in an originary appropriation is not the same thing as being a social nonconformist.  

Neither Gerede-understanding nor Gerede-interpretation are necessarily ways of speaking.  Thus the translation “idle talk” is somewhat misleading.  Nevertheless, what people say (or what “they say”) is a major source of the transmission of standardized interpretations that make up existential Gerede​-understanding.  Also, one way in which people can engage in existentiell Gerede-interpretations is by talking: in particular, just by repeating what “they say”, without critically examining whether this is appropriate to the being one is talking about.

Gerede​-interpretations and originary appropriations are different stances that someone can take on the standardized interpretations of Gerede-understanding.  Gerede-understanding is thus a condition of the possibility of both Gerede-interpretations and originary appropriations, which are different ways of appropriating the possibilities disclosed through Gerede-understanding.  

Exercise: Try to give an example of two sorts of ways of appropriating some Gerede-understanding: a Gerede-interpretation, and an originary appropriation.

Section 38
“Falling prey” is a translation of Heidegger’s “Verfallen”, which could also be translated as “fallenness”.  Here Heidegger applies the phenomenon of existentiell Gerede-interpretation (which can characterize interpretations of beings encountered in any way of being) to the way in which Dasein is itself.  As we will see in Division II, Dasein is essentially finite being-toward-death.  Thus it is ultimately inappropriate to oneself to treat oneself as if one were immortal.  And this is precisely what happens in the existentiell mode of being oneself that Heidegger calls the everyday, inauthentic, they-self.  Thus inauthenticity is a way of engaging in Gerede-interpretations of oneself.

Exercise: Try to define the moments of what Heidegger calls the “movement” of fallenness: tempting, tranquillizing, alienating, self-entangling, plunging, and eddying (Wirbel, which should be translated as “turmoil”, “turbulence”, or “commotion”).

Section 40
Here Heidegger applies his observation that Dasein is essentially always in a mood to a special mood: anxiety (Angst).  This mood is different from fear, or nervousness.  It may be what occurs in certain extreme panic attacks, which are (fortunately) quite rare.  Nevertheless Angst is a mood that can in principle overcome someone at any time.  It will play an especially important role in Heidegger’s discussion of authenticity in Division II.

Whereas everyday Dasein is familiar with its world, in anxiety Dasein feels “uncanny”, or that it is “not at home”.  Similarly, everyday Dasein simply projects intraworldly beings upon the implicit world (i.e., the horizon of possible ways to use handy equipment).  Anxiety, however, explicitly discloses “the world as world” (p. 175), i.e., “the world as such” (p. 175), and “Dasein as being possible” (p. 176).  In anxiety, “the world is still ‘there’ more obtrusively” (p. 177).

Exercise: Compare Heidegger’s analyses of fear (in Section 30) and anxiety (in Section 40).  Note that what’s translated in Section 30 as “that before which…” is the same term (“das Wovor”) as what’s translated in Section 40 (pp. 174f) as “that about which…”; “that about which…” is the best translation in both cases.  Also note that what’s translated in Section 30 as “that about which…” is the same term (“das Worum”) as what’s translated in Section 40 (pp. 175f) as “that for which…”; “that for the sake of whom…” is the best translation in both cases.

Question: How does Heidegger analyze the statement made by someone after experiencing anxiety that “It was really nothing” (p. 175)?  (Note: “nothing” means “no being”, since what’s disclosed in anxiety are not beings, but possibilities.)

Section 41 (NOTE: You can skip pages 181-2)

Here Heidegger discusses how Dasein’s being, which he now calls “care”, is an articulated, or “structural whole” (p. 178).  It will probably be helpful to read this section along with the diagram of Dasein’s ontological structure.  What’s new here is that he characterizes the moments of Dasein’s being in temporal terms.  In particular, Dasein in projecting beings upon possibilities is “ahead of itself” (p. 179); in which Dasein makes itself “free for” (p. 180) these possibilities.  And Dasein in being thrown into a world of possibilities is “already in a world”.  (The third moment of Dasein’s being – Dasein’s ability to encounter beings – remains “being-at-intraworldly-entities”, translated as “being-together-with”.)  This will be important in the analysis of temporality in Division II. 

Question: What do you think Heidegger means with his temporal characterization of Dasein’s projection of beings on possibilities as Dasein’s being “ahead of itself”?  (The last paragraph on p. 136, in Heidegger’s original discussion of projection, might be helpful here.)
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