Phenomenology and Foucault
Prof. Boedeker

Running commentary to Being and Time sections 43a, 43c, 44

In these last two sections of Division One of Being and Time, Heidegger applies the results of his phenomenological ontology to two traditional philosophical “problems”: the reality of “external” objects, and truth.  In neither case does he claim to “solve” these problems.  Rather, he attempts to show that a proper ontology – one that holds that the way of being of objective presence is derivative of both handiness and Dasein itself – can “dissolve” them, in such a way that the problems don’t appear in the first place.  Heidegger, in other words, argues that we can see these traditional “problems” as really pseudo-problems – especially as they appear in their modern form, starting with Descartes.

Section 43a
In this section, Heidegger applies his analysis of being-in-the-world to the traditional problem in modern philosophy of the reality of the external world.  This problem began with Descartes, progressed through Hume, and ended in the transcendental idealism of Kant and Husserl.  Kant thought that it had been “a scandal of philosophy” (p. 189) that there was still no cogent proof for the existence of things outside our minds.  In response, Heidegger quips that the real “scandal of philosophy” is “that such proofs are expected and attempted again and again” (p. 190).  

On pp. 192f, Heidegger claims that his position allows him to reject the traditional metaphysical alternatives of both 
(transcendental) realism (= the view that our mental ideas do correspond to objects outside and independent of our minds) 
and 
(empirical) idealism (= the view that all objects that we can encounter are really just mental ideas).  
This is because both positions presuppose that the “subject”, or “consciousness”, is first given as an objectively present substance, and that the question of the reality of external objects can thus be formulated.  (Heidegger does express a slight preference for idealism over realism, since he holds that being – but not beings – does depend on Dasein’s understanding of it.)

Heidegger’s own view of the issue is that the problem of the reality of the external world only appears under certain ontological assumptions about the being of consciousness.  These assumptions are, incidentally, those common to Descartes (handout #1, II D 1, 2) and Husserl (handout on Husserl #5, V B 1-5, pp. 32-32).  Both (transcendental) realists and (empirical) idealists make the basic assumption that consciousness is something objectively present-at-hand, and which can relate intentionally to external, physical objects only via special objectively present-at-hand objects: sensations.  For Heidegger, these assumptions about the being of consciousness are not at all adequate.  Instead, Heidegger conceives of Dasein as essentially being-in-the-world.  He holds that seeing this “dissolves” the problem of the external world.
Exercise: For those of you familiar with Kant’s “refutation of idealism”, explain Heidegger’s criticism of it.

Question: Just how does Heidegger claim that his position allows him to overcome both realism and idealism?

43c
Here, Heidegger claims that all ways of being – including reality (i.e., objective presence: being independent of us) – depend on Dasein’s understanding.  Naturally, there can be objectively present beings independently of Dasein.

Question: Is Heidegger’s claim coherent that objective presence, but not objectively present beings, depends on Dasein?

44a
Here Heidegger explains how the concept of truth fits in to his analysis of Dasein.  The most traditional definition of truth (accepted by philosophers as disparate as Aristotle, the medievals, Descartes, and Kant) is the agreement, or correspondence, of an idea with its object.  Of course, everything depends on what this “agreement”, or “correspondence” (“adaequatio” in Latin), consists in.  Heidegger’s task in section 44a is (I) to clarify the nature of this correspondence, and then (II) to show that this kind of truth – which we can call “correctness” – is a derivative mode of truth; that is, correctness presupposes a more originary kind of “truth”.

I. derivative “truth” (= truth1) as correctness:

A: what correctness isn’t: Heidegger’s first move is to reject two traditional ways of defining this correspondence.  

1: The first bad traditional view is that correctness is just identity.  This, however, cannot be the case since that would make the number 6 (not the statement 6=16-10) correct simply because it was identical to 16 minus 10.  And surely numbers themselves are neither correct nor false.  In any case, ideas cannot be identical with their objects.  

2: The second bad traditional interpretation of correspondence is that correctness is similarity.  Early modern philosophers tended to think of ideas as mental pictures, and true ideas as pictures similar to their objects.  George Berkeley had already noted in 1710, however, that “an idea can be like nothing but an idea” (A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, section 8).  In any case, similarity is far too vague and general a concept to account for correctness.  As the American philosopher Hilary Putnam argues: “everything is similar to everything else in infinitely many respects…  The number of similarities one can find between any two objects is limited only by ingenuity and time” (Reason, Truth and History, 1981, pp. 64f).  

3: Heidegger finds the view of truth as correctness particularly hopeless in views, like Husserl’s, which take what is primarily correct to be ideal, or constantly present, meaning-contents (i.e., noemata).  Rather than solving problems, this view just creates more.  That is, we now have to give an account of the relation between two things (mental idea and real object), but between three things (mental act, its ideal meaning-content, and the object about which the ideal meaning-content is correct or false).  This, of course, is just a new version of Plato’s problem of how particular things can participate in the Forms.  In a lecture-course Heidegger gave as he was writing this section, he said “one constructs these two domains in advance and then a gap between them: and the bridge is still looked for now.  One takes the gap and then the bridge; this is about as clever as the common directions: one takes a hole and puts steel around it in order to make a cannon barrel” (1925/26: 92).
B. what correctness is: Despite these difficulties with traditional accounts of agreement, Heidegger still finds a kernel of truth in the view that correctness consists in some sort of agreement.  His clue is that “knowledge is supposed to ‘give’ the matter just as it is” (p. 199).  From this, he reasons that correctness (= truth1) consists in the identity of the intended-as-such with the intentional object (see the handout on Husserl #2, II B, p. 16).  Of course, as Plato already pointed out, not all correct beliefs count as knowledge.  Knowledge requires not just correctness, but demonstration, confirmation, or verification that the intended-as-such is identical with the intentional object.  Just how such verification occurs depends on the nature of the statement in question.  Perceptual, mathematical, and natural-scientific statements are all verified in manners appropriate to the objects they are about.  In all cases of verification of statements, however, the goal is the same: allowing the intentional object to show itself just as it is in itself; i.e., to show that it is the same as how it is pointed out, or discovered, in the statement.

44b

II. originary “truth” (= truth2) as un-concealment: This discussion of correctness and verification leads Heidegger to the second stage of his examination of truth.  Verification is a kind of discovering, or uncovering, of the intended as such.  Through the process of verification, your intention of the object moves from emptiness to fulfillment.  Heidegger characterizes this process as un-concealment of the being.  We can experience correctness only in such un-concealing.  For this reason, Heidegger claims that un-concealing (= truth2) is a more basic, originary, or primordial kind of truth than correctness (= truth1).

Along these lines, he notes that the Greek word for “truth”, a-letheia, literally means “un-forgetting”, or “un-concealing” (pp. 202, 204).  Much later, in his 1962 essay “The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking”, he would take back this earlier suggestion that the early Greeks had some sort of special experience of this un-concealment.  Heidegger thus comes to think that even the ancient Greeks experienced truth just as correctness.  In this 1962 essay, Heidegger also admits that it was a mistake for him (in Being and Time and elsewhere) to have used the word “truth” for un-concealment.  He writes that using the word “truth” for anything but correctness was “inappropriate and consequently misleading.”

The only kinds of un-concealment that can be correct or false are encounters of objectively present beings.  Recall from Sections 7b and 33 that Heidegger characterizes such encounters as apophansis: allowing an objectively present being to show itself from itself as it is in itself.  Interpretive encounters of other beings (handy entities, other Daseins as such, or ourselves) are neither correct nor false.  Handy entities “are suited and unsuited for” various practical tasks (p. 78), so our interpretations of them can be appropriate (i.e., useful) or inappropriate (i.e., useless), but not true or false.  For example, in using a screwdriver to hammer in a nail, I’m not doing something false, just ineffective.  

Nevertheless, interpretive encounters with all kinds of beings are types of un-concealing.  Heidegger sums this feature of Dasein up by saying “Dasein is ‘in the truth’” (p. 203).  As such, however, all such interpretive encounters can serve to cover up the entities we’re encountering.  Heidegger calls such covering up “untruth”.  And it runs the risk of untruth precisely because of its tendency to make Gerede-interpretations (see Sections 35) of itself, others, and intraworldly beings.  Heidegger sums up this latter character of Dasein by saying “Dasein is equiprimordially in truth and untruth” (p. 205).  Because all interpretations of beings – whether Gerede-interpretations or primordial appropriations – are ways of appropriating the possibilities disclosed in Gerede-understanding, Heidegger characterizes un-concealment (= truth2) as “always a kind of robbery” (p. 204) away from concealment. 

Section 44b ends with Heidegger’s explanation of how “truth” came to be a philosophical problem.  This account is similar to that in 43a of how the reality of the external world came to be a philosophical problem.  In both cases, the “problems” are not real, and not in need of a straightforward solution.  Instead, they need to be dissolved by an adequate ontological investigation of the being of the entities involved.  Both are generated by the faulty ontological assumption that reality, or objective presence, is the basic mode of being.  The problem of truth is the problem of defining the special relation of “agreement”, or “correspondence”, between statements (or mental acts) and objects.  This is still a major topic of analytic philosophy of language and mind.

For Heidegger, this problem of truth gets started by taking verbally expressed statements (= the 4th sense of “statements”; see RCBT on Section 33, handout p. 43) as mere objectively present objects (“word-things”, or “Wörterdinge”, at p. 151), instead of how we originally encounter them are: handy equipment (“words”, or “Worte”, also at p. 151) for pointing out, or uncovering, interpreted beings (pp. 72-77, 151, 206).  Once one has conceived of handy words as mere objectively present word-things, it is easy to lose sight of their handy signification: pointing out, or uncovering, interpreted beings.  One is thus faced with the problem of the relation between two kinds of objects: words and the objects they refer to, or, alternately, verbally expressed statements and the states of affairs that would make them correct.  One then joins contemporary analytic philosophy of language in looking for an adequate theory of reference or truth.  

We saw in Section 43a Heidegger’s claim that the problem of the reality of the external world dissolves with a proper understanding of how Dasein’s understanding of objective presence is founded in its understanding of worldliness – and thus of Dasein’s own being.  Similarly, he holds that the problem of truth (and surely also the problem of reference in contemporary analytic philosophy of language) dissolves with a proper understanding of verbal utterances as handy tools for uncovering beings.

Exercise: Try to lay out the steps involved in the traditional problem of truth (and reference).  What is Heidegger’s alternative account?  Does his alternative description in fact dissolve this problem, as he appears to hold?

44c

Recall from section 43c that Heidegger claims that reality (i.e., the way of being of objective presence), but not real things, depends on Dasein’s understanding of objective presence.  In this section, he makes the analogous point about truth.  Primordial “truth” (= truth2), i.e., the un-concealment of beings, depends on Dasein’s ability to encounter beings.  Derivative “truth”, i.e., correctness, however, is independent of Dasein.  It is un-concealment (= truth2), and not correctness (= truth1), that he has in mind when he writes that “Newton’s laws, the law of contradiction, and any truth whatsoever, are true only as long as Dasein is.  Before there was any Dasein, there was no truth; nor will there be any after Dasein is no more” (p. 208).  He also has un-concealment (= truth2) in mind when he writes that “all truth is relative to the being of Dasein” (p. 208).  On the other hand, the laws that Newton discovered are correct (= true1) of beings “precisely as the beings that previously were” before he discovered these laws.  The correctness (= truth1) of these laws is exempted “from the province of ‘subjective’ arbitrariness” (p. 208).  These laws are new, more accurate, and more illuminating ways of attempting to encounter beings as they really were “in themselves”, before the discovery of these laws.

Question: What exactly is the relation between un-concealment and correctness?  Can a statement about an object be correct without that object being un-concealed?  Explain, using the example of Newton’s laws of motion (or any other discovered truth).
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