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- THE END OF A CATHOLIC PHILOSOPHER

It was just before Christmas Eve — Monday, December 23, 1918 —
when the young Mrs. Heidegger, eight months pregnant, decided to
brave Freiburg’s bitterly cold weather, travel across town, and break
the bad news to Father Krebs. Engelbert Krebs, a Catholic priest and
professor of theology at Freiburg University, was a close friend of her
husband, the philosophy lecturer Martin Heidegger. In fact, Krebs had
officiated at the Heideggers’ Catholic wedding in Freiburg Cathedral
on March 21, 1917.

At the time of that wedding Father Krebs had already been skepti-
cal. It was a confessionally “mixed” marriage — Elfride Petri was a
Lutheran, Martin Heidegger a Catholic — and even though the bride
had solemnly declared her intention to convert to Catholicism and
raise her children in the Roman faith, Father Krebs had had his
doubts. Therefore, he was not entirely surprised when, a year and a
half later, the 24-year-old mother-to-be sat across from him in his
office and poured out her feelings:

My husband has lost his church faith, and I have not found mine. At the
time of our marriage, his faith was already undermined by doubts. But I
insisted on the Catholic wedding, hoping that with his help I would find
faith. We have read, spoken, thought, and prayed a great deal together, and
the result is that both of us now think only as Protestants — that is: we
believe in a personal God and pray to Him, but without any dogmatic ties
and apart from Protestant or Catholic orthodoxy. Under these circum-
stances, we would consider it dishonest to let our child be baptized in the
Catholic church. But I felt it was my duty to tell you this beforehand.r
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Two weeks later, on January 9, 1919, Martin Heidegger himself
decided to write to Father Krebs and explain the personal and philo-
sophical transformation he had undergone in the past two years. .

What had caused these changes in Heidegger? Was it the cataclys-
mic Great War, which had ended a few weeks earlier at a cost of 16
million lives? Or his own disastrous four months on the Western
Front, which ended, as if symbolically, with his promotion to lance
corporal on the day the German generals petitioned for an armistice?
Or the role he played as a weatherman in preparing poison gas at-
tacks on U.S. soldiers during their final push from Verdun to Sedan
in early October?2 Edmund Husserl would think so. “The war and
ensuing difficulties drive men into mysticism,” he said a dozen
years later (August 13, 1931, after his bitter falling out with
Heidegger.3 v

But in his 1919 letter to Father Krebs, Martin Heidegger did not .
refer at all to the world-shattering events that had transpired over
the past two years — the war, for example, or the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, or the end of the Hohenzollern dynasty and the proclamation of
a socialist republic in Germany, or the outbreak in January 1919 of a
virtual civil war between the left-wing Spartacus League and the
reactionary Free Corps with their shadowy death squads, the Feme.

Yes, these were hard times for Germany, but in his letter Heidegger
mentioned none of that. After all he was a philosopher, even some-
thing of a theologian — in any case, a deeply religious man — and in
writing to Father Krebs he addressed what was presumably most im-
portant to him. Since 1916 Heidegger had been teaching Catholic
shilosophy at Freiburg University, occasionally in tandem. with
Srebs, and had built something of a reputation as‘a Catholic philoso-
sher of the future. But now he had to tell Krebs that he had abandoned
logmatic Catholicism both in philosophy and in his personal life:

Freiburg
January 9, 1919
steemed Professor,

Over the last two years 1 have set aside all scientific work of a specialized
ature and have struggled instead for a basic clarification of my philosophi-
al position. This has led me to results that I could not be free to hold and
:ach if I were tied to positions that come from outside of philosophy.

Epistemological' insights that pass over into the theory. of historical
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knowledge have made the system of Catholicism problematic and unaccept-
able to me — but not Christianity and metaphysics, although I take the latter
in a new sense.

I believe that I— perhaps more than those who work on the subject
officially — have perceived the values that the Catholic Middle Ages bears
within itself, values that we are still far from really exploiting. My investiga-
tions into the phenomenology of religion, which will draw heavily on the
Middle Ages, should prove beyond dispute that in transforming my basic
standpoint I have not let myself be dragged into abandoning my objective,
high judgment of and esteem for the Catholic life-world, in favor of the
empty polemics of an embittered apostate.

Therefore, it is especially important to me — and I wish to extend you my
heartfelt thanks for this — that I not lose the benefit of your invaluable
friendship. My wife, who first told you about this, and I too would like to
preserve the very special confidence we share with you. It is hard to live as a
philosopher — inner truthfulness toward oneself and those one is supposed
to teach, demands sacrifice, renunciation and struggles that remain forever
foreign to the academic “tradesman.”

I believe that I have an inner call to philosophy and, by fulfilling it in
research and teaching, a call to the eternal vocation of the inner man — and
for that alone do 1 feel called to achieve what is in my powers and thus to
justify, before God, my very existence and activity.

With cordial thanks, Yours,

Martin Heidegger

P.S. My wife sends her warmest greetings.+

We note that Heidegger does not say he has lost his religious faith
or broken with the Catholic worldview and the values he perceives
in it. Nor does he say he has abandoned the Catholic church, taken
as a community of people with shared traditions and rituals. {Later
in life he would tell a confidant that he had never left the Catholic
church: “Ich bin niemals aus der Kirche getretten.”)

Rather, Heidegger is announcing his break with the system of
dogmatic Catholicism and in particular with its way of policing its
members’ freedom to research and teach as they see fit. Once liber-
ated from ecclesiastical restrictions, Heidegger intends to continue
working to retrieve the meaning he has found latent in Christianity
and traditional metaphysics, although he says he now understands
metaphysics in a different sense than before. And he proposes to
present the positive results of his research in a study devoted to the
phenomenology of religion. "
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This letter is a watershed in the philosophical and religious devel-
opment of the 29-year-0ld Martin Heidegger. Firmly and decisively it
marks the end of his budding career as the up-and-coming “Catholic
philosopher,” a reputation he had 'been carefully cultivating around
~ Freiburg University ever since he took his doctorate in philosophy

there in 1913.5

Martin Heidegger was born on September 26, 1889, in Messkirch,
southwest Germany, the first child of a relatively poor Catholic
couple, simple village people who had lived through the hard times
of Bismarck’s Kulturkampf. After grammar school, he spent seven
and a half years of his academic curriculum studying for the Roman
Catholic priesthood: six years as a high school seminarian (1903—9),
two weeks in a Jesuit novitiate (September 30 to October 13, 1909;
he was dismissed for reasons of health), followed by a year and a half
of theology studies at Freiburg University.

However, in February 1911 a deteriorating heart condition forced
Heidegger to leave the seminary and abandon all plans to become a
priest. In October 1911 he took up studies in mathematics and, under
the strong influence of Professor Heinrich Rickert, in philosophy. On
July 26, 1913, Heidegger received the doctorate in philosophy with a
dissertation entitled “The Doctrine of Judgment in Psychologism.”

A few weeks later members of the Philosophy Faculty, particularly
philosophy professor Arthur Schneider and history professor Hein-
tich Finke, began grooming the promising young scholar, then 23
vears of age, to take over Freiburg University’s Chair of Catholic
Philosophy. A grant from the Catholic church was arranged to tide
Teidegger over for two years while he wrote the requisite “qualifying
lissertation” (Habilitationsschrift) that would win him a license to

each at the university as a Privatdozent, or unsalaried lecturer. The

- erms of the grant stipulated that in order to receive the stipend of

+,000 marks per year Heidegger had to promise to follow the church’s
ine and “remain true to the spirit of Thomistic philosophy.”

Moreover, Heidegger’s mentors suggested that if he wanted the

hair in Catholic philosophy, he should change the topic of his quali-

ring dissertation from his chosen subject, titled “The Logical Es-

:nce of the Concept of Number” (which reflected his interest in the

rilosophy of mathematics, inspired by reading Edmund Husserl

1d Heinrich Rickert), to a topic in medieval philosophy. Heidegger

:cided to write on Duns Scotus’s doctrine of categories and mean-
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ing, basing himself on the Tractatus de modis significandi, which
was later found to have been written not by Scotus (1266—1308) but
by his follower, Thomas of Erfurt, around the year 1379.

These were hard times for Catholic intellectuals. For the better
part of the preceding century the traditional Catholic worldview —
especially but not exclusively its fundamentalist interpretation of
the Bible — had been on the ropes, severely buffeted by the revolu-
tion in religious and philosophical thinking that the Vatican, tar-
ring with a very broad brush, denounced as “Modernism.” Launch-
ing his counterattack in the summer and fall of 1907, Pope Pius X
lashed out against alleged Modernist tendencies in Catholic univer-
sity circles, and in the process plunged the church into one of its
darkest, most repressive periods. Among other things, the Vatican
demanded (September 1910) that certain Catholic professors swear
an anti-Modernist oath of fidelity to traditional formulations of
doctrine on such things as miracles, the founding of the church,
and the nature of faith.

Even Heidegger, when he was 20 years old and still a seminary
student, had thrown in his lot with the Vatican on this one. He
publicly condemned Modernism and defended the church’s teaching
authority both'in a speech he gave in Hausen im Tal, near Mess-
kirch, on September 6, 1909 {three weeks before entering the Jesu-
its), and in an article he published in the conservative Catholic
weekly Der Akademiker in May 1910.6

Four years later, however, while in the throes of writing his quali-
fying dissertation, Heidegger apparently began to feel the pinch of
the church’s anti-Modemist crusade and changed his mind. In a
letter to his friend Father Krebs (July 19, 1914, just two weeks before
the Great War broke out) he remarked ironically how the Vatican
might guarantee conformity among Catholic intellectuals: “Philo-
sophical demand could be met by setting up vending machines in
the train station (free of charge for the poor}” and “all who succumb
to having independent thoughts could have their brains taken out
and replaced with spaghetti.”7

Nonetheless, Heidegger; in hot pursuit of the cha1r of Catholic
philosophy, continued to assure the administrative offices of Frei-
burg’s Catholic archdiocese, in writing and presumably with convic-
tion, that his academic work would be devoted to “researching and
teaching Christian-Scholastic philosophy” (September 20, 1914),
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that he saw himself as standing “in the service of Christian-
Scholastic philosophy and the Catholic worldview” (November 23,
1914), and that his philosophical: career would be dedicated to
“making the intellectual riches stored up in Scholasticism avail-
able and usable for the spiritual battle of the future over the
Christian-Catholic ideal of life” (December 13, 1915). Moreover, in
a handwritten curriculum vitae that he presented to the philosophy
department on July 2, 1915, he declared that his “basic philosophi-
cal convictions [remain] those of Aristotelian-Scholastic philoso-
phy” and that his lifework would be taken up with (here we find a
slight twist away from neo-Scholasticism and toward Husserl] “a
comprehensive presentation of medieval logic and psychology in
the light of modern phenomenology.”8

- Therefore, a year after he had successfully completed his disserta-
tion on medieval philosophy, and after being told for three years that
‘he was the inside favorite for Freiburg University’s chair of Catholic
philosophy, it came as a great shock and a: bitter disappointment
when in June 1916 Martin Heidegger saw the philosophy depart-
ment give the chair to Josef Geyser, a second-rate neo-Scholastic
professor from the University of Miinster.

It seems that between June 1916 and March 1917 Heidegger under-
went the personal and philosophical conversion that culminated in
his abandonment of dogmatic Catholicism. Several factors, includ-
ing a personal crisis of faith, contributed to this Protestantizing turn.

For one thing (and probably bound up with his disappointment at
being passed over for the Catholic chair} there was the increasing
tension that Heidegger felt between, on the one hand, the confor-
mity to ecclesiastical authority that the Vatican’s anti-Modernist
campaign demanded and, on the other, the “inner truthfulness to-
~ wards oneself and those one is supposed toteach” {as he would later
put it to Father Krebs) that was demanded by his vocation to philoso-
phy. It is significant that Privatdozent Heidegger, after a year of
zriving courses in Catholic philosophy, spent the summer of 1917
reading the Protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768—
1834) and would soon be studying Martin Luther.

Another factor was Heidegger’s encounter with Edmund Husser],
w~ho had come to Freiburg University in April 1916 to take over the
*hair of non-Catholic philosophy. Heidegger’s first personal meet-
ngs with Husserl, from late July 1916 through the fall of 1917, were
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disappointing. To be sure, Husserl was happy to help the young man
get some part-time teaching at the university. However, he gave
Heidegger’s qualifying dissertation only a desultory reading and, in
October 1917, sent to Professor Natorp of Marburg University an at
best lackluster evaluation of Heidegger’s promise as a scholar.s

Again, one of the major issues was religion. Husserl, who called
himself a “free Christian” and a #pon-dogmatic Protestant” and
who once denounced what he termed the “Catholic International,”
vigorously opposed ecclesiastical interference with philosophical re-
search. “Scientific work would be deprived of its freedom,” he said
on January 16, 1920, with explicit reference to the Vatican, “if one
had to fear being censured by some learned commission.” The point
is that up through October 1917 Husserl, being unfamiliar with the
religious transformation Heidegger was undergoing, thought that
the young lecturer was still passing himself off around Freiburg as a
Catholic philosopher.r ;

Only in November—December 1917 did Husserl learn from his
student, Heinrich Ochsner, who was 2 close personal friend of
Heidegger, how radically Heidegger’s views on Catholicism had
changed. That was the turning point. Husserl now began to open up
to Heidegger both personally and professionally. However, after only
a few weeks, their direct personal contacts were broken off when
Heidegger ‘was called up, on January 17, 1918, for active military
duty and eventually, at the end of August, 1918, was sent to the
Western Front. t

In any case, Husserl was clearly pleased when he could finally
announce to Professor Natorp that by 1917 the young Dr. Heidegger
had “freed himself from dogmatic Catholicism” and had “cut him-
self off — clearly, energetically, and yet tactfully — from the sure and
easy career of a ‘philosopher of the Catholic worldview.” ” But the
change had not come easily. Ina letter to Professor Rudolf Otto, also
of Marburg University, Husserl would recall — as if describing the
conversion of a . modern St. Augustine — the hard times Heidegger
had gone through and the udifficult inner struggles” that had led
him to “radical changes in [his] basic religious convictions.” But the
outcome, Husserl wrote, had been happy: Heidegger had “migrated
over to-the ground of Protestantism.”**

No doubt aiding the troubled young scholar to chart his course
through the crisis was his romantié encounter during the summer of
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1916 with his Protestant student Thea Elfride Petri. An economics
major, she had been following his philosophy courses since the fall
of 1915. By the late summer of 1916 they were vacationing together
- at Reichenau; by Christmas they were engaged; and three months
later — both of them in deep religious crisis — they were married.

THE RADICAL PHENOMENOLOGIST

On February 7, 1919, amid the social and political chaos of Ger-
many’s collapse and regeneration, Heidegger began his first lecture
course after the war, and he hit the ground running. “Today we are
not ready for real reform of the university,” he announced to his
students. “And just getting mature enough for the task will take a
whole generation” (GA 56/57, 4).13

These were hard times for Germany, both economically and politi-
cally. Right-wing death squads had just murdered Rosa Luxemburg
and Karl Liebknecht, and the bodies of other leftist victims were
turning up by the scores. The reichsmark was falling in value and by
November 1923 would exchange at 4.4 trillion to the dollar. The
Versailles Peace Conference was busily paring away 10 percent -of
Germany’s population, 13 percent of its national territory, and 100
percent of its colonies, as well as imposing (over and above Ger-
many’s war debt, which had set the national wealth back by 25
percent) a war reparations bill that was worth, in today’s exchange
rates, $220 billion.

‘Renewing the nation in general and the university in particular,
said Privatdozent Heidegger on the first day of class, would require a

“return to the authentic origins of the spirit,” and that meant not
flights of rarified theory but a concrete immersion in the practical
experiences of real life in order to get to the core of what it means to
be authentically human. “Man, become essential!” he exclaimed,
citing the German mystic Angelus Silesius (1624—77). And quoting a
somewhat better known figure: “He who can grasp it, let him grasp
it!” (s). :

What was going on? Certainly the passionate 1nten31ty of He1deg-
zer’s lecture style announced that there was a new force to be reck-
ned with at Freiburg University. But something else was afoot. Just
:wo weeks before, fresh from his “letter of resignation” to Father
{rebs, Heidegger had been appointed Edmund Husserl’s new teach-
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ing assistant, taking the place vacated by Edith Stein. And yet virtu-
ally everything the young lecturer had to say in his first course, “The
Idea of Philosophy and the Problem of Worldview,” seemed to under-
cut, or at least to reinterpret radically, Husserl’s own positions on
phenomenology.

Heidegger’s main attack was on the primacy that Husserl attrib-
uted to theory over lived experience and to the pure transcendental
ego over what Heidegger at this point called the “historical ego” and
the “ego of the situation” (205-6) and that he would later term
#Dasein.” “We find ourselves at a methodological crossroads,” he
said on March 14, “where it will be decided whether philosophy
shall live or die” (63). And everything depends on first getting clear
what philosophy’s true issue is. “What is messing up the real prob-
lernatic is not just naturalism as some people think,” he said with
explicit reference to Husserl, “but the overall dominance and pri-
macy of the theoretical” (87).

For Heidegger the theoretical orientation of the pure ego of
Husserlian phenomenology sucks the blood out of the richly tex-
tured Umwelt, the firsthand world of lived experience (Erleben) in
which one primarily exists and carries out practical tasks. In this
firsthand world, things are not just “there,” and they do not primar-
ily have “value.” They are not even just “things.” They are “the
meaningful — that’s what'’s primary. . .. When you live in the first-
hand world, everything comes at you loaded with meaning, all over
the place and all the time, everything is enworlded, ‘world hap-
pens.’ " {73). Here we do not know ourselves as egos who observe
the entities lying around us. Rather (this was Heidegger’s rereading
of intentionality), we are the act of experientially “living out unto
something,” which has “absolutely nothing to do with an ego”
(68—9). And this primary level of experience is intensely personal:
“QOnly in the resonances of one’s own individual T’ does a firsthand
thing get experienced, only there does ‘world happen,’ and wher-
‘ever and whenever world does happen for me, I am somehow en-
tirely there” (73; for Heidegger’s discussion of sociality, see 210).

But this richly textured. firsthand world gets drained of all life,
meaning, and history when it becomes infected by theory (89; ent-
lebt, ent-deutet, ent-geschichtlicht, and Infizierung). The dynamic,
personal, and historical “happening” of world (Er-eignis), which is
intimately bound up with the living and appropriating of one’s own
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life, gets flattened out to a “process” (Vor-gang) of objective knowl-
edge. Ultimately the human being is reduced to a level of experience
that is “absolutely without world, world-alien, a sphere where the
breath is knocked out of you and you cannot live” (75, 78, 112; cf.
205). “In theoretical acts I leave my lived experience behind. To be
sure, something of the experiential still comes along with me — but
no one knows what to do with it, so they invent the convenient label
of the ‘irrational’ for it” (117).

To preserve the firsthand world of lived expenence including the
world of religious experience (207, 211), from the ravages of theoriz-
ing, Heidegger radically reinterpreted the “principle of all princi-
ples” that Husserl had laid down for phenomenology in Section 24 of
his Ideas for a Pure Phenomenology and-a Phenomenological Phi-
Iosophy (1913). If, according to the Master, firsthand intuition is the
starting point of phenomenology, that intuition {“even though Hus-
serl doesn’t say this in so many words”) is not some theoretical
comportment but an “understanding intuition, a hermeneutic intu-
ition,” from which theory is but a precipitate (117). This her-
meneutic intuition, which already understands the world prior to
any theorizing and which is the basis of all the rigor that phenome-
nology claims for itself, is

the aboriginal intention of authentic living, the aboriginal comportment of
lived experience and of life as such, the absolute sympathy with life that is
identical with lived experience. Prior to anything else — that is, if ‘we take this
path away from theory and more and more free ourselves from theory — we
see this basic comportment all the time, we have an orientation to it. This
basic comportment is absolute, but only if we live in it directly. And no
conceptual system, no matter how elaborately ‘constructed, can reach it.
Only phenomenological 11v1ng, as it continually intensifies itself, can get to
it. (110}

But this Urhabitus, or basic way-of-being, that Heidegger calls
phenomenological living: “cannot be acquired from one day to the
next, like putting on a uniform.” It is not a method and has nothing
to do with adopting “standpoints” (that, he says, would be the “mor-
tal sin” that ruins everything). Rather, phenomenology, like lived
sxperience, “can authenticate and prove itself only through itself,”
‘hat is, only in the living of it (110). -

This was pretty gutsy stuff, but it did not promise a faithful adher-
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ence to traditional Husserlian phenomenology. In any case, Heideg-
ger not only continued the attack during the following semester in
his course “Phenomenology and the Transcendental Philosophy of
Value” (May ¢ to July 25, 1919), but even let Husserl in on what he
was saying. In the middle of June in one of the Saturday morning
discussions that Husserl used to hold at his Freiburg home with his
close associates, Heidegger told Husserl publicly that the much
vaunted pure ego of Husserlian phenomenology was “derived” from
the historical ego by the “repression” of historicity and concretion,
and that the pure ego was limited to the role of being the “subject”
only of “theoretical acts.”s '

" A dozen years later Husserl would say that in those early years he
thought Heidegger actually did agree with him {Husserl used to tell
Heidegger, “You and I are phenomenology”) and that the only prob-
lem was that he did not understand Heidegger’s language.* But
clearly the game was up from the beginning, even though it took
Husserl ten more years (until the summer of 1929) to realize how
much Heidegger had gone off on his own.:

Which way had Heidegger taken? From his doctoral studies on-
ward, Heidegger had been captivated not by Husserl’s Ideas with its
neo-Kantian turn toward transcendental subjectivity, and even less
so by his Cartesian turn in the twenties, but rather by the Master’s
earlier, ground-breaking work, Logical Investigations (190o-1).
There Husserl had advanced Franz Brentano’s notion of inten-
tionality — the idea that all mental acts are characterized by di-
rectedness to a meant object — and solidified it into the fundamental
problematic of the phenomenological correlation between inten-
tional acts and the mental objects they reveal. And Husserl did so
specifically with reference to acts of logical-theoretical intention-
ality and their logical-theoretical correlates. Heidegger, however,
- took at least seven important steps both behind and beneath Hus-
serl’s early work and its theoretical interests. "

TFirst, Heidegger went back to the ancient Greeks and came to see
the intentional relatedness-to-the-meant of Husserlian phenomenol-
ogy as only an imperfect carry-over of what Aristotle had already
worked out in terms of human acts of “disclosing” entities (Greek:
aletheuein).“Thus, “What phenomenological investigations had re-
cently discovered to be the underlying posture of thinking turns out
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to be the basic trait of Greek thinking, indeed of ph1losophy as such”
(SD 87; TB 79).

Moreover, whereas Husserl’s interests in mtentmnahty remained
focused primarily on theoretical comportment, Heidegger began
probing the pretheoretical intentional acts operative in such every-
day lived experience as work, talk, self-concern, and faith. He argued
that we first encounter things within historical contexts of meaning-
fulness that first of all are bound up with our pretheoretical concerns
and practical interests. And there a more primordial “hermeneutic”
Iogos is at work: we know the present objects of practical concern by
reaching “beyond” them to antecedently grasped purposes and goals.
Heidegger claimed to find clues for this firsthand “hermeneutic”
understanding in Aristotle’s discussions of self-referential acting
(praxis—phronesis) and creative making (poiesis—techne) in Nico-

“machean-Ethics V1.7

Second, Husserl had already argued in Logical Invest1gat10ns VI, 6,
that intentionality or disclosive comportment reveals not just en-
tities but also and primarily the essence of entities, their “being.”
FollowingHusserl, Hei_degger interpreted this “being” (Sein or Seiend-
heit) no longer objectivistically as the whatness and thatness of en-
tities, the way much of traditional metaphysics had done, Rather, he
read it phenomenologically, that is, in. correlation with acts of
disclosive intentionality, as referring to the howness (das Wie) or
hadness (die Habe) of entities: the way in which, at any given mo-
ment, they are disclosed to and “had” in the human acts that co-
perform that disclosure. But since practical activity entails prior an-
ticipation of a goal or purpose, the primary modes of the being of an
entity are not the presential modes of “being there” before a static
subject but rather the future-oriented modes of “being for” the pur-
poses posited by self-exceeding human existence.

Third, Heidegger’s intense rereading of Greek phllosophy in gen-
eral and of Metaphysics IX 1o in particular led him to the major if
implicit tenet of Greek thinking, namely, that entities, to the degree
that they are “natural” (physei on), are intrinsically self-presentative,
thatis, accessible and intelligible —.on hos alethes — even if thatacces-
sibility-and intelligibility is always shot through with finitude.

Fourth, Heidegger conjugated this “aletheiological” insight of the
Greeks with the phenomenological insights he had learned from
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Husserl and Aristotle: entities are self-disclosive (alethes) only inso-
far as they are in correlation with the various modes of the human
co-performance of disclosure (aletheuein), primarily the practical
ones. Thus, the phenomenological correlation became the “aletheio-
logical” correlation, and Heidegger found it already named in Hera-
clitus as logos (Frag. 50} and physis (Frag. 123}, and in Parmenides as
the “togetherness” (to auto) of thinking and being (Frag. 3). This
“event” of intelligibility in its facticity became, for Heidegger, the
“thing itself” that philosophy had to interrogate. It was, he thought,
the ultimate a priori, the “first” of everything about the human
world, and thus (for those with the sensitivity for it) the most obvi-
ous fact of all.®® Yet it is generally overlooked, not primarily because
of some human defect but above all because it “prefers to hide”
(Heraclitus, Frag. 53) in the sense of being ultimately unfathomable.
In any case, the “happening” of this correlation — the always-already
operative empowering of the essential togetherness of disclosive hu-
man comportment and of entities qua accessible —is what Heideg-
ger, both tentatively in his early courses and boldly in his final
writings, called Ereignis. _

Fifth, insofar as intentionality reveals the being of entities, phe-
nomenology became for Heidegger only a method for probing more
deeply metaphysics’ unresolved question about the essence or mean-
ing of being, that is, about the analogical unity underlying all the
various modes of the being of entities. However, given his phenome-
nologizing reading of the tradition, Heidegger now reshaped the ques-
tion about the meaning of being into the question about the essence of
the phenomenological correlation, that is, about the analogical unity
underlying all possible ways in which entities can present themselves
and thus be humanly appropriated. If the human “world” is at bottom
a matter of the disclosive correlation, or aletheia, then how come
aletheia? What is the essence, provenance, and “cause” of the disclo-
sure of entities that happens in and with human nature?
~ sixth, in working out the essence of this phenomenological—
aletheiological correlation from the side of human nature and its
pretheoretical “hermeneutic” understanding of things (as he mainly
did in the twenties), Heidegger burrowed beneath the Husserlian
structures of pure intentional consciousness with its alleged imma-
nence, self-transparency, and apodictic self-givenness and spelled
out the more primordial elements of fallenness and finitude, mortal-
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ity and temporality, which he saw as the a priori or “fated” essence
of human existence and its hermeneutic understandings. :

Seventh, in working out the question about the essence of the
disclosive correlation with emphasis on how it happens at all (the
question of Ereignis, which he took up explicitly in the thirties),
Heidegger came to see that the a priori, factical, and inexplicable
givenness of the correlation — its “fatedness,” back behind which
one cannot go — was itself bound up with the a prior, factical, and
inexplicable finitude that is the essence of human existence. This
state of affairs — the unfathomable fatedness of the phenomenologi-
cal correlation in conjunction with the inexplicable fatedness of
human finitude — he called the lethe at the heart of aletheia.

Heidegger gestated these issues for a period of seven years, first at
Freiburg, where he continued as a Privatdozent and as Husserl’s
assistant from 1919 until 1923, and thereafter at Marburg, where he
was appointed associate professor in the fall of 1923 and taught until
the summet of 1928. Between 1916 and 1927 Heidegger published
absolutely nothing, and in the eyes of some colleagues this stood in
the way of his being appointed to the chair of philosophy that
Nicolai Hartmann was about to vacate at Marburg University in the
fall of 1925. ’ ‘ \

But Edmund Husserl came to Heideg_gér’s defense. In a letter to
Professor Jaensch of Marburg’s Philosophy Faculty (June 30, 1925),
he said that “in the new generation [Heidegger] is the only philo-
sophical personality of such creative, resourceful originality.” “In
my eyes,” Husserl wrote, “Heidegger is without a doubt the most
significant of those on their way up” and is “predestined to be a
philosopher of great style. . . . He has kept silent for years so as to be
able to publish only what is:comipletely mature and definitively
compelling. His publications that are soon coming out will show
just how much he has to say and how original it is.”19

Despite Husserl’s rousing recommendation, Heidegger failed to
get the appointment. Nonetheless; his reputation as a radical phe-
nomenologist continued to grow. In late April 1927 Heidegger’s ques-
tion about the essence of the phenomenological—-aletheiological cor-
relation came to birth —a: bit prematurely, -as he himself later
admitted —in his most famous-work, Being and Time. The fame of
that book won him the appointment first to Hartmann’s chair at
Marburg in the fall of 1927 and then, in the fall of 1928, to the
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position he most coveted: Husserl’s successor in the chair of philoso-
phy at Freiburg University.

It would take two years before Husserl got around to reading Being
and Time, and only then would he realize how much Heidegger’s path
had split off from his own. But even before that, personal tensions
were building up between these two very different phenomenolo-
gists, now bottled up in the same provincial town of Freiburg, the one
in retirement, the other at the height of his career. Husserl began to
suspect his protégé; Heidegger began to avoid his old master; and, to
make matters worse, their wives no longer seemed to get along.

But they kept up appearances. April 8, 1929, marked Husserl’s
seventieth birthday, and Heidegger, in the name of Husserl’s closest
collaborators, publicly presented him with a Festschrift, a collection
of essays in his honor. But the brief speech Heidegger gave on this
festive occasion was fraught with ambiguity and gave strong hints
that Heidegger thought he was leaving the Master in the dust. He
said in part: :

The works we are presenting to you are only a testimony that we want to
follow your guidance, not a proof that we have succeeded in doing so. For is

“it not the case that your research has, in the first instance, created an
entirely new space for philosophical inquiry, one with new demands, trans-
formed assessments, a fresh regard for the hidden powers of the great tradi-
tion of Western philosophy? Yes, precisely that!=° RS

Heidegger’s, message was clear, and Husserl finally got it. Two
months later, having at long last read through Being and Time while
on vacation at Lago Como (July—August 1929), Husserl took a pencil
and scrawled on the title page, no doubt sadly, “Amicus Plato, magis
amica veritas”: “Plato is my friend, but truth a greater friend.”»:

THE POLITICAL ACTIVIST

Four years later Germany was in revolution, and not for the better.
On January 30, 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg had appointed
Adolf Hitler chancellor of the German Republic. A month later,
following the burning of the Reichstag building on February 27,
1933, Hitler got the Parliament to suspend the German Constitution
and replace it with a permanent state of emergency, under which
fundamental civil liberties such as freedom of speech and assembly
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and privacy of the mails were canceled. Within a week of that
(March 7) Hitler arrested all eighty-one of the Communist deputies
who had been duly elected to the Reichstag the day before and con-
fined them to the newly opened concentration camps. On March 23,
the Reichstag passed the Enabling Act; giving Hitler plenipotentiary
lawmaking powers, and with that the Nazi dictatorship was born.
This was followed on April 5 by the Nazi “cleansing laws” aimed at
excluding Jews and Marxists from the civil service.

Then on Monday, May 1 — one day before Hitler would arrest hun-
dreds of labor leaders and throw them into concentration camps—
Martin Heidegger, the newly elected rector. of Freiburg University,
very ostentatlously joined the National Socialist German Workers
Party. :

That same day, Professor Emeritus Edmund Husserl and his wife
Malvine, who were vacationing near Locamo, received a letter from
Mrs. Elfride Heidegger, dated April 28. These were hard times for
Jews. Because of the “cleansing laws,” Husserl, who was born a Jew-

and converted to Protestantism in his youth, had been forced to
resign from Freiburg University two weeks earlier. In these difficult
times, Mrs. Heidegger wrote, she and her husband wanted to assure
the Husserls of their continuing gratitude for all the help in the past.

Husserl was close to rage. On May 4 he wrote his old friend Profes-
sor Dietrick Mahnke of Marburg University to tell him what he felt.
Many of his students and colleagues over the years had been a conso-
lation to:him, he wrote, but:

with others I have had to suffer the worst experiences — the final case (and it
hit me the hardest) being Heidegger: hardest, because I'had come to place a
trust {which I.can no longer understand) not just in his talent but in his
character as well. The loveliest conclusion to this supposed bosom friend-
ship between philosophérs was his publicly-enacted entrance into the Nazi
party ‘(very theatrical, indeed) on May 1. Before that there was his self-
initiated break in relations with me (in fact, soon after his appointment [at
Freiburg]) and, over the last few years, his anti-Semitism, which he came to
express with inicreasing vigor — even against the coterie of his most enthusi-
astic students, as well as around the department That was a hard thing to
get over a2

‘Heidegger had been supportmg the Nazi party at the ballot box at
least since the spring of 1932, and in 1936 he told his former student
Karl Lowith that the basis for his political engagement with the
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Nazis was his very central philosophical concept of “historicity”
(Geschichtlichkeit).s Although it seems he did not accept the party
ideology in its entirety, Heidegger strongly supported its anticommu-
nism. He saw Nazism as a force for crushing Marxism and as a
vehicle for realizing the ultraconservative vision of one of his favor-
ite political theorists, Friedrich Naumann (1860—1919), that of a
strong nationalism combined with a militantly anticommunist “so-
cialism” under the guidance of a charismatic leader. The goal was to
fashion a middle European empire that preserved the spirit and tradi-
tions of Wilhelmian Germany against what Heidegger saw as the
onslaught of global technology.+

From April 1933 through April 1934, Heidegger served as the
heavy-handed and controversial rector of Freiburg University, and in
the early months of his tenure he not only lent his name and efforts
to the Nazi revolution but also became an outspoken propagandist
for Hitler's foreign and domestic policies. During this period he
rushed to establish the Fiihrer principle at the university (October 1,
1933), thereby making himself the virtual dictator of the campus. He
applied the Nazi “cleansing laws” to the Freiburg University student
body (November 3} and thus ended financial aid for “Jewish or Marx-
ist students” or anyone who fit the description of 2 “non-Aryan” in
Nazi law. On the same day he told the assembled students that “the
Fiihrer himself and he alone is German reality and its law, today and
for the future,” and a week later (November 10} he took to the radio
to urge ratification of Hitler's withdrawal of Germany from the
League of Nations.?s

In private he engaged in the more despicable work of a Nazi in-
former. On September 29, 1933, he secretly denounced a colleague,
Professor Hermann Staudinger, for having been a pacifist during the
Great War, and when the Gestapo confirmed his tip, Heidegger qui-
etly urged the government to fire the man without a pension (Febru-
ary 10, 1934). He also wrote a secret'and damning letter to the head
of a Nazi organization against a former friend and colleague, Profes-
sor Eduard Baumgarten {who, he said, had “very actively frequented
the Jew Frinkel”}, and thereby helped get the man suspended from a
teaching job (December 16, 1933). As late as 1938 he prevented theé
young Max Miiller from getting an academic position by informing
the administration of Freiburg University that Miller was “unfavor-
ably disposed” to the Nazi regime.2¢
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And always just under the surface, there was the odor of anti-
‘Semitism. On October 2, 1929, some three years before Hitler came
to power, he wrote a letter to the Society for the Support of German
Science recommending his assistant, the same Eduard Baumgarten
(when they still were friends), and he offered his reasons why the
Society should give financial aid to this young scholar who was not a
Jew:

1 would like to say more clearly in this letter what I'could only hint at
indirectly in my report: It is nothing less than the urgent consideration that
we are faced with a choice, either to provide our German intellectual life
once more with real talents and educators rooted in our own soil or to-hand
over that intellectual life once and for ‘all to the growing influence of the
Jews [Verjudung] in the broad and narrow serse. We 'will find our way back
only if we are able, without baiting and without useless arguments, to assist
budding talents in their development.

Regarding this important objective I would be espec1a11y grateful if Mr.
Baumgarten, whom I have selected to be my assistant, could be helped with
a grant.?>” o

And on July 1, 1933, in what would seem to be a typical expression
of his mind, Heidegger announced his belief that “there is a danger-
ous international alliance of Jews” — this to Karl Jaspers, whose wife
was Jewish.>8 Moreover, from 1934 on, Heidegger declined to direct
the doctoral dissertations of Jewish students. Fifty years later Hei-
degger’s close friend Heinrich Petzet wrote (as if no further explana-
tion were needed) that Heidegger felt ill at ease with big-city life,

and this was_especially true of that mundane spitit of Jewish circles, which
is at home in the metropohtan‘centvers of the West. But this attitude of his
should not be misunderstood as antl -Semitism, although 1t has often been
interpreted that way.29

After Heidegger resigned the rectorate in April 1934, he continued
to support the Nazi regime, though more quietly and perhaps more
critically. In the spring and. summer of 1936 he still thought that
Hitler and National Socialism were the right path for Germany (al-
though he did criticize some forms of Nazi bureaucracy), and he
spoke positively of the ach1evements of both Mussolini and Hitler in
the battle against nihilism (GA 42 40—1). And to judge from his
public lectures, he apparently supported Hitler’s war aims at least
until the inevitability of an Allied victory became obvious.3°
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The “worker” is the unconditional menial who has been expanded into
the limitless master, i.e., the modern “free” enactor of techne, the latter
taken as the planning, cultivating, calculating and finally the securing of
entities as a whole (including human beings) within its own power to
fabricate — a complete actualization of what lies at hand, but an actualiza-
tion of its essence. The “worker” and the limitless subjectivity of such
complete anthropomorphism consists in this: Being happens as power-to-
make.34

It'was this power to dominate everything that Heidegger, in his role
as political philosopher, saw as infecting all modern political forms
without differentiation. “Today everything stands within this reality,
whether it is called communism or fascism or world democracy.”3s

To put it minimally, Heidegger was never a very strong supporter
of democracy, whether before or after the war. He excoriated the
“democratized decay” of Germany’s postwar institutions and de-
clared himself unconvinced that democracy was the best political
system for the modern age.3¢ He used to like to cite Homer (Iliad I
204): “The rule of the many is not good; let there be one ruler, one
king,” and at least for a while, whether he was finally happy with it -
or not, he apparently got his wish.

WHAT WILL HEIDEGGER HAVE BEEN?

The. penod after the war saw -the spread of He1deggers writings
throughout the intellectual world in an explosion of interest that
crossed lines of language, culture, and academic disciplines. By the
time -of his death on May 26, .1976, at the age of 86, his books and
* essays had been translated into all Western languages, as well as into
Chinese, Japanese, and Arabic, and the voluminous Collected Edi-
tion of his works was already under way.

Yet throughout all those works Heidegger clalmed to be the
thinker of “one thought only,” which took many forms of .expres-
sion: What is the provenance of disclosure? What is the essence of
“world”? What is the “cause” of the correlation that lets human
beings have meaningful access to entities? In a word, How come
aletheia? .

Over the half-century of his phllosophlcal career He1degger largely
succeeded in establishing the structures of human existence that are
essential to this event-of-intelligibility, and he worked out as well the
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general lines of its historical forms and epochs. However, he insisted
that the question about the originating source of this disclosive
correlation — the “how-and-why-it-comes-about” — was finally unan-
swerable. We cannot say why, whence, or to what end there is disclo-
sure (i.e.,, why es gibt Sein) without already presuming the fact of
disclosure and thereby moving in a circle. Thus, the essence of
aletheia is lethe; the provenance of disclosure is unfathomable.

Unfathomable, yes, but something can be said about this correla-
tion insofar as it always affects human existence and remains its
chief, if largely unheeded, concern. First, Heidegger calls the “ori-
gin” of disclosure das Er-eignis, which we can translate as “em-
propriation”: the event that brings disclosive comportment and
disclosible entities together into their asymptotic “own” (proprius,
eigen), that is, into the openness of disclosure.

Second, he speaks of the “origin” of disclosure as difference
(Greek diaphora, German Unterschied), that is, that which is respon-
sible for the fact that human existence and the human world are
always nonimmediate and not self-coincident — right down to the
non-self-coincidence that is dramatically registered in human mor-
tality and that condemns us to ineluctably finite meanings derived
from endless mediation.

Third, regarding the “origin” of disclosure, Heidegger insists on
the simple fact that es gibt Sein, “disclosure just happens to hap-
pen.” In this context there seems to be no real room for history in
the usual sense. Instead, Heidegger calls the a priori happening of
the correlation das Geschick des Seins, disclosure’s inherent “fated-
ness” or givenness to human nature, on the basis of which alone
entities are accessible. And when he considered this a priori given-
ness in its various epochal forms, he called it die Geschichte des
Seins, the “dispensations” of disclosure.s”

Fourth, the facticity of human existence is its condition of being
ineluctably bound up with this a priori givenness of disclosure.
Facticity is the human fate of being “thrown” into the endless, finite
mediation necessitated by difference, without being able to know
why this endless mediation is necessary.

And fifth, because disclosure is always-already operative every-
where in the human world, all entities are, in principle, open to
human appropriation. That is, everything is endlessly accessible,
except the fact that everything is endlessly accessible. This now
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achieved state of affairs, which is the gift of the intrinsic unfath-
omability of the aletheiological correlation, Heidegger termed “nihil-
ism,” and he suggested that human belngs be not less nihilistic but
more.38

Heidegger thought that the archaic Greek poets and thinkers im-
plicitly understood the fact of this endless but finite accessibility of
things, and he set it against all theological traditions that would root
the comprehensibility of entities in the full comprehensibility of
God. Yes, “the belonging-together of subject and object [arises] from
something that first imports their nature to both ... and hence is
prior to the realm of their reciprocity.” But no, this “wellspring” of
the aletheiological reciprocity “does not want . . . to be called by the
name Zeus” {Heraclitus, Frag. 32); that is,

it does not properly admit of being named Zeus, and of being thereby de-
graded to the level of existing as one ent1ty present among others — even if
the “among” has the character of ”above all other present entities.”9

- Heidegger thought that the “hiddenness” or “oblivion” of the
disclosive correlation led to its being increasingly overlooked
throughout Western history, to the point that in our own day it has
become completely forgotten and counts for nothing. He took it as
his mission to reawaken a new sense of the unfathomable mystery
that, whether attended to or not, yawns like an abyss under the
tidy little world of bourgeois certitude — all of this in the interests
of helping to bring about a revolutlonary transformation of human
nature.

: And somehow, he said, he came to see Hltler s National Socialism
as a movement that might help with that reawakemng, at least in
- Germany.

The degree to which Heidegger’s political convictions and actions
were a faithful reflection of his philosophy —and vice versa—is a
matter of much debate today. Many of his most devoted followers
believe that his intellectual work is in no way significantly related
to, much less contaminated by, his support for Nazism, even though
Heidegger himself rooted that support in his own very central notion
of historicity. Other Heideggerians claim that “metaphysics made
him'do it”; that is, they explain his political “error” as the result of
his being- victimized by the intrinsic- hiddenness of disclosure,
which, in the form of “errancy” (Irre), inevitably tends to lead people
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astray, almost like a secularized form of Original Sin. Still others
claim that Heidegger got trapped for a period. of time in the night-
mare of metaphysical “humanism” from which he was strugglingto
awake — with the corollaries, first, that Heidegger’s political blunder
is in fact very concrete proof of everything he had to say about the
dark side of the forgottenness of disclosure and, second, that the
alleged “overcoming” of metaphysics in his later thought is a guaran-
tee that such an error would not happen again.

Others, however, argue that the reasons for Heidegger’s support of
Hitler and the Nazis were much more simple —and much more
base — than these rather high-flown explanations would have it, and
that in order to understand his political motives and despicable ac-
tions during the Third Reich one must start by investigating the
hard times he lived through and specifically the concrete economic
and social factors that conditioned his decisions.

If Heidegger himself insisted that his engagement with Nazism
came from the very essence of his philosophy, perhaps his followers
should believe him on this point. If Heidegger himself felt free, even
fora while, to put not just his person but also the major categories of
his philosophical thought at the service of Nazi foreign and domestic
policy, then one would do well to ask whether those categories are
really as free of economic, social, and political interests as most
Heideggerians contend.+ .

The point is not to.condemn a man for his past but to learn some-
thing about oneself in the present, not to dismiss Heidegger’s philo-
sophical work out of hand but likewise not to join the Perpetual
Adoration Societies that currently thrive among the Heideggerian
faithful in Europe and America. The task, for those who care to take
something from Heidegger, is to learn how to read him critically,
both his life and his works, not to swallow his philosophy whole but
to sift it for what is still of value and what not.

That would entail asking whether Heidegger’s dogged pursuit of
the essence of disclosure did not blind him to crucial problems
bound up with specific modes of disclosure, particularly in the eco-
nomic, social, and political orders. It would entail asking whether
one risks perpetuating that same blindness to the very degree that
one remains faithful to Heidegger’s metaontological line of question-
ing. Maybe it is not wise — whether the times are hard or easy — to be
the thinker of “one thought only.”

~
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After the war the State Committee for Political Purification de-
clared Heidegger 2 Nazi “fellow traveler” and prohibited him from
teaching. But Freiburg University came to his defense, and in 1951
he was granted emeritus status and was _allowed to teach and lecture
again at the university.

In posthumously published texts — some prepared in 1946 for the
denazification committee, 0ne for eventual publication in Der
Spiegel’* — Heidegger tried to explain what he called his political
“eyror.” Otherwise he maintained a hermetic silence about the mo-
tives, responsibility; and particular forms of his involvement with
National Socialism. But in 1953 he published the text of a 1935
lecture course in which he had attempted briefly to distinguish

between, on the one hand, vulgar Nazism and, on the other, the

ipner truth and greatness” of the Nazi movement, namely, its
alleged effort to mediate between human beings and global technol-
ogy. However, the paragraph was SO shot through with ambiguity
and even subterfuge that Heidegger himself tried, unsuccessfully,
to get Yale University Press to drop it from the eventual En lish
translation, Introduction to Metaphysics.» '

In general, Heidegger put the blame (if we can call it that) for the
tragedy of World War I and the Holocaust not on any individuals or
political movement but on an impersonal planetary force, the Will
to Power, which he thought lay beyond anyone’s responsibility or
control. This force had brought about anew and unfortunate form of
human nature: the uyorker” taken as technology-oriented, world-
dominating subjectivity. Heidegger frequently affirmed that in the
thirties and forties Ernst Jinger's book Der Arbeiter (The worker,
1932) had opened his eyes to @ suprametaphysical vision of the true
meaning of the modem social, political, and economic order: “From
the standpoint of the reality of the Wwill to Power 1 saw even then [ir
1939—40} what is,” Heidegger wrote.»s And he tried to capturc tha
vision in a handwritten text, dating from the late thirties, which ha
recently been found among his papers at the Marbach Archives:

The “form of the worker” is not any one man = not even primarily a type ¢
man. Rather, as a typs, it is only a form of subjectivity, whose essent
consists in the certitude of calculation. As the Will to Power it is one forr
the last form, of the «yyuth” of beings as @ whole. Therefore, in essence it

+echne, but a deeper essence than Jiinger sees: he keeps turming around in
superficial circle but does not sense the whirlwind.
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‘As Derrida puts it, the task of critically rereading Heidegger re-
quires “showing— without limit, if possible —the profound attach-
ment of Heidegger’s texts (both writings and deeds) to the possibility
and actuality of all nazisms,”s* even, one might suggest, those that
pass themselves off in the guise of furthering “Western democracy,”
preserving the “American way of life,” or instituting various kinds
of “World Order,” whether old or new.

Heidegger has been dead for some years now, and it is still not
entirely clear who he was or what he meant to say. His works lie
there, some seventy-odd volumes of them, and it is not entirely clear
what they mean either. The hermeneutic principle that Heidegger
himself suggested for reading texts, be they books or lives, was:
“Possibility is higher than actuality.” The way we read his life and
his works in our own hard times can help determine, in some far-
distant future, who and what Heidegger will have been.
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