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What follows is an English reading of the first edition
of Martin Heidegger's inaugural |ecture at Freiburg
Uni versity, “Was i st Metaphysi k?” delivered on Wednesday, July
24, 1929. The German text was first published in Decenber of
1929, sone five nonths after it was delivered, by Friedrich
Cohen Verlag in Bonn, to whose heirs gratitude is expressed
for the requisite arrangenents. The original Gernman
publication of 1929 differs in a nunber of relatively m nor
ways fromlater editions -- for exanple, changes in wording,
addi tions of certain phrases (and at one place two sentences),
par agraphi zation, and the |like — without any basic alteration
of sense. Sonme of those changes are listed in an appendi x at
the end.?

Whereas the 1929 Cohen-Verlag edition of “WAs i st
Met aphysi k?” differs only in mnor ways fromthe 1976
Gesant ausgabe edition, my own English reading of the former
differs in significant ways from David Farrell Krell's able
and el egant translation of the latter. Krell’s English

! In this essay | abbreviate the various vol unes of

Hei degger’ s Gesant ausgabe (Frankfurt: Vittorio Kl osternmann,
1975ff.) as GA plus the volunme nunber. Citations in the notes
frequently refer to texts by page and line (with the two
separated by a period; e.g.: 182.29-30 = page 182, |ines 29-
30). The line-count does not include either the “header” or
any enpty |lines on the page, but does count the |ines of
section titles.



version, edited and revised by hinmself and WIliam McNeill,
appears in Martin Hei degger, Pathmarks, ed. WIIliam MNeil
(Canbridge UK and New York: Canbridge University Press, 1998),
82-96. The German text underlying that translation is the

el eventh, revised edition (1975) published in GA 9 (Wegnmar ken,
second edition, 1976). However, the Pathmarks transl ation of
that eleventh German edition (pp. 103-122) paradoxically

provi des the pagination of the tenth German edition (pp. 1-
19), published in the first edition of Wegmarken (Frankfurt:
Vittorio Klostermann, 1967).

To clarify matters and facilitate conparison of the
relatively inaccessible original edition and the readily
avai |l abl e el eventh edition, the present reading of the first
German edition provides, within square brackets, the
pagi nati on of the eleventh edition as that appears in GA 9.

Al most i mredi ately after the publication of the original
edition, Heidegger began annotating that text wth marginal
notes, and he continued the practice up through the tenth
edition of 1967. Those remarks are cl osely paraphrased in
f oot notes keyed to the relevant words in the text of the first
edi tion.

One of the chief differences between this rendition of
the first edition and the English translation of the eleventh
edition lies in how Da-sein is rendered in English. | follow
Hei degger's insistence that the Da of Dasein does not refer to
a “there” (“Da ibi und ubi”: GA 71, forthcom ng, nms. 121.18),
as well as his suggestions that Dasein not be translated as
“bei ng-here” or “being-there.”? Rather, in keeping with

Hei degger's frequently repeated indications, | interpret
. Da as “the open” (nanmely, for all fornms of being or
“iS”)S
Z“'Dasein’ bedeutet fiur mich nicht. . . ‘ne voila ":

“Lettre a Monsieur Beaufret (23 novenbre 1945)" in Lettre sur
| * humani sme, ed. Roger Munier, new, revised edition, (Paris:
Aubi er, Editions Montaigne, 1964), 182.29-30. Rather,

Hei degger indicates that “Dasein" could be translated (“in

ei nem vielleicht unmiglichen Franzdsisch") as “étre-le-la" --
but only if the “la" is understood as “Offenheit"”: ibid.,

182. 30-184. 3.

% For exanple: Zollikoner Sem nare. Protokolle--



. Da- sein as “openness” (i.e., “being-the-open,”
“bei ng-open,” or “the open-that-we-are”).?

Gesprache--Briefe, ed. Medard Boss (Frankfurt am Mai n:
Vittorio Klostermann, 1987), 9.6-9: “Ofenheit,” “das O fene,
Freie. In diesem Ofenen finden wir uns”; 156.35-157.1: *“Das
Da nmeint in “Sein und Zeit’'...die Ofenheit”; 157.30-32: “Weil
aber der Mensch nur Mensch sein kann, . . .indemer in der

O fenheit von Sein steht, ist das Menschsein als sol ches
dadurch ausgezei chnet, auf seine Weise diese Ofenheit sel bst
zu sein”; 188.14-15: “We ist das Da dort [in Sein und Zeit]
bestimt als das O fene? Diese Ofenheit hat auch den

Char akt er des Raunes. Raum ichkeit geho6rt zur Lichtung, gehort
zum O fenen, in demwr uns als Existierende aufhalten....”
See also GA 5, 40.1: “eine offene Stelle”; GA 9, 184.11:
“Innerhalb eines Offenen”; 184.25: “steht im O fenen"; 185.29:
“in ein Ofenes”; 187.32: “das O fenbare eines Ofenen”;

188. 21-22: “das O fene und dessen O fenheit, in die jegliches
Sei ende hereinsteht”; 201.30-32: “Di e entschei dende Frage. .
.nach der Ofenheit. . .des Seins”) etc.; GA 49, 56.20 (“die
Of fenheit, die Lichtung”); 56.27-28: “in einemin sich schon
wesenden Offenen”; 56.31-2: “Die Frage nach . . . dem O fenen,
darin einem Verstehen *Sein’ dberhaupt. . .sich enthullt”); GA
65, 8205, 328.28: “das O fene”; 331.23: “Offenheit”. Also
“Lettre a Monsi eur Beaufret (23 novenbre 1945)” (supra),
184.3: “Offenheit.”

“.GA 9, 325.20-21: “Der Mensch west so, daR er das ‘ Da,
das hei 3t die Lichtung des Seins, ist.” GA 15, 415.10-13 (=
Vier Sem nare, 145.10-13): “Es gilt, das Da-sein in dem Sinne
zu erfahren, dalR der Mensch das ‘Da’, d.h. die Ofenheit des
Seins fir ihn, selbst ist, indemer es Ubernimt, sie zu
bewahren und bewahrend zu entfalten” (Roughly: “The point is
to experience Da-sein, in the sense that |, the human bei ng,
am the Da, the openness of being for ne, insofar as |
undertake to preserve this openness, and in preserving it, to
unfold it.” For a French rendering of this, see Heidegger's
letter to Roger Munier, July 31, 1969, in Le nouveau commerce,
14 [1969], 58.8-11.) The translation of Dasein as “openness,”
“bei ng-open,” and “the open-that-we-are” is discussed in the
essays “A Paradigm Shift in Hei degger Research,” Continental
Phi | osophy Review, 34, 2 (2001), 1-20, and “Kehre and
Ereignis,” in A Conpanion to Heidegger's Introduction to
Met aphysics, ed. Richard Polt and Gregory Fried (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2001), 3-16 and 263-274



Ot her differences between this reading and the Pat hmarks
transl ation incl ude:

. das Sei ende: “what-is” and “whatever-is” as well as
“a being” and “beings.”

. Angst : “dread” rather than “anxiety.”

. Ni chtung: “the action of the nothing” rather than

“nihilation.”

The numerous ot her differences are sonetines stylistic
but frequently substantive. | welconme any corrections to the
follow ng text or suggestions for its inprovenent.



AN QUTLI NE OF “WHAT | S METAPHYSI CS?”
| NTRCDUCTI ON

PART ONE: UNFOLDI NG A METAPHYSI CAL QUESTI ON

The twof ol d character of metaphysical questioning
Enconpassi ng the whol e of netaphysics
Putting the questioner in question

The threefold structure of scientific questioning
Rel ati on-to-the-worl d
Oientation
I n- br eak
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Hei degger's thesis
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Concl usi on
Putting the questioner in question
The not hi ng “gi ves” being
The nothing puts the scientific questioner in question
From the nothing to science

CONCLUSI ON



MARTI N HElI DEGGER' S | NAUGURAL LECTURE AT FREI BURG UNI VERSI TY

A Reading of “What is Metaphysics?” first edition (1929).

[103]
| NTRODUCTI ON

The question “What is netaphysics?” mght |ead one to
expect a general discussion about netaphysics, but we waive
that in order discuss one specific metaphysical question. This
is the way, it seens, to |let ourselves be transported directly
into metaphysics, and the only way to give nmetaphysics the
possibility of properly introducing itself to us.

We carry out this project by first unfolding a
met aphysi cal question, then working it out, and finally
answering it.

PART ONE
UNFOLDI NG A METAPHYSI CAL QUESTI ON

As Hegel says, when sound common sense | ooks at
phi | osophy, it sees “the world turned upside down.” So the
pecul i ar nature of our undertaking demands some preparatory
remarks. They come fromthe twofold character of metaphysical
guesti oni ng.

THE TWOFOLD CHARACTER OF METAPHYSI CAL QUESTI ONI NG

First, each netaphysical question always enconpasses the
whol e problematic of metaphysics and in fact is the whol e of
met aphysi cs. Secondly, to ask any netaphysical question, the
guestioner as such nust al so be present in the question, i.e.,
must be put in question.

Fromthis we concl ude that netaphysical questions nust be
posed (1) in ternms of the whole and (2) always fromthe
essential situation of the existence that asks the question.

Ri ght now we are asking about ourselves. Wthin this comunity
of schol ars, teachers, and students, our human existence is



det erm ned by science. When sci ence becones our passion,
sonet hi ng essential occurs with us in the very grounds of our
exi stence -- but what exactly? [104]

THE THREEFOLD STRUCTURE OF SCI ENTI FI C QUESTI ONI NG

The fields of science are quite distinct, and their
respective nmethods for investigating objects are fundanentally
di fferent. Nowadays the only thing that unites the expanding
array of disciplines and gives them sonme coherence is the
techni cal organi zation of universities and their departnments,
along with the practical goals set by each discipline. But
even so, the sciences have lost their rootedness in their
essential ground.

Rel ati on-to-the-worl d. Nonethel ess, when we follow the
inner trajectory of any given science, we always relate to
what-is. In the view of science, no one field has priority
over another -- not history over nature or nature over history
-- nor does any one nmethod for investigating objects take
precedence over another. ©Mathematical know edge is no nore
ri gorous than phil ol ogical-historical know edge. It merely has
the character of “exactness,” which is not the sanme as rigor
To demand exactness fromhistorical studies is to violate the
idea of rigor that is specific to the humanities. The
relation-to-the-world that governs every science gua Science
|l ets the sciences pursue beings and make them in their
what ness and howness, an object of research, definition, and
groundi ng. The ideal of the sciences is to help us achieve an
approximation to the essence of all things.

Orientation. Science's special relation to beings is
sustai ned and guided by a freely chosen orientation on the
part of human exi stence. Qur pre- and extra-scientific
activities are also ways of relating to what-is, but science
is unique insofar as it gives the subject-matter, and it
al one, a basic, conplete and explicit primacy. This focus on
the subject-matter in scientific questioning, defining and
groundi ng invol ves a uni que and specific subm ssion to
whatever-is, in order that it m ght appear as what it is.
Scientific research and theory are beholden to their objects,
and this is the reason why the sciences [105] are able to
assume a proper, if limted, role of |eadership in the whole
of human exi stence.

| n-break. The way to fully understand science's speci al
relation-to-the-world and the human orientation that guides it



is to understand what happens along with this orientation and

its relation-to-the-world. Human beings -- one kind of being
anong others -- “pursue science.” What happens in this
“pursuit” is nothing less than the in-break of this one being,

the human, into the whole of what-is, with the result that
this in-break “breaks open” beings as what and how t hey are.
In its owm way, the in-break that breaks-open hel ps bei ngs
becone thenselves for the first tine.

SCI ENCE' S AMBI VALENT RELATI ON TO THE NOTHI NG

Taken in its radical unity, this trinity of relation-to-
the-world, orientation, and in-break brings to our scientific
exi stence the clarifying sinplicity and rigor of human
openness. Once we explicitly grasp that clarified scientific
openness, we have to say:

Qur relation-to-the world relates only to whatever-is --
and to nothing else.?!

Every orientation is guided by what-is -- and by not hing
besi des.

In the break-in, our research activity confronts what-is
-- and not hing nore.

It is remarkable that as scientists stake out their own
territory, they speak about sonething else. They investigate
only what-is, and nothing else; just what-is, and nothing
besi des; only what-is and nothing nore.

What about this “nothing?” |Is it just an accident that we
speak this way so naturally? Is it a mere turn of phrase --
and not hi ng el se? [106]

VWhy troubl e ourselves about this “nothing”? Science
rejects it, dismsses it as “just nothing.” But by giving up
the nothing in this way, do we not concede it? Yet how can we
tal k of “concedi ng” when we concede nothing? Maybe all this
back-and-forth is just word-play. Science nmust now reassert
its hard-headed seriousness and insist that it deals only with
what-is. Science views the nothing as an absurdity, a ghost.

| f science is right, this nmuch is sure: science wants to
know not hi ng about the nothing. In the final analysis that is

! Sorme have di smissed the words after the dash as arbitrary and contrived

wi thout realizing that Taine, whomwe nay take as synbolizing and representing the entire
era that is still domnant, explicitly uses that fornula to characterize his basic
position and intent. (1st ed., 1929.)



the scientifically rigorous conception of the nothing. W know
it only by wanting to know not hing about it.

Sci ence wants to know not hing about the nothing. Yet it
is equally certain that when science tries to express its own
essence,? it appeals to the nothing for help. It makes a claim
on what it rejects. What kind of double val ence® is show ng up
here?

By reflecting on our factical existence -- an existence
determ ned by science -- we find ourselves caught up in a
controversy in which a question has al ready unfol ded. That
guestion nerely needs to be directly asked: What about the
not hi ng?

PART TWO
WORKI NG OUT THE QUESTI ON

Wor ki ng out the question of the nothing nust lead us to
t he point where either an answer beconmes possible or the
i npossibility of an answer beconmes clear. The nothing has been

conceded -- in the sense that science, with a [107] studied
indifference, dismsses it as “what-is-not.” Nonethel ess, we
wll try to ask about the nothing.

AN | NADEQUATE FORMULATI ON COF THE QUESTI ON

“What is the nothing?” This first approach to the
gquestion reveal s sonething odd. This way of asking the
guestion begins by positing the nothing as sonething that “is”
t hus and so. We take the nothing as a being, whereas that is
exactly what it is different from®* Posing the question in
ternms of what and how the nothing is changes what we are
asking about into its opposite. The question robs itself of
its own object. Thus any answer to this question is utterly
i npossi bl e because it necessarily takes the form “The nothing
is this or that.” Both the question and the answer about the
not hing are inherently absurd.

2i.e., its positive, disclosive orientation to what-is. (5th ed., 1949.)

3The ontol ogi cal difference. (3rd ed., 1931.)
The nothing as “being/Sein.” (5th ed., 1949.)

4The difference [der Unterschied, die Differenz]. (5th ed., 1949.)



AN | NADEQUATE APPROACH THROUGH LOG C, REASQN, AND NEGATI VE ASSERTI ONS

Logi c seens to defeat the question. We do not even need
science's rejection of the nothing. The question is already
def eated by the principle commonly adduced as the basic rule
of thinking -- that contradiction nust be avoided -- al ong
with general “logic.” Since the essence of thought is to
al ways t hink about sonething, thought would contradict its own
essence if it thought about nothing.

Since we are not allowed to turn the nothing into an
obj ect, our question about nothing is already at an end --
presum ng, of course, that “logic”® is the supreme authority
in this question, that discursive reason is the neans, and
that thinking is the way, to understand the nothing originally
and to decide if it can even be disclosed.

How can we i npugn the authority of “logic”? Discursive
reason is surely lord and master of the question about the
not hi ng. We need its help to define the nothing and pose it as
a problem even if the problemultimtely unravels. The
nothing is the negation of everything that is: [108 it is
non-being pure and sinple. In saying this, we |ocate the
nothing within the category of “what-is-not” and thus within
t he negated. According to the dom nant and unchal | enged
doctrine of “logic,” negation is a specific act of discursive
reason. So how could we ever dism ss reason when inquiring
into the nothing and its ability to be questioned?

But are we entirely sure what we are presupposi ng here?
Is it really the case that “is-not,” negatedness, and thus
negation, are the category into which the nothing fits as a
specific case of “the negated”? It m ght be the other way
around. Maybe the occurrence of the nothing does not depend on
the “is-not” and the act of negating. Maybe the act of
negation and its “is-not” can occur only if the nothing first
occurs. This point has never even been explicitly raised as a
question, nuch | ess decided.

5That is, logic in the usual sense, what people take to be logic. (1st ed., 1929.)



Hei degger's thesis. Qur own position is that the nothing
is closer to the origin® than the act of negation and its “i-
not.” If this thesis is correct, then the possibility of
negati on as an act of reason (and therefore reason itself) is
dependent in sonme way on the nothing. In that case reason
woul d have no deci si on-power over the nothing. In the final
anal ysis the alleged “absurdity” of both the question and
answer about the nothing nmay be sinply due to the blind
wi | | ful ness of our self-vaunting reason.’

A renewed attenpt fails. If we refuse to be deterred by
the formal inpossibility of asking about the nothing, and
persi st instead in asking the question, we still have to
satisfy the basic m ninmum requirement for raising any
guestion. If we are to question the nothing, it rmust first be
given. We have to be able to encounter it.

Where should we | ook for the nothing? Howwill we find
it? Surely to find sonmething, we have to already know in a
general way that [109] it is there. Ordinarily we can search
for sonmething only by anticipating the presence of what we are
| ooking for. In the current instance we are | ooking for the
not hing. Can there ever be a search wi thout an anticipation, a
search that would end in pure discovery?

What ever we make of the nothing, we do know it -- if only
as something we constantly mention in everyday talk. Wth no
hesitation we can even give a “definition” of this very
obvi ous and ordinary nothing that runs unnoticed through our
tal k: “The nothing is the utter negation of everything that
is.” This characterization of the nothing apparently indicates
the only way to encounter it. (1) The totality of whatever-is
must be al ready given beforehand, (2) so that it can be
subjected to a direct act of negation, (3) so that the nothing
itself may show up

This relation between negation and the nothing is very
dubi ous; but even putting that aside, how are we finite beings
supposed to nmake all-that-is, inits totality, accessible both
initself and for us? We can of course (1) think up all-that-
is in an “idea”, (2) then nentally negate what we have
i mgi ned, and then (3) “think” of it as negated. This
procedure yields the formal concept of an inmagi ned nothing,

6In the order of origination. (5th ed., 1949.)

7Blind willfulness: the certitudo of the ego cogito, subjectivity. (5th ed., 1949.)



but never the nothing itself.

What is nore, the nothing is nothing; and since
“not hing” represents total indistinguishability from anything,
there can be no distinction between the inmagi ned not hi ng and
the “real” nothing. The so-called “real” nothing would be only
the disguised (but still absurd) concept of a nothing that
“is.”

Concl usi on. For the last time, then, the objections
rai sed by reason have put an end to our search. From now on we
will be able to denonstrate the legitinmcy of this search only
by way of a basic experience of the nothing. [110]

AN | NADEQUATE APPROACH THROUGH ORDI NARY MOCDS ( BOREDQM,  LOVE)

Two things are equally certain: (1) all-that-is can never
be grasped absolutely in itself; and (2) the beings anong
whi ch we find ourselves di sposed al ways appear in the unity of
a whole. In the final analysis there is an essenti al
di fference between grasping all-that-is in itself and finding
oursel ves anong beings in terns of a whole. The first is
i mpossi ble in principle, the second is always happening in our
openness.

Experiencing the whol e through boredom In our everyday
preoccupati ons we do seemto cling to this or that particular
being and to get lost in this or that region of beings. But no
matt er how fragmented our everyday existence nay seemto be,
it always deals with what-is in the unity of a “whole,” even
if only vaguely. In fact it is precisely when we are not
preoccupied with things and with ourselves that this “in-
ternms-of -a-whol e” overtakes us -- for exanple, in genuine
boredom Genui ne boredom has not yet arrived if we are nerely
bored with this book or that nmovie, with this job or that idle
noment. Genui ne boredom occurs when one's whole world is
boring. Then abysmal boredom Ilike a nmuffling fog, drifts
where it will in the depths of our openness, sucking
everyt hing and everyone, and ourselves along with them into a
nunbi ng sanmeness. This kind of boredomreveals what-is in
terms of a whole.

Such a revelation of the whole can also occur with the
joy we feel in the presence of sonmeone we |ove -- not just the
presence of the person, but the presence of that person's
openness.



When we are thoroughly wrapped up in these noods -- in
which one's world just “is” a certain way -- we feel ourselves
di sposed anong beings in terms of a whole. Each nood or
di sposition has its own way of revealing the whole of what-is;
and such revealing is no ordinary event but the fundanmental
way our open-ness occurs. What we call a “feeling” is not a
passing addition to thinking and willing, it is not just what
notivates and drives those acts, and it is no nere condition
t hat we sonmehow nmust put up with. [111]

Such nmoods reveal the whole but conceal the nothing.
However, just when such nmoods confront us with what-is in
terms of a whole, they also conceal fromus the nothing we are
seeking. Now we are | ess convinced than ever that we could
meet the nothing by nerely negating the beings that our npods
reveal in the unity of a whole. Rather, an original encounter
with the nothing occurs only in a nmood whose discl osive
essence is dedicated to revealing that nothing.

AN ADEQUATE APPRCACH. EXPERI ENCI NG THE NOTH NG THROUGH DREAD

Does human openness ever have such a nood that brings us
face-to-face with the nothing? Yes, this can and does occur in
t he basic mood of dread, although rarely and only for a
fleeting nonment.

Dread contrasted with fear. By “dread” we do not nean the
quite common experience of anxiety, ultimately reducible to
the fear that can so easily overcone us. Dread is
fundamental ly different fromfear. What we have fear of is
al ways a specific thing that threatens us in a specific way.
Mor eover, such fear of. . . is always fear for sonething
specific. Because fear of and fear for are defined by specific
obj ects, whenever we experience fear we are seized and held by
sone thing that affects us. In trying to save ourselves from
that particular thing, we becone unsure of our relation to
ot her things and | ose our bearings as a whole.

Dread never lets such confusion occur. On the contrary,
dread is suffused with a peculiar kind of calm Yes, dread is
dread of, but not of this or that thing. And dread of is
al ways dread for, but again, not for a specific thing. What we

have dread of and for is indeterm nate -- not because we are
unable to define it, but because it itself cannot be defi ned.
This may be illustrated by a famliar experience:

The whol e recedes, the nothing is reveal ed. During dread



we say “It feels so strange!” What is the “it”? and “who”
feels it? We cannot say what nmakes one feel so strange. It
just is that way for “someone” -- as a whole. All things, and
we along with them sink into indifference® (1127 -- but not in
t he sense of di sappearing. Rather, as beings recede, they turn
toward us. It is the receding of the whole of what-is that
presses in on us and oppresses us. Wthout the whole there is
no hold. As beings slip away, what remai ns and overwhel ns us
is precisely this “no. . . .” Dread reveal s the nothing.

Dread reveal s open-ness. W hang suspended in dread. More
precisely, it is dread that |eaves us hanging insofar as it
makes the whol e of whatever-is slip away. This inplies that we
ourselves -- we who exist® -- also slip away from oursel ves
right there in the mdst of what-is. Utimtely, then, the
wor |l d becones strange not for “you” or “me” but for sone
“one.” That is, in the unnerving state of “left-hangi ng-wth-
not hi ng-to-hold-on-to,” all that remains is pure open-ness. '

Dread strikes us dunb. As the unified whole of what-is
slips away and the nothing crowds in on us, all utterance of
“is” falls silent in the face of it. Am dst the strangeness of
dread we often try to shatter the enpty stillness with
m ndl ess chatter, but that only proves the presence of the
not hi ng.

Later, when dread has dissol ved, we ourselves offer
first-hand testinmony that dread reveals the nothing. In the
clear vision that preserves a fresh nmenory, we find ourselves
obliged to say that what we had dread of and for was --
nothing, really. And that is exactly right. The nothing itself
-- as such -- was there.

Wth this basic nood of dread we have reached the very
occurence of openness, within which the nothing is reveal ed
and from out of which we nust raise the question of the
not hi ng.

What about this nothing? [113]

8W\atever-is no | onger speaks to us. (5th ed., 1949.)
gBut not human bei ng qua openness. (5th ed., 1949)
10That is, the open-ness “in” human beings. (5th ed., 1949.)

11That is, was reveal ed: disclosure and nood. (5th ed., 1949.)



PART THREE
ANSWERI NG THE QUESTI ON

We now have the one essential answer we need for our
pur poses -- provided we take care to keep the question of the
nothing truly alive. This demands that we transform our human
being® into its openness (dread effects this transformation in
us) so that we can grasp the nothing that shows up in dread
exactly as it shows up.®® It also demands that we expressly
avoid all characterizations of the nothing that do not cone
froma correspondi ng experi ence of the nothing.

WHAT THE NOTHI NG | S NOT.

Not an entity. The nothing shows up in dread, but not as
sonet hing-that-is and certainly not as an object. Dread is not
at all a grasp of the nothing. The nothing does show up in and
t hrough dread, but not as detached fromor “next to” the
bei ngs as-a-whole that we neet in all their strangeness. W
said, rather, that during dread we encounter the nothing as at
one with the whole of what-is. What does it nmean to say the
nothing is “at one with”* the whol e?

Not anni hilation. In dread beings as-a-whol e becone
superfluous. But how? Beings are not anni hilated by dread so
that the nothing is |left over. That cannot happen because
dread is utterly powerless before the whole of what-is.

Rat her, the nothing appears with and in the beings that are
slipping away in terms of a whole. In dread, therefore, there
is no annihilation of all-that-is.

Not negation. But neither do we performa nmental negation
of beings as-a-whole in order to arrive at the nothing for the
first time. Performng a thematic act of negation during dread

12i.e., gua subject. W already have a prior, thoughtful experience of open-

ness, which al one nakes us able to ask the question “Wat is metaphysics?” (5th ed.,
1949.)

13D sclosure. (5th ed., 1949.)
14Strangeness and unhi ddenness. (5th ed., 1949.)

BThe difference. (5th ed., 1949).



is out of the question; but even apart fromthat, [114] any
such negation would always arrive too late to produce the
not hing -- because we have already met up with the nothing
bef orehand. As we said, we already encounter the nothing as
“one with” the whole of the beings that are slipping away.

VWHAT THE NOTH NG DCES

It rel egates openness to what-is. In dread we “draw back
from. . . .” This is not flight, but the cal mess of wonder.
This movenent “back froni is initiated by the nothing. The
not hi ng does not draw us into itself; rather, its essence is
to push us away. In pushing us back away fromitself, it
directs us to the receding beings that it lets slip away in
terns of their whole. This business of pushing us back and
directing us toward the beings that are slipping away as a
whol e, *® is the way the nothing presses in upon openness during
dread: this is the essence of the nothing, the action of the
not hing. The nothing is not the annihilation of what-is, nor
does it cone froman act of negation. Annihilation and
negati on cannot account for the action of the nothing. The
nothing itself “nothings.”?

16Pushing-back: [fron] beings as just for-thenselves. Directing-to: into the being of
beings. (5th ed., 1949.)

17That is: occurs as the action-of-the-nothing; holds forth; grants the nothing.



It discloses that things are. The action of the nothing
is no ordinary event. It pushes us back and directs us toward
t he beings that are slipping away as-a-whole, and in so doing
it discloses these beings in their full and heretofore hidden
strangeness as the radically other, i.e., other than the
nothing. In the clear night of the nothing experienced in
dread, there occurs the original revelation of the “is” of
what-is: the fact that things are and are not nothing. But
this “and-are-not-nothing” is not sone later clarification. It
cones first, it is what nakes possible'® all disclosure of
what-is. In its essence the action of the nothing lies at the
origin and consists in letting openness encounter®® for the
first time what-is insofar as it is.

It is responsible for transcendence, selfhood, and
freedom Human openness can approach and gain access to beings
only on the basis of the original revelation of the nothing.
[115] The essence of openness is to relate to beings (both
those it is and those it is not), but it can do so only if
openness is always already returning fromthe reveal ed
not hi ng. Bei ng-open means:?° being held out into the nothing.
Hel d out into the nothing,? openness is always already
beyond what-is as a whol e. Such bei ng-beyond-what-is we call
“transcendence.” |If openness in its essence were not
transcendence -- i.e., held out into the nothing, as we now
put it -- it could never relate to what-is,? not even to
itself. Wthout the original revelation of the nothing, there
is no selfhood and no freedom #

Conclusion. Wth this we have reached the answer to our
guesti on about the nothing. The nothing is not an object or

Brhat is, it is being. (5th ed., 1949.)

19Properly speaking, it |lets openness encounter the being of what-is, i.e., the
difference. (5th ed., 1949.)

20(1) It means other things as well, not just that; and (2) it does not follow
that “nothing is all there is,” but the exact opposite: now we can appropriate and
under st and whatever-is. Being and finitude. (1st ed., 1929.)

Lo does this in an original way? (5th ed., 1949.)

22Because bei ng and nothing are the sane. (5th ed., 1949.)

23Freedomand truth are treated in the lecture “On the Essence of Truth.” (5th
ed., 1949.)



anything that is. The nothing does not show up either for
itself or alongside what-is as if it were an add-on. Rather,

t he nothi ng makes possi ble the appearance of whatever-is, as
such, for? human openness . The nothing is not just the
opposite of beings; it is essential to their very emergence.?®
The action of the nothing takes place in the very is-ness of
what - i s.

AN OBJECTI ON AND A RESPONSE

The objection. We nust finally address a hesitation we
have been harboring for sone time now. If openness can relate
to what-is -- indeed can exist at all -- only by being held
out into the nothing, and if the nothing is originally
di sclosed only in dread, then we woul d have to constantly
hover in this dread in order to exist at all. But on the
contrary, we admtted that such original dread is rare. [116]
More inportantly, all of us do exist and do relate to beings
(both those we are and those we not) wi thout this experience
of dread. So dread appears to be an arbitrary invention, and
the nothing associated with it seens only a fantasy.

Dread is rare due to fallenness. But what does it nean to
say that originary dread happens only in rare nonents? This
sinply neans that the nothing in its originary nature is
nostly disgui sed because in a quite specific way we are
conpletely lost in what-is. The nore our preoccupations turn
us toward what-is, the less we let it slip away in its being.
Thus the nore easily we turn away fromthe nothing, and the
nore likely we are to fall into superficial, “public” ways of
bei ng- open.

24'But not “caused by.” (5th ed., 1949.)

25Taking “Wesen” in a verbal sense, as in “das Wesen des Seins,” “the energence
of being.” (5th ed., 1949.)



Nonet hel ess, our constant if anbival ent estrangement from
t he nothing does accord with the essential sense of the
nothing, at least within certain [imts. The action of the
not hing consists in directing us to what-is,? and it does this
constantly, whether or not our everyday know edge is actually
aware of the occurrence.

The not hi ng makes negati on possi ble. What nore conpelling
wi t ness do we have that the nothing is always and everywhere
reveal ed in our openness (albeit in a disguised way) than the
act of negation? Negation no doubt belongs to the essence of
human t hinking, and it gives expressilon to a negativity by
saying “is-not.” However, this “is-not” by which we enact
differences and contrasts within the given, is not produced by
the act of negation itself and then, as it were, inserted
bet ween things. Negation cannot generate the “not” from out of
itself, because in order to negate sonething, the act of
negation first requires that sonething negate-able be
presented to it. But to see that sonething is negate-able,
i.e., susceptible of a “not,” our thinking nust already see
t hat “not-ness” beforehand. But we cannot see such “not-ness”
unless its origin (i.e., the action of the nothing, and thus
the nothing itself) first emerges from hiddenness. The act of
negati on does not generate the “not” but is grounded in the
“not,” [117] and the “not” in turn is generated by the action
of the nothing.? What is nore, the act of negation is only one
way of relating to and being already grounded in the action of
t he not hi ng.

We have now denonstrated the main features of our earlier
thesis, that the nothing is the origin of negation rather than
vice versa. |If we have broken discursive reason's power over
t he questi on about the nothing and about being, then we have
al so decided the fate of the dom nance of “logic”?® within
phi | osophy. The very idea of “logic” dissolves in the vortex
of a nore original inquiry.

Negation is not the nost original experience of the
not hi ng. Whet her expressed or inplied, the act of negation
does perneate all our thinking in so many ways, and yet it is

*®pecause it directs us to the being of what-is. (5th ed., 1949.)
27As anal ogously with assertions, so too with acts of negation: the negation
arrives too late and is understood too extrinsically. (1st ed., 1929.)

288y “logic” | mean the traditional interpretation of thought. (1st ed., 1929.)



not the best evidence of the revelation of the nothing
essential to openness. Negation should not be seen as the only
(rmuch less the primary) activity in which openness relates to
and i s shaken by the action of the nothing. Cruel hostility
and the sting of hatred go deeper than the formalities of
ment al negations. Painful denial and ruthless refusal are
closer to -- and bitter privation is a greater burden of --

t he nothing. These nore primary possibilities of relating to
the nothing -- powerful ways in which openness puts up with
but never masters its thrownness -- are not sub-sets of the
genus “negation.” However, that does not prevent them from
expressing thenselves in the “not” and “negation.” In fact
they first reveal the depth and breadth of negati on.

Dread is there but dormant. Openness is thus saturated
with its relation to the nothing -- evidence that the nothing
is always, if obscurely, revealed even though dread is
required to disclose it in an originary way. But this also
inplies that originary dread is nostly suppressed in our
openness. Dread is there, but dormant. Its breathing ever
stirs within our openness, [118 not very nuch in the nervous,
hardly at all in the yeas and nays of the busy bourgeoisie. It
nost astir in the reserved, and nobst surely in the openness of
t hose who take the basic risk. This happens by spendi ng
oneself on the essential so as to preserve the greatness of
t he open that we are.

This dread born of risk is not the opposite of joy, or
even of quiet activity and calmenjoynent. It transcends such
oppositions and lives in secret communion with the serene and
gentl e yearnings of creativity.

Originary dread can awaken in openness at any nmonent; no
exceptional event is needed to rouse it. Its power is as deep
as its possible occasions are unexceptional. It is always on
t he verge of springing forth but seldom does. But when it
does, it seizes us and | eaves us hangi ng.

Because openness is held out into the nothing by this
hi dden dread, each human bei ng hol ds open a place for the
not hing. We are so finite that our own wills and deci sions
cannot effect an original encounter with the nothing. Being
finite is so profoundly enbedded in openness that even our
freedom cannot control our own abyssmal finitude.

Qur being held out into the nothing by this hidden dread
is our surpassing of the whole of what-is. It is
transcendence.



THE NOTH NG AND METAPHYSI CS

Qur question about the nothing is supposed to bring us
face-to-face with metaphysics itself. The word “netaphysics”
cones fromthe Geek ngte té nusikV. This curious title was
eventually used to designate an inquiry that goes ngtV or
trans, i.e., “beyond” whatever-is as such. Metaphysics neans
guestioni ng beyond beings so as to regain them as such and in
the unity of a whole, for understanding.

The question about the nothing is one place where [119]
this “going beyond beings as such and in the unity of a whole”
takes place. Hence it is a “nmetaphysical” question. W said at
t he begi nning that such questioning has a double character:
every metaphysi cal question (1) enconpasses the whol e of
nmet aphysics and (2) always includes in its question the very
openness that asks the question.

To what degree does the question about the nothing
pervade and enconpass netaphysics as a whol e?

Enconpassi ng the whol e of metaphysics

The nothing in G eek netaphysics. Antiquity's view of the
nothing is expressed in the thesis ex nihilo nihil fit, *“From
not hi ng cones nothing,” a sentence that of course can have
many mneani ngs. The thesis expresses what was then the dom nant
conception of beings in terns of the then current view of the
not hi ng -- even though the problem of the nothing never gets
explicitly posed when the thesis is discussed. Ancient
nmet aphysi cs concei ved the nothing as non-being, i.e., unformed
matter that cannot shape itself into a forned being and thus
of fer an appearance (gtdoM). In this view, whatever-is is a
“self-formng formed” which shows itself as itself in a
“form” i.e., sonmething that can be seen. Ancient netaphysics
never discusses the origins, legitimacy, or limts of this
notion of being, any nore than it di scusses what the nothing
i s.

The nothing in Christian netaphysics. Christian theol ogy,
on the other hand, denies the truth of the thesis ex nihilo
nihil fit and changes the nmeaning of the nothing. The not hing
now nmeans the conpl ete absence of beings other than God.
Hence, ex nihilo fit -- ens creatum “Qut of that conplete
absence cone all created beings.” Here “the nothing” is
concei ved as the opposite of really existing beings. “The



not hi ng” thus becones the summum ens, God as ens increatum
Here again the then dom nant conception of beings is expressed
in terns of the then current interpretation of the nothing.
But the netaphysical discussion of beings remains on the sane
| evel as the question about the nothing -- that is, in both
anci ent and Christian nmetaphysics the question of being and

t he question of the nothing as such go unasked. Thus no one
seens troubled by the problemthat if God creates out of
not hi ng, he nust be able to relate to the nothing. But if God
is God, and if the “Absolute” excludes all nothingness, God
cannot know t he nothing. [120]

The not hing and being. This rough historical review shows
that the nothing is conceived as the opposite -- the negation
-- of whatever really exists. But if we manage to make the
not hi ng a problem we give this opposition a clearer
definition and awaken authentic nmetaphysical inquiry into the
bei ng of what-is. The nothing ceases to be the vague opposite
of what-is; instead, it is seen to belong to the very being of
what - i s.

“Pure being and pure nothing are therefore the sane.”
This thesis of Hegel's (Science of Logic, vol. I, Werke 111,
78) is quite right. Being and the nothing do bel ong together,
but not because they are equally indeterm nate and i mmedi at e,
as in Hegel's notion of thinking, but rather because being
itself is essentially finite and shows up only in the
transcendence of openness, held out into the nothing.

Conclusion. Granted that the question of being-as-such
is the overarching question of nmetaphysics, the question of
the nothing proves to be one that enconpasses the whol e of
nmet aphysi cs. The question of the nothing al so pervades the
whol e of netaphysics insofar as it forces us to confront the

probl em of the origin of negation -- that is, to finally
deci de whether the domi nation of metaphysics by “logic’? is
| egitinmte.

Putting the questioner in question

The nothing “gives” being. The ancient thesis ex nihilo
nihil fit takes on yet another neaning, one that touches on
the problem of being itself. It becones ex nihilo ome ens
qua ens fit, “Fromthe nothing conmes all that is insofar as it

29I always nean traditional logic and its | ogos understood as the origin of
categories. (1st ed., 1929.)



is.” Beings as-a-whole, in keeping with their ownnost
possibility -- that is, finitely -- becone what they are only
within the nothing of openness. To what extent, then, does the
guestion about the nothing, as a metaphysical question,
enconpass even us, the openness that asks the question?

The nothing puts the scientific questioner in question.
Earlier we characterized our current openness as one that is
determ ned essentially by science. But if our science-
det erm ned openness is included in the question [121] about
the nothing, it has been put in question by this very
questi on.

Qur scientific openness gets its single-m nded focus and
rigor fromthe distinctive way it relates to beings and to
t hem al one. Science would like to dismss the nothing with a
superior gesture. But our inquiry into the nothing has shown
that our scientific openness is possible only if it is already
held out into the nothing. Scientific openness understands
itself as it is only if it does not surrender the nothing. The
al l eged superiority of hard-headed science becones ridicul ous
if science refuses to take the nothing seriously. Science
cannot take beings thenmsel ves as objects of investigation
unl ess the nothing is already manifest. Only by existing on
the basis of metaphysics can science renew and fulfill its
essential task, which is not to amass and classify bits of
know edge but to disclose, in ever fresh ways, the whole realm
of truth in both nature and history.

From the nothing to science. Only because the nothing is
al ready mani fest in the depths of our openness can we be
overwhel ned by the utter strangeness of whatever-is. Only when
t he strangeness of what-is presses in upon us does it awaken
and arouse wonder. Only on the basis of wonder -- i.e., the
revel ati on of the nothing -- does the question “Why?” ari se.
Only because the “why” as such is possible can we denmand and
give reasons for things in a definite way. Only because we
able to demand and give reasons, can our existence be possibly
destined for scientific research.

Thus the question of the nothing puts us, the
guestioners, into question. It is a netaphysical question.
CONCLUSI ON

Human openness can relate to whatever-is only if it is
held out into the nothing. This going-beyond-what-is occurs in



t he very essence of openness. But such goi ng-beyond is
met aphysics itself. This entails that metaphysics belongs to

the “nature of human being.” It is neither a specialization
[122] wWithin academ c phil osophy nor a field of fanciful ideas.
Met aphysics is the nost basic happening within openness -- in

fact it is openness itself. Because the truth of nmetaphysics
dwells in this groundless ground, its closest neighbor is the
ever-present possibility of profound error. Thus the rigor of
science, as strong as it is, never equals the seriousness of
met aphysi cs, and phil osophy can never be neasured by the
standard of the scientific ideal.

If we have really participated in this unfolding of the
guestion of the nothing, we neither brought netaphysics to
ourselves fromthe outside nor “transported” ourselves into it
as if for the first time. W cannot transport ourselves into
met aphysi cs because we are always already there insofar as we
exist. nbsgi gvr, T n\lg, 8ngst\ tiV niloson\a t® to@ wndrTV diano\é
(Phaedrus, 279a): Insofar as human bei ngs exi st,
phi | osophi zing is already sonmehow goi ng on.

Phi |l osophy (as we call it) neans sinply enacting the
met aphysics in which phil osophy cones to itself and to its
explicit tasks.?* Philosophy begins only when our own existence
undertakes a personal commtnent to the basic possibilities of
bei ng- open as a whole. What npst matters in this conmtnent is
that we first open the space for beings in terns of a whole;
then |iberate ourselves for the nothing, i.e., free ourselves
fromthe idols that each of us has and goes cringing to; and
finally, as we are |left hanging, |let ourselves be swept back
into that basic question of metaphysics, the question that the
not hing itself inposes:

Why are there beings at all instead of nothing?

30, . . “ » ; i

This is neant in two senses: the “essence” of netaphysics, and its own
hi story as the dispensing of being. Both are included under the later rubric of “getting
over [netaphysics].” (1st ed. of Wgnmarken, 1967.)
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APPENDI X

Sone di fferences between the 1929 and 1975 editions

(Page-and-1line references below are to GA 9.)

21
22
16
30

32- 33
34

24-25
25-26

10

29

20

12

30

11-12

27

30

19

1929 editi on:

new par agraph at Hi eraus.
inserts je between und and aus.
was instead of die.
grundsatzlich in place of in einer ihr eigenen
Wi se
no eigentumich begrenzte before Unterwerfung.
an i hminstead of an di esem
ein seiendes instead of ein Seiendes.
no ob ausdricklich oder nicht

das Sei ende nur und sonst -- instead of nur das
Sei ende und sonst --
Mu3 nicht gerade jetzt. . . ? instead of

Dagegen mufl3 jetzt (in declarative node)

ei nsetzen instead of behaupten.
new par agraph at |Ist.
zugegeben, d.h. mt Uberl egener A eichgiltigkeit
dagegen von der W ssenschaft preisgegeben als
das.
Denken -- wesenhaft i mer Denken von etwas --
i nstead of Denken, das wesenhaft inmer Denken
von etwas i st,
schl echt hi nni ge i nstead of voll stéandige
no jedoch

new paragraph at Freilich.
das Sei ende i m Ganzen, wenngl eich schattenhaft,
zusamren i nstead of das Sei ende, wenngl eich
schattenhaft, in einer Einheit des “Ganzen”
| &3t uns inmtten des Seienden i m Ganzen -- von
i hm durchstimt -- instead of | &Rt uns -- von
ihm[i.e., das Gestimtsein] durchstimt --
inmtten des Seienden i m Ganzen.
in einer bekannten instead of in der fol genden
bekannt en.
new paragraph at DaR.



116.

117.
118.
118.

119.
1109.
120.
120.
120.
121.
121.
122.

122.
122.
122.
122.
122.
122.
122.
122.
122.
122.

22

27

30

14
21
21
31
32

14
1-2

16
17
18
18
19
21
24
27

inserts two sentences between Vernei nung? and
Di ese bringt, nanely: Diese [i.e., die
Vernei nung] soll ja zum Wesen des nenschlichen
Denkens gehoren. Di e Verneinung spricht sich im
Nei n- Sagen j e Uber ein Nicht aus.
new paragraph at Di e Durchdrungenheit.
no Dasein after verwegene.
tV mgtV tV nusikV (m saccented) instead of ngte té
nusikVv.
new paragraph at Die antike.
new par agraph at Die christliche.
omts uns after sie.
new paragraph at Wr.
no jetzt und hier erfahrenes before Dasein.
nur instead of erst.
Und before nur.
Einfalle -- sie ist. . . instead of Einfalle.
Di e Met aphysik i st.
new paragraph at Weil .
Und before die Philsoophie.
new paragraph at Phil osophie
ist nur das instead of ist das
no zu before ihren.
Und before die.
Ei nsatz instead of Ei nsprung.
Ei nsatz i nstead of Ei nsprung.
und am Ende instead of zuletzt.
new par agraph at Warum



