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Introduction

Heidegger’s postwar attempts to minimize the extent of his support for Nazism are no longer credible, and any interpretation that makes a simple distinction between his philosophy and his politics is no longer tenable – for in this seminar, Heidegger sketches a political philosophy, consistent with his views on the historicity of Dasein or human existence, that explicitly supports Hitlerian dictatorship and suggests justifications for German expansionism and persecution of the Jews.1

Richard Wolin notes at the beginning of his own book on the Heidegger Controversy how he felt a certain redundancy in offering up another study on Heidegger given the proliferation of texts that continue to stream forth on the famous German philosopher.2 And, in a way, given the volume of material that has been written on a rather jaded, repetitive debate, namely the one concerning Heidegger’s political activities and writings, I fear that many academics will groan with resignation at the mere mention of another discussion of the Heidegger Controversy, confident that we have exhausted the whole sorry business to such an extent that there is nothing important left to say. Wolin’s motivation for entering the ‘fray’, so to speak, issued from his belief that the topic had not been exhausted and though I cannot say that I am fully convinced that he has contributed quite as much to the debate as he might like to believe, we must at least concede that he forced a rather self-satisfied generation of English-speaking Heideggerians to sit a little less comfortably in their seats following the publication of volumes such as The Heidegger Controversy: A Critical Reader. More recently, we have seen from the reaction to Emmanuel Faye’s sensational text on the political controversy surrounding Heidegger that this topic still excites a good deal of interest, not just in philosophy, but in intellectual circles more generally. And indeed given the furore already surrounding the recent publication of Heidegger’s notebooks from the 1930s and 1940s which contain a handful of further disturbing remarks concerning the Jews and his own brand of antisemitism, it seems clear that this is an issue which doesn’t appear to be anywhere close to being resolved. The reason that this particular controversy never seems to simply fade away or disappear completely comes down to one simple fact: the controversy continues to be prosecuted by two polarized groups who continue to miss the question that should exercise all of us; these camps either try to nullify Heidegger’s Nazism and insist on his greatness as a philosopher as though the two are mutually exclusive or else they look to amplify his Nazism and diminish his stature as a philosopher – again – as though the notion of a great philosopher and a Nazi are mutually exclusive identities. This, of course, is a version of Lyotard’s memorable assessment of the paradox at the heart of the Heidegger Controversy but it is an assessment that retains its significance.3 The problem with these approaches, which orient the way the controversy continues to be thrashed out in various types of academic exchanges is that they miss the real problem that lurks beneath this somewhat jaded debate. The real problem, the problem that should vex us is the question as to how a great philosopher could, at any point, have pledged his allegiance to the Nazi Party and insist that the motivation lay in the essence of his philosophy and that is a question that has not been adequately addressed.4 Moreover, since everyone who has tried to weigh in thus far has failed to adequately address this question, the controversy keeps returning with a vengeance in almost cyclical fashion. Indeed, ever since mention of Heidegger’s infamous notebooks from the 1930s and 1940s was first made, we’ve seen the controversy and scandal revived and, alas, it is proceeding along familiar lines. Battle-hardened Heideggerians simply scoff at what they take to be another trivial ambush, a skirmish on the fringes of philosophy which will simply fade away with time. And those that are once again becoming embroiled in the debate are wheeling out the hackneyed old party lines regarding the relative merits and demerits of analytic or continental philosophy. The idea presumably being, for one camp, that if they can ultimately reject Heidegger and his philosophy, then they will have dealt the deathblow to continental philosophy while their adversaries are keen to rescue at all costs the image of Heidegger as a respectable and important thinker.

Now some might wish to counter that I am conveniently overlooking something in terms of the dichotomy that I am dismissing along the lines of Lyotard’s characterization, namely, that it is precisely because Heidegger was a Nazi whose philosophy was influenced by his Nazism that he cannot be taken seriously as a philosopher and that this is a significant and substantive position. I would counter that the variants of this position have all ultimately been found wanting in terms of the way they have been defended in the Heidegger Controversy. Some critics simply state that Heidegger was clearly and undeniably a Nazi and that alone means that he can’t have been a serious philosopher. I take it that that position is so obviously ridiculous as to not require a response. Another line of criticism suggests that because Heidegger’s philosophy is related to his politics, it cannot be taken seriously. And, even though this is beginning to come closer to the problem, simply stating as much is not an argument. There are countless insights and observations in Heidegger’s work that don’t have any obvious political significance at all, so those critics tend to leave the door open to Heideggerians who can easily shoot that failure to offer a genuine argument down for what it is, in short, a failure to offer an argument in the first place. The real challenge, one that has yet to be met by critics of Heidegger and those who simply want to put another nail in the coffin of so-called continental philosophy, is to show exactly how Heidegger’s philosophy intersects with his politics and that is something that we will attempt to undertake in this study. However, even when we manage to do as much, that will not be tantamount to the claim that Heidegger is therefore to be dismissed as a second-rate philosopher. Thus, for those who want to argue that I am trivializing one side of the debate, namely the side that wants to say that because Heidegger was a Nazi that he cannot have been a great philosopher – I say once again – that particular approach to the question has continued to run aground and has perpetuated a stalemate that stymies any chance of progress on this issue. If Heidegger’s philosophy is related to his politics, that does not, automatically, mean that his philosophy must be rejected. Heidegger’s hermeneutics of facticity, his accounts of being-in-the-world, history of metaphysics, truth, the essence of technology and his readings of Western Philosophy are not suddenly rendered crass by that relationship. And, if that was in fact a viable argument, then the controversy was never a genuine philosophical controversy to begin with. Rather, a whole host of twentieth and twenty-first century philosophers were and remain quite stupid since we failed to see what our adversaries (many of whom never even had to read Heidegger to realize as much) have known all along, namely, that Heidegger is a charlatan. However, if that is the case, the controversy is very different to the one I wish to examine; if that is the case, then the controversy is simply one related to a sorry situation where about half of the academic profession in philosophy has been allowed to corrupt the academy with bad philosophy since about the middle of the twentieth century and all of this nonsense concerning hermeneutics, deconstruction, technology, temporality, historicity, truth, language and Heidegger’s readings in the history of philosophy should be banned immediately.5

****

For those Heideggerians who bristle at the mere mention of the political controversy as though the whole sorry business is simply crude sensationalism, it bears recalling that is was Heidegger himself who insisted that his commitment to National Socialism was deeply indebted to and informed by the central concepts of his own thought, concepts that he developed most famously in Being and Time.6 As we shall see, in the early 1930s Heidegger very deliberately tried to fuse his accounts of authenticity and the concomitant notion of historicity together with his political aspirations and, there is no point in sugar-coating it, Heidegger’s political aspirations were and remain repugnant. However, that is not the end of the story and we cannot suddenly dismiss Heidegger once we realize what he was up to in section 74 of Being and Time! Why? Because Heidegger’s attempts at a political philosophy based on his fundamental philosophical concepts fail; Heidegger’s philosophy, in particular the relevant notions from Being and Time, resists what Heidegger attempts to do with those notions. That is not simply to say that we can separate Heidegger’s philosophy from his politics (no matter how much we would like to do so) and, rather than Heideggerians spending so much time sniping at his critics concerning this interminable controversy, they would do well to remember that this controversy is one of Heidegger’s own making. If we do want to find a way to continue to work on Heidegger in some kind of peace, then we are going to have to take responsibility for the mess that he left us with, a mess, moreover, which he did little to redress after the war.

It would be unfortunate then if Heidegger scholars dismissed this study as the noisy hysteria of another Faye or took me for an ‘enemy’ as part of some disastrously misguided and counter-productive siege mentality. I have learned more from Heidegger than any other philosopher and continue to learn from him. In Heidegger’s work I discovered a philosophy that resonated with me as a person from a valley in the West of Ireland and suddenly all of the hitherto remote, abstruse metaphysical questions that I had never really been able to make a dent on suddenly began to open their doors. Clues and echoes and resonances of a profound wonder seemed to reverberate from the smells and sounds and traces of my past and present, from my home, and yes, from my native soil, from the distinctive smells of rain soaked earth and fomenting leaves that threw me back into my childhood and unlocked the fourth dimension of time that Heidegger had introduced in Time and Being. Suddenly a deep and profound universal humanism seemed to speak to me from Heidegger’s work in a way which was particular to me and my locale and yet opened up a door to human beings in general. I still think this remains a fecund possibility within Heidegger’s work; however, it is high time that we see the very dangerous ways he tried to manipulate those insights and the profoundly anti-human ways he looked to exploit the central concepts of his own thought in the service of a noxious political vision.

This study, while not for one moment pretending to be the definitive study on this topic, nevertheless looks to make a decisive contribution by articulating a position from outside of the traditional camps; I want to argue that Heidegger is indeed a great philosopher but that he is also very much a Nazi. Not only that, I believe that Heidegger was a committed National Socialist and not just a token Nazi for a few months for the purposes of academic expediency. I also want to say, and here I suppose I am perhaps signing my own death warrant as far as legions of card carrying members of the Heideggerian Faithful are concerned, that I believe that there are very serious questions to be faced concerning the relationship between Heidegger’s philosophy and his politics. Moreover, the idea that one can scoff at suggestions to the effect that Heidegger’s philosophical and political views are deeply intertwined strikes me as somewhat bizarre to begin with since it is Heidegger’s own repeated asseverations as to the inter-relationship between his philosophy and his Nazism which one must reconcile with such a strategy of interpretive evasiveness. In saying as much, I believe that we are subsequently faced with far more serious and worrisome questions than those that issue from Victor Farias’ tendentious book or Wolin’s repeated efforts to make a dent on fortress Heidegger or indeed Emmanuel Faye’s sensational polemic penned a little less than a decade ago. Heidegger’s philosophy has had a profound influence and impact on generations of philosophers ever since about the middle of the twentieth century. He has had decisive influences on many of the greatest thinkers of the twentieth century and beyond – not least some of the great French philosophers of the last sixty years. His influence has spread to fields as diverse as psychology/psychiatry and architecture and even those working in the digital humanities. Phenomenology, Existentialism, Postmodernism, Poststructuralism, Hermeneutics, Deconstruction and Feminism are all indelibly marked by his thought and are often heavily indebted to his work. However, what most intellectuals associated with these movements have not fully acknowledged is the danger lurking in Heidegger’s powerful challenge to Modernity, a challenge which they have all found to be a liberating and
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