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Preamble

I THINK THAT READING Heidegger’s Being and Time can change one’s life. What I am going to try to do in this book is explain how that might happen.

Heidegger Thinking is a long-form deep dive into the most important philosophical book of the last one hundred years. The year 2027 marks the centenary of the publication of Being and Time. Heidegger Thinking is divided into eighteen chapters. Each chapter presents one of the key concepts in Heidegger’s philosophy. Taken together, this book lays out the entirety of Heidegger’s project in Being and Time.

To be clear, this book is not intended for specialists, experts, or those few souls lucky enough to have day jobs teaching philosophy. It is aimed at ordinary, intelligent people who are curious, serious, and interested. People who simply don’t have the time to sit down and read the hundreds of densely written pages of the book. People who rightly intuit that there is something mightily important going on in Being and Time but who are intimidated by its strange jargon and get lost in the baroque intricacy and ornamentation of its architecture. It is my hope that this book will show how Heidegger’s thinking might be applied to one’s life in ways that are illuminating, elevating, and beneficial.

Heidegger Thinking is not intended for everyone. I am not seeking to make philosophy simple or to offer patronizing banalities about life. There is plenty of that available in the gaudily decorated bazaar of pop philosophy. The eighteen chapters are not TED Talks. In many ways, they are the opposite. They are slow, clear, extended, and intimate explorations of Heidegger’s ideas in Being and Time. Not the highlights. Not the facile summaries. But all the ideas. It is my conviction that genuine philosophy can be explained simply and clearly. But it takes the time that it takes. And that can’t be rushed. To be a philosopher is to take one’s time.

The aim here is to explain in lay terms the entirety of Being and Time in ways that can be understood and—most importantly—used. I am asking readers to slow down, take their time, open their eyes and ears, and think deeply. What is said in the eighteen chapters will hopefully be crystal clear and helpful. But it will not be easy. I am not interested in easy. Nor are you. Let’s try something else for once.

• • •

We will get started very soon. But allow me a word on the particular and peculiar circumstances that led to Heidegger Thinking. I first taught Being and Time to graduate students at the University of Essex in 1989. This was during my first year of full-time teaching at the same institution where I had received a PhD in 1988. The experience was terrifying, as I didn’t know the book that well. I was in my late twenties, and the students were just a little younger than I was. The philosophical standards at Essex were very high at the time, and I was far from sure that I could reach them. Somehow I muddled through.

That was thirty-seven years ago. I have taught Being and Time in various ways, shapes, and forms every three to five years or so since. But the prospect of teaching the book always gives me a deep sense of trepidation, like preparing for a long and arduous mountain ascent. Because I had been teaching the book for so long, my interpretation had shifted significantly—indeed dramatically—over the course of time. My notes were a mess. I had strata of texts from a number of different periods lying in piles and covered in spidery, handwritten emendations. I kept revising and refining my interpretation of the book. The notes began to look like sketches of an ancient archaeological site or the ravings of a madman.

I knew that I would never write a book on Being and Time in the usual way. It was only the adrenaline and anxiety of giving weekly lectures on the book that forced me to get the notes together into a coherent whole. I would do this week by week, give the lecture and then rapidly move on to the next chapter.

Some years passed. In 2019 I had the idea of recording the lectures for some kind of posterity. I approached my friend and producer, Zenon Marko, and we began to record episodes in his studio in Tribeca in Lower Manhattan in January 2020, usually after I had given the lecture at The New School. I was pleased enough with the results, and Zenon and I recorded the first ten episodes without much drama.

Then the COVID pandemic happened. Teaching was suspended and I was unsure what to do. Early one evening in late March 2020, a kind student of mine left a really nice microphone and preamp on my doorstep in Brooklyn. I slowly figured out how to use Garage-Band and off I went. I would sit at my desk, surrounded by notes, with the back door open, with the sound of sirens, birdsong, and applause every evening for the medical workers saving lives and helping ease the distress of those whose lives could not be saved. I would wind myself up and then do each episode in one long take, which Zenon would then carefully edit.

Something interesting happened next. The Onassis Foundation, whose cultural work in Greece and around the world focused on live arts, found itself unable to use any of its performance spaces during the pandemic. Discussions quickly turned towards the creation of an Onassis channel for the dissemination of film and audio material. They wanted to release my lectures as a podcast, initially on YouTube and then on the other streaming platforms. I called it, slightly tongue in cheek, Apply-Degger, a title I stole from my good friend Christian Madsbjerg. With much hard work from my Greek friends, we released the eighteen episodes of Apply-Degger between early May and late June 2020. I even recorded a house track called “Eat Your Funky Dasein” to accompany the podcast. No wonder some people question my seriousness.

The reaction was sudden and surprising. People really seemed to like Apply-Degger. It somehow caught the mood of that truly eventful, disturbing, and strange summer of 2020, which has come to define the years that have followed in ways that we are only beginning to understand. As the months and years passed, I kept getting emails and messages from total strangers saying nice things about the podcast. But there was one persistent and overwhelming complaint: listeners wanted a text or a book so that they could follow what was being said and refer back and forth without losing track of the line of thought. They wanted a written version that they could follow. They told me that they were fascinated by Heidegger’s ideas, but they needed the shape of a book, complete with full textual citations, footnotes, and a scholarly apparatus so that they could continue reading and thinking on their own.

So, in October 2023, I began to transcribe the podcast in earnest. This proved to be a Herculean labor. I transcribed a few chapters on my own, but the task was beyond me and I needed help. I found it in the person of Ben Olson, who had been a student in the 2020 class, returning to philosophical study after more than fifteen years away working. It was at this point that everything began to click into place very fast. Ben and I worked seamlessly and tirelessly together for many months, months that eventually turned into years. He produced brilliantly accurate transcriptions, and then we would both edit the text, making improvements, clarifying obscurities, and adding references.

The book you have in your hands, now retitled Heidegger Thinking, is based on the podcast, but it is much more than a straight transcript. It is a complete rewrite. It is much better, clearer, and more coherent than the original, and we have added a full scholarly apparatus so that readers can continue to explore on their own. Ben and I had the good fortune to test-drive versions of this manuscript with graduate and undergraduate students in classes at The New School throughout 2024 and make innumerable improvements. We taught it one last time in fall 2025. And now it is in your hands.

This is not simply the book of the pod but a freestanding work that found its form through the medium of audio, which—it turns out—is a rather interesting and liberating way to write. I would like to thank Ben for his extraordinary work on Heidegger Thinking and Edwin Frank of New York Review Books for taking the bold and frankly surprising step of publishing it.

The table of contents is rather detailed. It provides a series of subheadings and tags that should be used as signposts or memory aids for reading. Hopefully this will allow readers to move back and forth with ease. There is also, thanks to Hugh Verrier, a concordance that allows readers to map the chapters of this book onto the relevant paragraphs of Being and Time.

Unlike any other work of modern philosophy that I know—with the possible exception of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit—Being and Time has a dynamic power, a unified energy field of moving concepts that keeps unfolding and deepening. Learning to read Being and Time is about learning the rhythm of that movement, which is nothing less than the meaning of our existence. When we learn to move with that rhythm, everything changes in terms of how we think of the world, ourselves, and others.

So, let’s begin.


Abbreviations

for Commonly Cited Works by Heidegger

EM/IM = Einführung in die Metaphysik / Introduction to Metaphysics

GM/FCM = Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik / Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics

BH/LH = “Brief über den ‘Humanismus’” / “Letter on Humanism”

SZ/BT = Sein und Zeit / Being and Time

UK/OWA = “Der Ursprung der Kunstwerkes” / “Origin of the Work of Art”

WMK/WMC = “Was ist Metaphysik?” / “What Is Metaphysics?”

ZS/TB = “Zeit und Sein” / “Time and Being”


Concordance Table

Being and Time is organized into two divisions, each with six chapters. The text is also divided into 83 paragraphs, each several pages long. The chapters of Heidegger Thinking follow the order of Being and Time indicated here.
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1. Heidegger’s Project in Being and Time

Making sense of Heidegger — Being is time, and time is finite — We are a thrown-open clearing — Hamlet’s question — Reawakening the taste for perplexity — Mineness — Authenticity — Average everydayness — Phenomenology — Dasein is being-in-the-world — Ecstasy — Categories and existentials — Not seeing the world with philosophers’ spectacles — Facticity — Leaving the cabinet of consciousness — Having a fascination with the world, and not just staring at it.

MARTIN HEIDEGGER, WHO LIVED from 1889 to 1976, was the most important, the most influential, and the most infamous philosopher in the Continental tradition in the twentieth century. Being and Time, which was first published in 1927, was his magnum opus.1 There’s no way of understanding what took place in philosophy, particularly in what we call “Continental philosophy,” after Heidegger without coming to terms with Being and Time. Whether Heidegger’s influence is felt positively (in thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Hannah Arendt, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida) or negatively (in figures like Rudolf Carnap, Theodor Adorno, Jürgen Habermas, Gilles Deleuze, and others), Heidegger casts a very long shadow over philosophy right down to the present day. Furthermore, unlike many Anglo-American philosophers, Heidegger has exerted a huge influence outside philosophy, in areas as diverse as architecture (as felt in the work of Peter Eisenman), contemporary art, social theory, political theory, psychotherapy and psychiatry (beginning with his later-career collaborator Medard Boss), theology, and, indeed, the world of business.

The purpose of these chapters is to try to explain Heidegger’s project in Being and Time, paragraph by paragraph. Along the way I’ll explain the huge significance of Heidegger’s ideas for philosophy and for our life outside philosophy.

•

Being and Time is a work of considerable length (437 pages in the German original) and of legendary difficulty. The difficulty is caused by the fact that Heidegger sets himself the task of what he calls a “destruction” (Destruktion) of the history of philosophy, a de-structuring of the philosophical tradition (SZ 23 / BT 44). We’ll see some of the implications of this destruction in future chapters. But the initial consequence of this is that Heidegger refuses to avail himself of the standard terminology of philosophy, particularly modern philosophy after René Descartes, with its talk of epistemology, subjectivity, consciousness, mind, representation, objectivity, and the rest. Heidegger has the audacity to go back to the drawing board and invent a new philosophical vocabulary. If you try to translate his terminology—such as “care,” “reticence,” or “falling”—back into the familiar language of traditional philosophical concerns, you’re already on the wrong path, and the way forward will only become steeper and more tangled.

For example, Heidegger thinks that all conceptions of the human being as a subject, as a person, as consciousness, or, indeed, as a mind-brain unity are hostages to a tradition of thinking whose presuppositions have not been thought through radically enough. Heidegger is not just a thinker, but a radical thinker, in the sense that he tries to dig down to the roots of our lived experience of the world rather than accept the authority of tradition. That’s what often makes his work difficult to understand, particularly in translation. Heidegger won’t talk about the subject, consciousness, mind, or body. His name for the human being is what he calls Dasein. And that term can be variously translated but is usually rendered as “being-there.” Consciousness, mind, body: these terms just put a new limit between Dasein and the world, whereas for Heidegger we are already in our world.

The basic and very simple idea is that the human being is first and foremost not an isolated being, not an individual subject or self, cut off from a realm of objects that it wishes to know about. Rather, we are beings who are always already in the world, outside and alongside a world from which, for the most part, we do not distinguish ourselves. We’ll come back to this point repeatedly. For Heidegger, it’s hugely important to understand that we’re always already outside in the world. Dasein, as Heidegger says, is “being-in-the-world” (SZ 53 / BT 78). And what goes for Dasein, being-there, also goes for many of Heidegger’s other concepts. Sometimes this makes Being and Time a very tough read, which is not helped by the fact that Heidegger, more than any other modern philosopher, exploits the linguistic possibilities of his native language—in his case, German. Although John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, with their 1962 Blackwell English translation of Sein und Zeit, produced, in my view, one of the classics of modern philosophical translation, reading Being and Time can sometimes feel like wading through a conceptual mud of baroque and unfamiliar concepts. That’s what we’re going to try and work through and work against. We’re seeking to bring out Heidegger’s basic thoughts in a way we can make sense of and use in our day-to-day lives. That’s the purpose of this book.

Heidegger’s text is superficially difficult, even unpleasant to read in translation. That said, the basic idea of Being and Time is extremely simple. The book is called Being and Time. The thesis of the book is Being is time! That’s it. What it means for a human being to “be” is to exist temporally in the stretch between birth and death. Being is time, and time is finite. Finite: it comes to an end with our death. Therefore, if we want to understand what it means to be a human being, and what Heidegger will call an “authentic” human being, then it is essential that we constantly project our lives onto the horizon of our death—what Heidegger calls “being-towards-death.” Crudely stated, for thinkers like Saint Paul, Saint Augustine, Martin Luther, and Søren Kierkegaard (thinkers who were very much on Heidegger’s mind in this period and who influenced Being and Time, despite his tendency to downplay and erase his influences), it is through the relation to God that the self finds itself. The way this works for someone like Augustine is through asking the question “Who am I? Who am I, O God?”2 The question of the self is opened in relation to the experience of divine perfection, which usually entails finding myself imperfect and sinful. Now, Heidegger raises the question of the self and what the self is, but without reference to God. For Heidegger, the self can only become what it truly is through a confrontation with death, by making a meaning out of our finitude. If our being is finite, then what it means to be human consists in grasping this finitude in, as Heidegger will say, quoting Friedrich Nietzsche, “becom[ing] what you are” (SZ 145 / BT 186).3

On the subject of meaning, I will mention here that, following Thomas Sheehan, I think the concept of being can become something of a red herring, as it sounds too metaphysical, too lofty, and too otherworldly. It distracts us from the real concern of Being and Time, which is actually meaning.4 It should be remembered that the question that frames Heidegger’s work is that of the meaning of being. His contention is that we do not know what being means. So, the celebrated question of being cannot be separated from issues of meaning, of the significance of human being-in-the-world.

Ultimately, I want to show how this insight into our finitude is deepened in Heidegger’s thought by its relationship to his concepts of 1) conscience, which we’ll get to in later chapters, and then, towards the end, the idea of 2) ecstatic temporality. But the thing to note here at the beginning is that Heidegger’s thought is very simple, and it is perhaps difficult to grasp because of its simplicity. His thought is that we are a thrown-open clearing of finitude. Existence is finite. It is without ground, without metaphysics, without any basis. There is nothing behind the scenes and no one apart from us pulling the strings. We’re simply out there with the world and with others. We’re a purely finite stretch of time. Whatever it means to be us, to be human, has to be understood entirely without ground. This simple thought is also a vertiginous, dizzying thought that will take some time to land and settle and become clear.

•

Let’s press on a little bit and look at the project of Being and Time. Heidegger makes clear from the opening page of the book—an untitled page that begins with a quotation from Plato’s late dialogue The Sophist—that what’s at stake is the question of the meaning of being (SZ 1 / BT 19).5 This is the question that Aristotle raised in an untitled manuscript written two and a half thousand years ago, which became known at a later date as The Metaphysics. Aristotle didn’t use that term; that was just how the book was cataloged in a library in Alexandria much later on, namely as the “meta”-Physics, or that which comes “after” Physics. For Aristotle in these lectures, there is a science or a form of knowledge that investigates what he calls “being as such,” without regard to any specific realms of being such as the being of living things, what we now call biology, or the being of the natural world, physics.6 Metaphysics is the area of inquiry that Aristotle himself calls πρώτη φιλοσοφία (first philosophy), which comes before anything else. It is the most abstract, universal, and undefinable area of philosophy. But it is also the most fundamental.

Now, with admirable arrogance (he was still relatively young when he was writing the book), it is this same question that Heidegger tasks himself with inquiring into in Being and Time. He begins with a series of rhetorical questions: Do we have an answer to the question of the meaning of being? “Not at all,” he answers. Do we even experience any perplexity about this question? “Not at all,” Heidegger repeats. Therefore, the first and most important task of Being and Time is to recover our perplexity (in Greek ἀπορία, or aporia) for this question of questions, this question of being, which we might know, for example, as Hamlet’s question: “To be, or not to be.”7 The task in Being and Time couldn’t be bigger: the question of the meaning of being. A keyword in the early paragraphs of the book is access. Given that the matter Heidegger is trying to raise is the question of the meaning of being, the question that follows from this is, What is our access (Zugang) to the question of the meaning of being?

Although Heidegger will try to access the question of being in different ways in his later work (he’ll do that through brilliant, extended readings of major philosophical texts, through sociohistorical ruminations, and by experimenting with different forms of writing, like dialogues and even poetry), in Being and Time access to the question of the meaning of being is given through that being who can raise such a question. That is, the question of the meaning of being is a question for the being whose being is in question. Whose being is in question? Well, that’s where we come in. For Heidegger, what defines the human being is this capacity to be perplexed by the deepest and most enigmatic of questions. “Why is there something rather than nothing?” “Why are there beings at all, and what does that mean?” The task of Being and Time is reawakening in us a taste for perplexity, a taste for questioning. Questioning as a movement into perplexity, into aporetics. And questioning, as Heidegger will say much later on in his writings, is the piety of thinking.8

If we turn to the first line of part 1 of Being and Time, paragraph 9, where the project of analyzing Dasein, us, really begins, we read the following: “We are ourselves the entities to be analysed” (SZ 41 / BT 67). This is the key to the first concept that is introduced in Being and Time, the concept of mineness (in German, Jemeinigkeit). This is how the book begins: If I am the being for whom being is a question—to be or not to be—then the question of being is mine to be. It is mine to be, one way or another. In what, then, does the being of being human consist, insofar as that is my being? Heidegger’s answer is existence. For Heidegger, it is not consciousness, Bewusstsein, that our being consists in, but our existence as a being that we have. Therefore, the question of the meaning of being, this big question that he frames the book with, is to be accessed by way of what Heidegger calls an “existential analytic,” or an analysis of our existence (SZ 41 / BT 65).

But what sort of thing is human existence? What can we say about it? Well, obviously, human existence is defined by time. We are creatures with a past who move through a present and who have available to us a series of possibilities, or what Heidegger calls “ways to be” (Seinsweise)—namely, ways to be in the future (SZ 11, 20 / BT 31, 41). To say that the being of being human is existence is to say that the being of being human is defined by time, by the past, by the present, and by ways to be (i.e., by the future). Heidegger’s point here is wonderfully simple, almost deceptively so, although the language that he uses to describe it is rather rebarbative. The human being is not definable by a what, like a table or a chair, but rather by a who, and by a who that is shaped by existence in time. Questions about what it means to be human are not what-questions but who-questions. What it means to be human is to exist with a certain past—a personal, social, and cultural history—and an open series of possibilities that I can seize hold of or not.

My existence is temporal. It is shaped by my personal and social history, what Heidegger is going to call, later on in Being and Time, “thrownness” (Geworfenheit; SZ 135 / BT 174). I’m thrown into the world, and in my thrownness into that world, a series of possibilities opens up for me, which I can grab hold of or not. And this brings me to an important point. If the being of being human is defined by mineness, by the fact that it is mine, then my being is not a matter of indifference to me. A table or a chair cannot recite Hamlet’s soliloquy or undergo the experience of self-questioning and self-doubt that such words express. You can try this for yourselves at home, if you like. Ask whichever object is around you—a table, a chair, a bed—whether it experiences Hamlet’s question, “To be, or not to be.” Ask them, and you’ll hear nothing in reply. But we can, we can ask this question. Dasein is always mine to be, one way or another. We can choose ourselves and win ourselves, or not and thus lose ourselves (SZ 42–43 / BT 68). And the “we” that is able to make this choice is distinct, for Heidegger, not only from inanimate objects, but from nonhuman creatures. It can be asked (and we shall pursue later in these chapters) whether Heidegger’s analysis really precludes such beings, and whether this restriction is warranted or fair.

If what it means to be human is to exist, to exist in time shaped by past, present, and future, then that being is mine to be—mine to choose or to lose. This idea of choosing ourselves or losing ourselves is the kernel of Heidegger’s idea of “authenticity,” which is one of the most hotly debated and influential concepts that came out of Heidegger’s Being and Time. “Authentic” was Merriam-Webster’s word of the year in 2023. We’re currently living in a plague of authenticity, of demands to be authentic, and that paper trail leads back to Being and Time. But we shouldn’t think of authenticity so much as a “good,” or as something that is morally superior but, more accurately, as what is proper to the human being, what is its own. For Heidegger, there are two dominant modes of being human: authenticity and inauthenticity. Furthermore, he will say (we’re still in the first paragraphs of Being and Time) that we have to make a choice between these two modes (SZ 42–43 / BT 68). The choice is whether to be oneself or not to be oneself, to be author of oneself, and self-authorizing, or not. Authenticity means coming into your own. It is often confused with accuracy, but that is not what Heidegger means by it. Heidegger insists, as he will do throughout Being and Time, that inauthenticity does not signify a lower or lesser being (SZ 43 / BT 68). Alternatively, authenticity does not mean a higher state of being. Rather, Heidegger insists this distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity is not a moral distinction, or what philosophers would call a “normative distinction.” Let’s just say that some philosophers have had doubts about that move in Heidegger’s thinking. Notably, a philosopher like Theodor Adorno, who detects that there is a “jargon of authenticity” in Heidegger’s work.9 But let’s call that a moot point and move on.

Now, we begin with this idea of mineness: existence is mine to be. Regardless of these twin modes of authenticity and inauthenticity, of choosing myself or losing myself, Heidegger insists early in Being and Time that the human being must first be presented in its “undifferentiated” character (SZ 43 / BT 69). We must first present, have access to, the human being in an undifferentiated way, prior to any choice of being authentic or not. In words that soon become like a mantra throughout the text, Heidegger seeks to describe the human being as it is presented, as he says, “proximally and for the most part” (SZ 21 / BT 43). The German here is zunächst und zumeist, which can perhaps be better translated as “most closely and mostly.” Heidegger seeks to describe the human being as it is presented most closely and mostly. Then the question is, Well, how are we presented most closely and mostly? The next move that Heidegger makes is devastating, although he makes it in a very straightforward way. He claims that the way in which the human being is presented most closely and mostly is in terms of the obviousness of everydayness, in terms of everyday existence. And the character of this everydayness is averageness.

•

We should just take a moment to think about the radicality of this move. Heidegger in Being and Time is doing philosophy. He insists that philosophy begins and, in a sense, ends with average everydayness. There’s a lovely phrase from paragraph 9 where he says average everydayness is that out of which all existence arises and into which all existence goes: “This undifferentiated character of Dasein’s everydayness is not nothing, but a positive phenomenal characteristic of this entity. Out of this kind of Being—and back into it again—is all existing, such as it is” (SZ 43 / BT 69). We begin with average everydayness, and we end up with average everydayness. What’s subtly devastating about that move is that philosophy might traditionally begin from average everydayness—this is what, say, Plato describes in the middle of The Republic as “the cave,” the netherworld of average, everyday existence, where we see only shadows and illusions. But the task of philosophy, as illustrated in Plato’s allegory, is to leave the cave and have access to the truth of the forms—and then to return later on to the cave, to be killed.10 Heidegger wants to stay in the cave and to see the cave differently. For him, we begin thinking and we end thinking within the framework of average everydayness.

Philosophy, in Heidegger’s radical reinterpretation of the tradition, is not some otherworldly speculation. As to whether the external world exists, or whether human beings are really human beings—whether they’re really robots or AI programs or whatever—these are the pseudo-questions that philosophers for the most part amuse themselves with. Rather, philosophy begins, for Heidegger, with the description of human beings in their average, everyday existence. The description of average, everyday existence is what Heidegger calls “phenomenology” (SZ 27–28 / BT 50). There is a very technical way of understanding phenomenology, which I won’t bore you with. A very simple way of understanding phenomenology is that it is the description of existence, the description of average, everyday existence as it shows itself and the way in which that which shows itself can be transformed into language. As a description of existence, phenomenology works well in literature, and maybe even better in relation to music and movies. Phenomenology is the letting-be-seen of that which shows itself, and language is what lets us see that showing (SZ 44 / BT 70).

We begin from average, everyday existence, and on that basis, Heidegger seeks to derive certain general structures, which he calls “existentials.” Heidegger’s program in Being and Time begins with the proposition that he will repeat over and over again: Dasein is being-in-the-world (SZ 53 / BT 78). The task that he sets himself is to deduce the common a priori structures of our being-in-the-world that always already characterize our existence. The key insight to hang on to here is that Dasein is being-in-the-world. That is, there is no distinction between us and the world. We and the world are a unity. And what defines the human being, what defines Dasein, is the transcendence that it has with regard to the world. We are for Heidegger first and foremost transcendent beings, meaning we are out there. Our relationship to what is given, to what shows itself, is ecstatic, meaning we are outside ourselves in unity with, and mostly indistinguishable from, the world. Life takes place in this dimension of ecstasy, openedness, or out-thereness. We’ll come back to ecstasy in later chapters.

We should note here the difficulty of the task that Heidegger has set himself. What he’s trying to describe, what he wants philosophy to describe, is the way in which human existence shows up most closely and mostly, in the way that is most obvious. But this is fiendishly difficult to describe. Nothing is closer to me than myself in my average, everyday, indifferent existence. So how do I describe this? How do I describe this closeness of myself to myself? Heidegger was fond of quoting from Saint Augustine, particularly from the Confessions, where Augustine writes, “Assuredly I labor here and I labor within myself. I become to myself a land of trouble and inordinate sweat.”11 What Heidegger is trying to do—and when you’re working through these pages of Being and Time, you can feel that you’re often sweating—is to bring out, and our labor here is to bring out, the character of the obviousness of average, everyday existence and to stay with that obviousness.

•

When you’re reading Being and Time, and I’m talking here about paragraphs 9–13, the first two chapters of Being and Time proper, it can be a pretty unpleasant and bruising experience. I have tried to give you an overview of the shape of Heidegger’s thought. But there are a couple of other things I need to mention. Heidegger makes a distinction between categories and existentials. Categories in philosophy are metaconcepts. The idea begins with Aristotle: they are the metaconcepts that are used to divide up our experience of things in the world. For Heidegger, categories are ways in which we can understand things that are not us: as Heidegger will say, entities that are not Dasein.

The distinction he’s going to make in terms of categories is a distinction between the ready-to-hand and the present-at-hand. I just want to say a word about that distinction—I’ll make it clearer in the next chapter, but let’s flag it now. The ready-to-hand is really “the handy,” the way we use things, where things are available to us in routine life. The present-at-hand is the way in which those things show up when we look at them theoretically, when we look at them with philosophers’ spectacles. Heidegger’s view is that the fundamental category by which we have an experience of the world is handiness, the ready-to-hand, and on that basis is built the present-at-hand, the theoretical way of viewing things. And he thinks that the error of philosophy is to confuse this relationship between the handy and the theoretical, between the practical and the intellectual.

If categories describe things that are not Dasein, then the structure of Dasein is explained in terms of concepts that Heidegger calls existentials. These existential structures—which are appropriate, Heidegger thinks, for entities like us, entities described with a who and not a what, who have personal pronouns and are not like tables and chairs—are prior to everything that we can find in anthropology, psychology, biology, or now in an area like neuroscience (SZ 42 / BT 68). Therefore, to get a sense of our embeddedness in the world and to be able just to describe that, we have to leave to one side all traditional ideas of the subject, of consciousness, spirit, person, man, or life. All these terms have to be put aside. Introducing them gives us a metaphysical basis by which to understand what it means to be human. Heidegger does not want to understand our humanness in metaphysical terms but in terms of our lived, existential experience. Going back to a point I made earlier, Heidegger thinks that the vocabulary that we’ve inherited from philosophy gets in the way, and the task of philosophy is to destroy that terminology by finding a new language. That new language is the one that he invents in Being and Time.

•

The next chapter of Being and Time—chapter 2, paragraph 12—is titled “Being-in-the-World in General as the Basic State of Dasein” (SZ 52 / BT 78). Heidegger did not have a gift for titles, but the good thing about that title is that it is absolutely accurate. What he’s trying to argue for in this chapter is that being-in-the-world is a basic state or fundamental constitution of Dasein. The essential thing—as he will say repeatedly—is that being-in-the-world is understood as a whole, as a unitary phenomenon. However, our being-in-the-world can be broken up formally and analytically. It can be broken up in terms of a set of philosophical distinctions, even though it is lived as a whole. And that’s what Heidegger is going to do in the next chapters of Being and Time. Chapter 3 is about the “in-the-world” of being-in-the-world, where he describes the structure of the world and a concept that he calls “worldhood.” Then Heidegger says, in chapter 4, that we need to talk about the who of Dasein. If Dasein is defined by having a “who” character rather than a “what” character, then who is Dasein in the manner of average everydayness? Heidegger defines that “who” character in relation to Dasein’s being-with-others. Chapter 5 is where things really get going in Being and Time, where Heidegger asks the question, What does it mean to be “in” at all? What does the “in” of being-in-the-world really mean? That’s going to take us into a discussion of the central thought in Being and Time, which is the idea of thrown projection, Dasein as “thrown into the world” and having the capacity to project out of that thrownness. The other way Heidegger expresses this thought is to say that “Dasein exists factically” (SZ 179 / BT 223).

Allow me another little terminological distinction, a bit of housekeeping before we finish. Heidegger makes a distinction in chapter 2 between a factual understanding that human beings can have of themselves and the factuality of objective things in the world (tables, chairs, and so on). The fact that I’m sitting on a chair to speak to you, at a table that I’ve got my papers on, these are facts. But we are also facts, my existence is a fact. There is a factual character that we possess in our everyday lives, and this is what Heidegger calls “facticity.” We exist factically; namely, we didn’t just come into existence this morning. We are thrown into existence. We arrive here in the world with all sorts of baggage: linguistic baggage, cultural baggage, personal baggage, all of that clutter. Our lives take place in a net and network of facticity that we need to be able to make sense of.

Heidegger insists in Being and Time, and indeed earlier in his work, that what we need in philosophy is a hermeneutics of facticity. This sounds rather exotic and complicated. But a hermeneutics of facticity is just the way of interpreting our everyday being-in-the-world. Our everyday life is first and foremost experienced as dispersal, as being split up, spread out amongst things in the world. For Heidegger, we exist as a temporal movement of dispersal in an interrelated field of things that makes sense to us. Our being is networked. The way we are in the world, Heidegger says (and he will make this point more clearly in the next chapter), is characterized by what he calls “concern” (Besorgen). But such concern must not be understood as worry or fretting. Concern is being occupied with or being busy with something. The way in which I’m factically dispersed in the world is in the way in which I am occupied by things: I’m looking at my phone, I’m looking at the street, I’m looking where to go, I’m looking for the signs that will take me to the subway, or whatever it might be. I am concerned, preoccupied, by the world. I know my existence is out there in a dispersed way.

The key thing about that insight, which again sounds rather banal, is that first and foremost, or most closely and mostly, the human being is not independent of its world. The human being is dispersed out there in the world, as Heidegger will say, “always already.” And that’s what has to be described phenomenologically.

•

Let me tell you a story by way of conclusion. I knew a student when I was an undergraduate at the University of Essex in England, in the early 1980s. Her name was Fiona Hetherington. She was a graduate student, and she seemed very clever to me, and I was terribly impressed. She was working on a PhD dissertation on Heidegger, and I asked her a question one day as we were sitting outside in the courtyard near the campus shop: “So what is it about Heidegger that is really powerful and important to you?” And she said it could be summarized in the following quotation from Being and Time, which she quoted from memory, I recall: “When Dasein directs itself towards something and grasps it, it does not somehow first get out of an inner sphere in which it has been proximally encapsulated, but its primary kind of being is such that it is always ‘outside’ alongside entities which it encounters and which belong to a world already discovered” (SZ 62 / BT 89). Why is that important? Because our fundamental orientation, the primary directedness of our being-in-the-world, is to be out there, always already amongst and alongside things. We do not first discover ourselves by turning inwards, by asking ourselves the questions, How can I know for sure whether the table that I’m leaning on is really existent or not? How can I really know that the person I meet in the street is a human being and not a robot? These are secondary questions. Our first relationship to the world is one of being out there alongside it. The word Heidegger uses to describe that is “fascination” (SZ 61, 76 / BT 88, 107), a concept that is insufficiently emphasized in writing on Heidegger. The word in German is Benommenheit, which I like to think of as being benumbed by the world, or fascinated in the way in which we are taken by the world. We move with the world, we flow with the world’s flow. That’s where we first find ourselves.

This benumbed fascination could be thought of in terms of an intoxication with existence. Children experience this when they are lost in prereflective play. We could also imagine being benumbed as being sleepy, when you’ve just woken up and the world seems fascinating, and you’re dazedly going through the motions, in what Hubert Dreyfus called “background coping.”12 Once again, this seems like an innocent move, but it’s really important. Heidegger is saying that if we think of ourselves, as modern philosophers have tended to, as being locked up in a “cabinet of consciousness,” looking out at a world that is foreign and alien, then we are fundamentally misdescribing our existential being-in-the-world (SZ 62 / BT 89). The thing for Heidegger is simply not to do what modern philosophers normally do but to break ourselves out of this imagined cabinet of consciousness and restore the unitary phenomenon of being-in-the-world. He says, in the same passage: “Proximally, this being-already-alongside is not just a fixed staring at something that is purely present-at-hand. Being-in-the-world, as concern, is fascinated by the world with which it is concerned. If knowing is to be possible as a way of determining the nature of the present-at-hand by observing it, then there must first be a deficiency in our having-to-do with the world concernfully” (SZ 61 / BT 88). The key inference to draw from that passage is that the way in which philosophy normally proceeds—as, for example, Descartes does in his Meditations—is by a fixed staring at things, an impassive, cold perception, which is usually how philosophers use their beloved examples, medium-sized dry goods like tables and chairs. On the basis of this fixed, impassive staring at things, we can apparently deduce the nature of things and of beings like us, which is allegedly defined by consciousness. Heidegger thinks that the theoreticist approach of modern philosophy fundamentally misses the point. That is why the philosophical tradition has to be destroyed. For Heidegger, the way in which the world first and foremost shows up is not through a perception of it but through a concern for it, absorption in it, fascination with it.

The implication of this line of thought is that knowledge of the world in the way in which it’s normally understood by that area of philosophy called epistemology, which is concerned with how a subject can know a world of objects, is not false but rather secondary. Knowing arises only from a deficiency in our lived concern. Epistemology is secondary to our lived experience of being-in-the-world. It is the latter that has to be described first. That’s what we are going to try to do in this reading of Being and Time. The first step on that adventure is to try to get clear on the phenomenon of “world” and to ask the questions, What is the world, and how does the world show up? This is the topic of our next discussion.
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2. World

What is the world, and how does the world show up? — Avoiding all ideas of subjectivity — Against epistemology — There is no problem of perception — We are the worldhood of the world — Our inside is outside — Praxis, not theory — Why science and the concept of nature do not describe the primary phenomenon of the world — Handiness and thrusting aside our interpretative tendencies — The pragmatics of stuff — The primacy of concern and environment — When the hammer breaks — Signs and Heidegger’s funny examples — Situation and the meaningfulness of the world — Wallace Stevens on the idea of order.

DASEIN—HEIDEGGER’S name for us, for humans—is being-in-the-world. In chapter 3 of division 1, Heidegger is going to analyze the phrase “in-the-world” and what “world” means. Now, if Dasein is being-in-the-world, then this entails that the world is part of the fundamental constitution of Dasein. While that sounds like an easy thing to say, it’s a more difficult thing to grasp. The thought here is that we are world, which is to say that I am not standing here (or sitting here, as the case might be) as a free-floating subject, over against a world of objects that oppose me and that are independent of me. Rather, Dasein and the world form a unity.

As Heidegger says in paragraph 10 of Being and Time, any idea of the subject appeals to an idea of ground, a metaphysical ground, what he calls hypokeimenon (ὑποκείμενον SZ 46 / BT 72). Heidegger says we therefore need to avoid all conceptions of the subject, subjectivity, mind, consciousness, spirit, soul, person—that whole language. The standard way this is argued for in philosophy is that we think of ourselves as subjects and that what oppose subjects are objects; and those objects stand over against me. Interestingly, the German word for object is Gegenstand. The object is that which stands against me: Gegen-Me, we might say. The idea of the world as broken down into a subject-object split is the view that Heidegger is trying to oppose throughout Being and Time. This is what we can call, following Charles Taylor, the “epistemological construal” of the world.1

Knowing, the epistemic relationship to the world, Heidegger says in paragraph 13, is a founded mode of being-in-the-world (SZ 61 / BT 88). That is, it is a deficient mode of relating to the world, and out of this deficient mode, the perception of the world as present-at-hand is born. This is a fascinating thought. Once we begin to relate to the world as a world of knowledge, or potential knowledge, then we apprehend the world as a realm of objects that we perceive. And perceptions, according to the traditional philosophical parlance, can be captured in propositions. Those propositions are things we can assert the truth or falsity of based on evidence, and science can be understood as the totality of true propositions.

Heidegger sets out to undermine that whole picture—objects, subjects, knowledge, perception, representation, propositions. We have to forget about the problem of perception—there is no such problem—and forget about the primacy of epistemology. Rather, for Heidegger, I am my world. The world is part of my being, part of the structure of my existence. I am part world. The main claim that Heidegger is going to make in chapter 3 is that the worldhood of the world is an existential. What he means is that the worldhood of the world—namely us, Dasein—is an a priori structure, a constitutive feature of the being of Dasein. A priori in the sense of both ontological priority, in terms of what is philosophically primary according to Heidegger, and a temporal priority, in terms of what comes first in the order of experience. Heidegger makes a link between the a priori and the prior, the previous, or what Heidegger will call, over and over again, the “always already.”

The claim he’s going to make in this chapter—which might sound like an abstract claim, but I’ll break it down in the simplest possible terms—is that we are always already involved in the situation of the world, and I am that situation. Therefore, I’m not a thinking thing over against a realm of extended things. That picture of the world is what you can find in Descartes, where Descartes divides up the world into two types of things: thinking things, like us, and extended things, like cups and tables and objects in the world (beings unable to recite Hamlet’s soliloquy). That Cartesian view of the world is the picture that Heidegger is going to go on to destroy, or deconstruct, in part B of chapter 3 (paragraphs 19–21). We’ll come to that next time. The point to retain here is that the human being is not a thing, whether thinking or extended: the human being is not a present-at-hand item, some sort of substance. The world’s thingly quality is not disclosed theoretically in terms of what Heidegger will call an “ontology of the present-at-hand” (SZ 95–100, 129, 165 / BT 128–34, 167, 209). What he means by that is a way of conceiving things theoretically as they show up to a perceiving subject. Rather, the thingly quality of the world is disclosed practically, in being fascinated or benumbed, being alongside it, being inside its outside. To put this somewhat gnomically, a little bit enigmatically (and I’ll try to make good on this), the thought here is that we are inside the world’s outside, or we’re outside on the world’s inside, thus breaking with any opposition between the inside and the outside. (To reference the allegory of the cave in Plato’s Republic, there is no cave—or, it’s all cave.) This is what the great comedian Eddie Izzard would call a “stroky beard” moment in Heidegger. But it’s less mysterious than it sounds.

Does this mean that Heidegger makes the world subjective? He raises this issue later in Being and Time. To make the claim that the world is subjective for Heidegger is to make the mistake of understanding
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