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HCFN aims to provide a fundamentally new reading of Heidegger’s work from 1919-1935. 

This afternoon I want to introduce four aspects of the book: I’ll deal in turn with meaning, 

being (Sein), H’s complex relationship to the canon and finally with his views on freedom 

and value. There is a lot which I’ll have to leave out – for example concerning his realism 

and his stance on truth – but I’m of course happy to discuss those things if anyone is 

interested.1 

 

(I) Meaning: Conceptualism and Language 

I am going to focus my discussion around the ‘a as b’ schema that defines Heideggerian 

understanding: Derrida seems absolutely right to me when he describes the ‘as’ as the “great 

phenomenological-ontological question”.2 

(1) Heidegger is a conceptualist, by which I mean, very roughly, that he takes all standard 

cases of Dasein’s experience to include (a) an awareness of generic properties 

standing in normative relations, (b) to include no aspects which are incapable of 

linguistic expression, and (c) in virtue of (a) to be utterly inaccessible to animals. Note 

I’m very openly using a strong definition of conceptualism here – so this is not just a 

verbal debate. 

(2) So, for example, I enter the room and I see this ‘as’ a projector – I locate it within a 

web of instrumental norms, norms which for H are ultimately tied back to my identity, 

and which imply a structure of other commitments (I must also see it as having been 

made by someone), inaccessible to animals who lack the ‘as’ structure (Ga9: 326/157; 

Ga29/30: 384, 397, 450). Richardson writes: 

“We discover some entity as a tool not because we have mastered any concepts, but 

because we are already pursuing some set of ends and have a generalised competence 

over the system of equipment needed to achieve them”.3 

My response here: why can’t such competence be analysed in terms of concepts, 

rather than as opposed to them? 

(3) I oppose the standard nonconceptualist readings and the appeals to embodiment 

(compare Dreyfus on Merleau-Ponty), or rules (compare Kant A133/B172; Anth:198-

9), or fine-grained perceptual states on which they rest (compare SZ: 56-7; 

Ga26:237). 

(4) I can’t do justice to the sophistication of many of the non-conceptualist readings here, 

but let me give an example of where we part company. Heidegger clearly envisages 

some kind of tie between the present-at-hand and assertion (SZ §33). For non-

conceptualists such as Wrathall, H’s point is that assertion necessarily distorts the 

type of fine-grained motor-intentional content that defines the primary level of 

Dasein’s experience.  

“In our prepredicative experience of the world, things are understood as the things 

they are in terms of our practical modes of coping with them. Such practically 

constituted things are implicated in a complex variety of involvements with other 

                                                 
1 Page references by “p” are to HCFN. 
2 Derrida ‘Il faut bien manger’:143.  
3 Richardson 1986:22. 
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objects, practices, purposes, and goals, and are understood immediately as reaching 

out into a variety of involvements. In assertion, by contrast, our experience undergoes 

an explicit restriction of our view, and we dim down the whole richly articulated 

situation in front of us to focus on some particular feature of the situation”.4 

In contrast, for me the point of §33 is quite different; the connection is not between 

presence-at-hand and assertion per se, but between presence-at-hand and certain meta-

linguistic theories through which philosophers have understood assertion. H’s point is 

that such theories, as exemplified in Kant’s Metaphysical Deduction, support a 

substance ontology. In this suspicion, he is not alone. Here is Russell: 

“The ground for assuming substances – and this is a very important point – is purely 

and solely logical. What science deals with are states of substances, and it is assumed 

to be states of substances, because they are held to be of the logical nature of 

predicates, and thus to demand subjects of which they may be predicated”.5 

In HCFN, I develop this by linking H to the formative analytic debate over the unity 

of the proposition (p60) and to recent work by Price and other anti-representationalists 

(p56). Which brings me to: 

 

(II) From Intentionality to Sein: Heidegger’s Transcendental Argument 

Two lines of thought are in play here: one concerns representationalism, the other what I’ll 

call H’s transcendental argument. 

(5) The discussion around H and representationalism contains too many strawmen: for 

example, representations defined as thematic or explicit self-awareness, or via the 

kind of indirect realism seen in Locke. If that is all H opposes then how does he 

advance on Husserl? 

(6) My solution is that H defends a distinctive form of disjunctivism. Very crudely, there 

are no noemata (at least in the sense of that term found in the West Coast reading),6 

no Fregean senses etc. Instead, there is simply the very, physical object which is 

“freed” by embedding it in a meaningful context: so there is no representation of the 

table in any sense – there is just the table.7 This underlies H’s structural solution to 

external scepticism: if the a variable is this actual, physical table and the b variable is 

the context of projects in which I locate it, then removing the table from the picture 

simply leaves an ill-formed description of intentionality, a context with nothing to 

contextualise : ‘— as b’.8 

(7) We can now see how being fits in. At one level, this is comparatively simple: we need 

to ensure we understand entities in the terms that are appropriate to them and I think 

H has a complex quasi-hermeneutic epistemology to explain how this happens (see 

e.g. Ga41 and p185). So “being” here is just the qualities (in a very broad neutral 

sense) of the entity. But being also plays another, transcendental role: after all, 

“transcendental philosophy denotes nothing but ontology” (Ga24:180). The basic idea 

is this: if a familiarity with context is a condition on intending entities, then that 

familiarity cannot itself be cashed in terms of any entity - on pain of an infinite 

regress. The result is that there must be something such that we are familiar with it, 

which provides the basis for contextualising entities, and yet which is not itself an 

                                                 
4 Wrathall 2011: 19–20. 
5 Russell 1937:49. 
6 I think there are far closer connections between H and the ‘East Coast’ reading of Husserl: EC’s “noema” is a 

methodological term, very close in function to H’s “phenomena” (HCFN, p97). 
7 This has been H’s position since just after the war: “the meaningful is the primary…[because] it 

contextualises” (Ga56/57:73). 
8 For details re the illusion and hallucination cases see p100 onwards. 
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entity.9 H’s answer, of course, is that this is time. The result is a realist chrono-

ontologico-transcendental phenomenology. And this brings me to: 

 

(III) History and the Canon 

(8) One of my aims in the book is to make sense of H’s complex relationship to the 

canon. Why exactly does he devote so much time to Kant’s Schematism? Why are his 

remarks on Plato, whether pages or years apart, so often deeply conflicted, hedged, 

alternately hesitant and overplayed? My proposal is that Heidegger ‘repeats’ both 

Kant and Plato in attempting to model the ontological knowledge just described: 

particularly in attempting to show that familiarity with Temporalität serves as the 

horizon for non-temporal relations. 

(9) One consequence of this is that the standard ‘anti-occularist’ story about H and 

Platonism, found particularly in post-war French philosophy, is a lie. Of course, this 

lie has its roots in H’s own self-positioning. H famously complains that with Plato: 

“That which primordially holds sway, phusis, now degenerates into a prototype 

[Vorbild] to be copied and imitated”. (Ga40: 67/48) 

What I try to show is H’s own dependence on such ideas when articulating 

ontological knowledge. For example: 

“‘Dasein transcends’ means: in the essence of its being it is world forming...and 

through the world gives itself an original view [Anblick] (form or image [Bild]) that is 

not explicitly grasped and yet which functions precisely as a prototypical form [Vor-

bild] for all manifest entities.” (Ga9:158/55). 

(10) Against this backdrop, we can see why the project of Sein und Zeit ultimately 

collapsed. What H is attempting is effectively a reduction: our ontological familiarity 

with the basic contexts in terms of which we understand entities is supposedly 

reducible to a familiarity with certain forms of time. Texts like Ga24 attempt to refine 

the theory via distinctions such as “Zeitlichkeit” and “Temporalität”, but the basic 

problem remains: the reduction doesn’t go through as the various forms of time 

proposed are not rich enough (p144). It is a growing recognition of this failure which 

drives the shifts in H’s philosophy in the 1930s. And that brings me to: 

 

(IV) Freedom and Ethics 

(11) Faced with the collapse of his original project, Heidegger’s focus in 30s shifts to 

freedom:  

“The essence of freedom only comes into view if we seek it as the ground of the 

possibility of Dasein, as something prior even to being and time”. (Ga31:134) 

I see this as building on one of the central ideas of SZ: Dasein is a name for the 1st 

person perspective, the normative standpoint from which my own being is an issue for 

me, from which I must make sense of myself in terms of posssibilities (SZ:42-3). 

(12) In HCFN, I argue that H has a number of important things to say about freedom. But 

I wrote the book just before the so called ‘Schwarze Hefte’ were released. Given that 

new context, it is perhaps more important to close by talking about what my 

discussion there of what one might loosely call “H’s ethics” – his conception of the 

good life broadly construed.  

                                                 
9 It is this move which drives the ontological difference: it means that being and entities must be essentially 

distinct. Hence, as H puts it, “we therefore distinguish not simply terminologically but for reasons of intrinsic 

content between the discovery of an entity [Entdecktheit eines Seienden] and the disclosure of its being 

[Erschlossenheit seines Seins] (Ga24: 102). 
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(13) In both SZ and the early 1930s authentic Dasein is conceived of in perfectionist 

terms:  

“The most extreme demand [Zumutung] must be announced to man, not some 

arbitrary demand, not this or that one, but the demand pure and simple that is made 

upon man. And what is that? It is that Dasein as such is demanded of man…to liberate 

the humanity in man, i.e. the essence of man, to let the Dasein in him become 

essential. (Ga29/30: 246–8, original emphasis) 

What this amounts to obviously depends on what Dasein is. When we combine this 

with the previous point, the answer becomes clear: authenticity amounts to a life 

defined by an awareness of the normative topology within which Dasein operates. 

More specifically, the authentic agent is aware, thanks to his/her experience of anxiety 

and death, that there is “nothing about the ontological structure of the self that could 

tell us what specifically we should do with our lives”.10 More formally, there are no 

categorical imperatives: all norms are hypothetical only. 

(14) This brings me to the last point I want to make – one that shows the complexity of 

the links between Sein und Zeit and the ‘Schwarze Hefte’. Suppose one asks why be 

authentic? After all, there are lots of competing goals I might have. Heidegger’s 

answer it seems to me is essentially methodological: 

“What philosophy deals with only manifests itself at all within and from out of a 

transformation of human Dasein”. (Ga29/30: 423, original emphasis) 

Only authenticity can ensure that we are “coining the right concepts” (SZ:316). But of 

course this just pushes the issue back a step – why should I care about philosophy? 

What is striking, is that for Heidegger this question is in some sense ill-formed: 

written works of philosophy simply make explicit a process of understanding in which 

we are all inescapably engaged. Thus “to exist means to philosophise” (Ga27: 214).  

(15) This assumption has wide-ranging consequences. In particular, it explains why H 

tends to equate any discussion of normativity with an exercise in ontology: he 

effectively assumes that value is always to be analysed in terms of a correct or 

incorrect understanding of the being of a given entity. So, for example, when 

discussing Kantian ethics: 

‘Metaphysics’ means ontology. ‘Metaphysics of morals’ signifies the ontology of 

human existence. (Ga24: 195) 

The immoral agent is thus replaced by the inauthentic agent, one who fails to 

appreciate that ontology. Consider, similarly, the absurd insistence that the “Greeks 

are the utterly apolitical people (Ga54:142): here he simply reduces the polis to the 

openness within which being appears and thus recasts it, and the debates about value 

that occur within it, in purely ontological terms (Ga54:133).11 The relation between a 

philosophical doctrine or school, and the way in which its ideas and rhetoric functions 

in a given political context will always be a complex one: consider, for example, the 

history of Kant-Studien during the Nazi period.12 Yet the ease with which Heidegger’s 

occlusion of ethics as an independent discipline meshes with the ‘metaphysical anti-

Semitism’ of the notebooks is simultaneously jolting and utterly predictable. 

  

                                                 
10 Thomson 2013:270. 
11 This equally applies to his work on technology: as he sees it the danger is not primarily that technological and 

economic practices cause pollution, loss of habitat, loss of wilderness, or species extinction. Rather, the problem 

is that building a hydroelectric plant on the Rhine crudely forces being in to a particular conceptual framework, 

the Ge-stell: as Braver comments, “pollution isn’t the problem with technology; our distorted relation to being is 

what we should be concerned about” (Braver 2014:147). 
12 For a detailed treatment, see Leaman and Simon 1994. 


