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The ontological difference – whether framed as Unterschied or Differenz – is one of the 
dominant ideas of 20thC European Philosophy. This is because it interweaves four of the key 
motifs of philosophical thought in that period: the hermeneutic, the transcendental, the 
historical and the excessive. In this paper I have two main aims: to analyse the role and 
structure of the ontological difference within Heidegger’s early and late work, and to argue 
that the idea collapses into incoherence. I close by suggesting that the possibility of progress 
here is bound up with the need to rework the nexus of issues surrounding 
Ding/Objekt/Gegenstand/chose/objet. 
 
The Analysis – H’s Early Work (roughly 1919-1935) 

We said that ontology is the science of being. [I] But being is always the being of an 
entity [Sein eines Seienden]. [II] Being is essentially different from entities 
[wesensmäβig vom Seienden unterschieden]. How is the distinction between being 
and entities to be grasped? (Ga24:22) 

(1) The Hermeneutic (close links to [I]) 
It was an error of phenomenology to believe that phenomena could be correctly seen 
merely through unprejudiced looking. But it is just as great an error to believe that, 
since perspectives are always necessary, the phenomena themselves can never be 
seen…our central task and methodological problem is to arrive at the right 
perspective. We need to take a preliminary view of the phenomenon but precisely for 
this reason it is of decisive importance whether the guiding perspective is adequate 
to the phenomenon, i.e. whether it is derived from its substantial content 
or not. (Ga34: 286; original emphasis) 

(2) The Transcendental (close links to [II]) 
What makes comportment towards entities, ontic cognition, possible is the 
preliminary understanding of the constitution of being, ontological cognition. 
(Ga3:11) 
 

The Analysis – H’s Middle and Later Work 
(3) Rejecting Metaphysics and H’s new tripartite architecture: Seiendes, Seiendheit, Seyn: 

Metaphysics is at an end not because it inquired too much too uncritically and too 
misleadingly into the beingness [Seiendheit] of entities but because as a consequence 
of deviating from the first beginning metaphysics with this inquiry, it could never 
inquire into be-ing [Seyn] as what is fundamentally sought after; and in the end, 
perplexed by this powerlessness, metaphysics lapsed into the ‘renewal’ of ‘ontology’. 
(Ga65:173) 
 
Metaphysics thinks entities as entities [das Seiende als das Seiende]…Metaphysical 
representation owes this sight to the light of being [Sein]. The light itself, i.e., that 
which such thinking experiences as light, no longer comes within the range of 
metaphysical thinking; for metaphysics always represents beings only as beings 
(Ga9:365/195) 

(4) The ‘third level’ and the new architecture of difference: 
Projecting-open is the between [Zwischen] in whose openness an entity 
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and beingness become differentiatable (Ga65:325) 

In a certain aspect of itself, différance is certainly but the historical and epochal 
unfolding of Being or of the ontological difference. The a of différance marks the 
movement of this unfolding. (Derrida, ‘Différance’) 

(5) History and Excess 
But it is now clear that the various coverings of the originary sense of being maintain 
an essential relation to what they cover over. The history of metaphysics thereby 
receives a fundamentally different significance. Its diverse fundamental positions can 
henceforth be understood positively as a sequence of ever new transformations of the 
incipient meaning, transformations that belong together in the unity of a singular 
destiny – hence the name ‘destiny of Being’ to designate the epochs of Being [der 
Name ‘Seinsgeschick’, um die Epochen des Seins zu bezeichnen] (Ga15:339) 
 
In the meantime, it has become clearer that being itself obtains as the unconcealment 
in which entities are present [anwest]. Unconcealment itself, however, remains 
concealed as such…Being itself stays away. (‘Nihilism as Deteremined by the History 
of Being’: 213-4; original emphasis) 
 

Contra Heidegger 
 
(6) The Hermeneutic – Issue of Warrant. 
 
(7) The Historical – The ‘Third Level’ and the Issue of Immanence; Explanatory Power and 
the Merely Descriptive Disjunction; The Dangers of a Quasi-Noumenal Non-Immanence. 
 
(8) The Transcendental – The Collapse of the Distinction between Seiendes and Seiendheit: 
Quinean Worries, Politics as Exemplar, and the Need to Model Progress or Degeneration. 
 
(8a) The Transcendental and the ‘Third Level’– The Role of the Excessive in Sustaining H’s 
Project. The Comparison with Derrida: 

They should not be understood as “transcendental” conditions of possibility in Kant’s 
or Husserl’s sense, because such conditions only apply to the experience of a finite 
consciousness. For Derrida, the spacing of time is an “ultratranscendental” condition 
from which nothing can be exempt. (Hägglund, Radical Aetheism:19) 

Recall Rogues: deconstruction is an “unconditional rationalism,” a “hyperrationalism.”  
 
(9) The Excessive – The Symbiotic Relationship with the Transcendental; the Tension 
between an Excesso-Transcendental Framework and the Ontic. 

In other words, in the process whereby beings come into being, linger, and pass away, 
we can distinguish between their dynamic emerging and disappearing, on the one 
hand, and the more static aspect of that which lasts, on the other. To take a very un-
Heideggerian example, we could think of a time-lapse film showing the life-cycle of a 
flower. In the stark drama of this ‘insurrection against nothingness’ (EP 1/NII 399), 
we watch the young plant burst forth into the light, see its stem grow and unfurl, then 
the flower itself open, linger in its openness, partially closing and reopening (as the 
quick exchange of light and darkness in the background conveys the succession of 
days), and finally, ineluctably, we watch the flower die and wither away. (Thomson) 
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