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Introduction: The Question That Was Forgotten


In 1927, a previously unknown philosophy professor at the University of Marburg published a dense, difficult book titled Being and Time. Within months, Martin Heidegger had become the most talked-about philosopher in Germany. Students flocked to his lectures. Colleagues struggled to comprehend his new vocabulary—words like Dasein, Being-in-the-world, thrownness, and Being-toward-death. The book promised to answer a question that, Heidegger claimed, the entire Western philosophical tradition had forgotten: the question of Being itself.



That question sounds simple enough—what does it mean for anything to exist at all?—but Heidegger argued it had been obscured for over two thousand years. Philosophy had busied itself cataloging different types of beings (physical objects, minds, numbers, God), analyzing their properties, and constructing elaborate systems. Yet the fundamental question underlying all these inquiries—what we mean when we say that something is—had been passed over in silence. The forgetting was so complete that most philosophers didn't even recognize it as a question worth asking.


Heidegger's career would be devoted to recovering this forgotten question. The project led him to dismantle the assumptions of the Cartesian tradition, to create a phenomenological analysis of human existence, to trace the history of metaphysics as a progressive concealment of Being, and eventually to articulate a radical critique of modern technology as the culmination of that forgetting. His influence shaped existentialism, hermeneutics, deconstruction, theology, literary theory, and environmental thought. Sartre, Gadamer, Arendt, Derrida, Levinas, and Foucault all bear his mark.

Yet no major philosopher's legacy is more contested. In 1933, Heidegger became rector of the University of Freiburg and joined the Nazi Party. He delivered speeches praising Hitler, purged Jewish colleagues, and maintained his party membership until Germany's defeat. After the war, he offered no genuine apology, no reckoning with what had happened. When his private notebooks were published posthumously, they revealed antisemitic passages that deepened the scandal. The question refuses to go away: Can Heidegger's philosophy be separated from his politics, or is the connection intrinsic?


This volume confronts both the depth of the philosophy and the stain of the life. It examines Heidegger's central project—the investigation into the meaning of Being—through his major works, particularly Being and Time and the later essays on technology and dwelling. It traces his intellectual development from the early phenomenology through the famous "turn" to his final meditations on language and the fourfold. And it addresses honestly the relationship between the philosophy and the political catastrophe.




Why Heidegger Still Matters


The question arises immediately: Why read a philosopher whose personal conduct disqualifies him from moral authority? Several answers suggest themselves, none entirely satisfying on its own.

First, Heidegger's concepts remain indispensable for understanding twentieth-century continental philosophy. To read Sartre on authenticity, Gadamer on understanding, or Derrida on presence is to encounter Heideggerian ideas transformed but recognizable. The genealogy of contemporary thought runs through Freiburg and Marburg.

Second, Heidegger's phenomenological descriptions capture aspects of human existence that resist reduction to other vocabularies. His analysis of equipment and involvement, his account of anxiety and inauthenticity, his meditation on mortality—these illuminate experiences we all recognize but struggle to articulate. The philosophy offers genuine insights, however compromised their author.

Third, the critique of technology has proven prophetic. Heidegger's diagnosis of the modern world as dominated by instrumental rationality, his analysis of how technology transforms everything into resource waiting to be exploited, his warning about the reduction of nature to standing-reserve—these resonate powerfully in an age of climate crisis, artificial intelligence, and ecological collapse. The questions he raised about humanity's relationship to technology and nature have only become more urgent.

Fourth, the scandal itself matters philosophically. The case of Heidegger forces us to confront questions about the relationship between thought and life, philosophy and politics, intellectual brilliance and moral failure. Can profound philosophical insight coexist with political blindness? Does the thinker's character invalidate the thought? What responsibilities do intellectuals bear? These are not merely biographical questions but problems in practical philosophy.



The Structure of This Volume


The chapters that follow trace Heidegger's intellectual trajectory chronologically while explaining his major concepts systematically. The approach balances historical context with conceptual clarity, biographical detail with philosophical analysis.

Chapters 1 and 2 establish the foundation. The first examines Heidegger's formation—the provincial Catholic upbringing, the break from theology, the apprenticeship under Husserl, and the meteoric rise at Marburg. The second introduces the forgotten question of Being and explains why Heidegger considered its recovery the most urgent task of philosophy.


Chapters 3 through 8 work through the central arguments of Being and Time. These chapters explain the fundamental structures of Dasein (human existence): Being-in-the-world, equipment and involvement, inauthenticity and the public self, the call of conscience, Being-toward-death, and temporality. Each chapter presents Heidegger's phenomenological analyses while illustrating their contemporary relevance.


Chapters 9 and 10 examine the later Heidegger—the "turn" from the analytic of Dasein to the history of Being, the concepts of clearing and fourfold, and the critique of technology. These chapters trace how Heidegger's thinking shifted from human existence as the entry point into the question of Being to a meditation on how Being itself gives and withdraws.

Chapter 11 confronts the political catastrophe—the rectoral address, the party membership, the betrayal of colleagues, the postwar silence, and the antisemitic notebooks. This chapter examines the evidence, considers different interpretations of the relationship between the philosophy and the politics, and assesses whether Heidegger's thought bears intrinsic connections to totalitarianism.

Chapter 12 surveys the legacy—Heidegger's influence on subsequent continental philosophy, theology, and cultural theory; the productive appropriations and critical responses; and the unresolvable tension between the power of the concepts and the horror of the commitments.



A Note on Difficulty and Method


Heidegger is famously difficult. He invented new terms, challenged basic grammatical conventions, and wrote in a dense, meditative style that resists quick comprehension. The difficulty is not merely stylistic affectation but stems from his conviction that ordinary language embodies the very forgetting of Being he sought to overcome. To ask the question properly required creating a new vocabulary.

This volume takes two approaches to the difficulty. First, it explains Heidegger's major concepts clearly, using examples and contemporary applications to make abstract ideas concrete. The goal is accessibility without oversimplification—understanding Heidegger's thought in its depth while making it comprehensible to readers encountering him for the first time.

Second, the volume remains faithful to the difficulty where the difficulty matters. Some of Heidegger's insights resist easy translation into everyday language. The concept of Being itself, the distinction between beings and Being, the phenomenological method—these require sustained attention and cannot be reduced to simple formulas. The chapters work through these ideas carefully, building understanding step by step.

Throughout, the approach is critical but fair. Heidegger's insights are presented seriously; his concepts are explained on their own terms before being evaluated. Where the philosophy illuminates aspects of existence, that illumination is acknowledged. Where the thought proves problematic—whether conceptually, politically, or ethically—those problems are examined honestly.



The Question That Remains


The fundamental question Heidegger posed—what does it mean for anything to be?—might seem abstract, remote from practical concerns. Yet everything we think, say, or do presupposes some understanding of Being. Science investigates beings (particles, organisms, planets) but relies on unexamined assumptions about what it means for these things to exist. Ethics prescribes how we should act but takes for granted the Being of values, persons, and obligations. Technology transforms the world but operates within a particular disclosure of what things are.

Heidegger argued that the forgetting of Being produces concrete consequences. It allows us to treat everything—nature, other people, even ourselves—as objects to be calculated, manipulated, and exploited. It conceals alternative ways of relating to the world, other modes of disclosure. The recovery of the question of Being would not solve practical problems directly but would open space for different ways of thinking, dwelling, and being.

Whether that project succeeds or fails, whether its political entanglements fatally compromise it, whether the forgotten question was truly forgotten or wrongly posed—these remain matters of philosophical debate. What cannot be disputed is the depth and seriousness with which Heidegger pursued the question, the influence his pursuit exerted on subsequent thought, and the continuing relevance of the problems he identified.

This volume enters that debate by examining Heidegger's thought carefully, critically, and honestly—attending to both its insights and its failures, its power and its dangers. The path leads through difficult terrain. But for those willing to follow it, the journey offers genuine philosophical illumination, however shadowed by the darkness of its author's choices.





Chapter 1: From Messkirch to Marburg

The village of Messkirch in the Black Forest, where Martin Heidegger was born in 1889, numbered barely two thousand souls. The landscape was Catholic, conservative, and agricultural—a world of farmers, artisans, and parish priests largely untouched by the industrial and intellectual upheavals transforming German cities. Heidegger would later describe his origins with a curious mixture of pride and mystification, suggesting that the rootedness in provincial soil gave him access to philosophical truths inaccessible to urban cosmopolitans. The claim is dubious, yet the small-town Catholic formation shaped his thinking in ways that persisted long after he abandoned the faith.

His father was the church sexton, responsible for maintaining the Catholic church of St. Martin. The family lived modestly but respectably, their lives structured by the liturgical calendar and the rhythms of rural Swabia. Young Martin served as altar boy, absorbed the Latin mass, and seemed destined for the priesthood. At fourteen, he entered the episcopal seminary at Konstanz. By eighteen, he had joined the Jesuit novitiate.

The religious vocation did not last. Within weeks of entering the Jesuits, Heidegger left, citing health problems. The exact reasons remain obscure—whether genuine physical ailment, psychological crisis, or growing intellectual doubts. What is certain is that he entered the University of Freiburg in 1909 to study theology and philosophy, still nominally committed to priestly formation but increasingly drawn to purely philosophical questions.



The Brentano Question



The decisive moment came during Heidegger's first year at Freiburg. A mentor gave him a dissertation written decades earlier by Franz Brentano, titled On the Several Senses of Being in Aristotle. The work examined how Aristotle used the Greek word for being (on) in different contexts—being as substance, being as quality, being as true, being as actual. Brentano's careful analysis revealed that "being" was not a simple, univocal term but expressed itself in multiple ways.



For the young Heidegger, this dissertation posed a question that would dominate his entire philosophical career: If being has multiple senses, is there some underlying unity? What is the relationship between these different meanings? And most fundamentally—what do we mean when we say that something is?


The question gripped him with unusual intensity. Here was the most basic philosophical question imaginable—the question of Being itself—yet it seemed to have been answered in advance, taken for granted, or simply ignored by the tradition. Descartes had begun with the thinking self, Kant with the structures of experience, but neither had asked the prior question: what does it mean for the self, for experience, for anything to be?

Heidegger decided he would pursue this question wherever it led. The decision meant abandoning theology. In 1911, he formally withdrew from seminary studies, lost the scholarship supporting his education, and committed himself to philosophy. The Catholic Church that had shaped his early formation would become the object of his critique—another instance of how metaphysics had obscured the question of Being by focusing on a supreme being (God) rather than Being itself.



The Phenomenological Apprenticeship


In 1913, Heidegger completed his dissertation on psychologism in logic. The work was competent but derivative, heavily influenced by his supervisor's neo-Kantian orientation. Nothing in it suggested the revolutionary thinker he would become. The real transformation began when Edmund Husserl arrived at Freiburg in 1916.

Husserl had founded phenomenology—a method for describing conscious experience rigorously, without importing theoretical assumptions from psychology, metaphysics, or natural science. His slogan "to the things themselves" captured the spirit: philosophy should attend directly to how things appear to consciousness, setting aside presuppositions about what they "really" are. The method involved "bracketing" or "suspending" the natural attitude—the everyday assumption that the world exists independently of our experience of it—in order to examine the structures of consciousness itself.

Heidegger became Husserl's assistant and most promising student. For years, he immersed himself in phenomenological method, learning to conduct patient descriptions of experience, to distinguish essential from accidental features, to trace the intentional structures by which consciousness relates to its objects. Husserl saw in Heidegger his intellectual heir, the one who would carry phenomenology forward.

Yet even as Heidegger absorbed Husserl's method, he was transforming it. Husserl's phenomenology remained Cartesian in crucial respects—it began with consciousness as a realm distinct from the world, examined how consciousness constitutes objects through its acts, and sought apodictic certainty in the structures of experience. Heidegger began to suspect that this starting point was itself problematic. Consciousness was not a detached spectator observing the world from outside but always already engaged in practical activities within a meaningful environment. The question was not how consciousness relates to objects but what kind of being we are that we can ask such questions at all.



The Marburg Lectures


In 1923, Heidegger moved to the University of Marburg as associate professor. The lectures he delivered there, particularly during the years 1924-1928, created a sensation. Students who attended described the experience in almost mystical terms—Heidegger seemed to be doing philosophy itself before their eyes, thinking originally, struggling with fundamental problems in real time.

The lecture style was intense and uncompromising. Heidegger would begin with a seemingly simple question—what does it mean to see something? what is time?—and then demonstrate how every conventional answer smuggled in unexamined assumptions. He deployed phenomenological description with ruthless precision, showing how ordinary language concealed philosophical problems. And he introduced a new vocabulary to articulate what traditional concepts obscured.

The lectures drew students from across Germany and beyond. Hannah Arendt attended and became Heidegger's lover (she was eighteen, he was thirty-five and married). Karl Löwith, Hans Jonas, and Hans-Georg Gadamer sat in the audience. They witnessed Heidegger transforming phenomenology from a descriptive method into an investigation of human existence, showing how the structures Husserl attributed to consciousness actually belonged to the kind of being humans are—beings who exist historically, care about their own being, and are always already in a world.


During these years, Heidegger was writing Being and Time. The book's publication in 1927 brought immediate recognition. Husserl arranged for it to appear in his philosophical yearbook, and Heidegger dedicated the work to his teacher "in reverence and friendship." The dedication masked growing intellectual distance—Husserl increasingly worried that Heidegger had abandoned phenomenology's scientific ambitions for something closer to mysticism or anthropology.




The Revolutionary Project



What made Being and Time revolutionary was not merely its difficulty or its new vocabulary but its fundamental reorientation of philosophy. Since Descartes, modern philosophy had started with the isolated thinking subject—the mind examining its own contents, wondering whether anything exists beyond consciousness. Heidegger argued this starting point was catastrophically wrong.


We are not first disembodied minds contemplating a world that might not exist. We are beings always already engaged in practical activities within a meaningful environment. We use tools, pursue projects, understand ourselves through social roles, and exist in time. Our primary way of encountering things is not as objects of theoretical contemplation but as equipment we use, materials we work with, settings we inhabit.

This insight required rethinking everything. Epistemology had asked how we know that external objects exist, but the question assumed an initial separation between knower and known that Heidegger denied. Ethics had asked what rules should govern action, but the question presupposed an agent choosing between options when in fact we are always already committed to projects and roles. Metaphysics had cataloged different types of beings, but it had neglected to ask about the being who raises such questions—the being for whom Being is an issue.


Heidegger called this being Dasein, a German word meaning literally "being-there" but used by Heidegger to designate human existence in its distinctive character. Unlike plants or rocks or even animals, Dasein exists in such a way that its own Being is an issue for it. We care about what we are and might become. We understand ourselves through possibilities we can pursue or fail to realize. Our existence is not simply given but something we must take up and live out.



The analysis of Dasein was meant as a preliminary step toward the larger question of Being itself. Being and Time promised two parts—the first would analyze the Being of Dasein, the second would use that analysis to approach the question of Being as such. But Part Two never appeared. Heidegger worked on it for years, then abandoned the project. Something had gone wrong, he later claimed—the very language and conceptual framework of metaphysics prevented asking the question properly.




The Freiburg Chair


In 1928, Husserl retired from the University of Freiburg, and Heidegger was appointed to succeed him. The student had surpassed the teacher, at least in reputation. Heidegger returned to Freiburg as Germany's most famous philosopher, still only thirty-nine years old.


The lectures he delivered during the early Freiburg years show him wrestling with the limitations of Being and Time. He turned increasingly to the pre-Socratics, to poets like Hölderlin, to the history of metaphysics from Plato through Nietzsche. The language became more oracular, less systematic. The "turn" was underway—the shift from analyzing Dasein as the way into the question of Being to meditating on how Being itself discloses and withdraws through history.


Yet the trajectory was interrupted by catastrophe. In 1933, the Nazis came to power. Heidegger would make choices that would shadow everything he had accomplished and everything he would write thereafter. The provincial Catholic boy who had devoted himself to the forgotten question of Being would become an enthusiastic recruit to a totalitarian movement, compromising not only his moral standing but raising questions about the philosophy itself.

The path from Messkirch to Marburg had seemed to lead toward philosophical breakthrough—the recovery of the question Western thought had forgotten. The path from Marburg to Freiburg would lead somewhere darker, into territory where philosophy and politics, thought and action, became entangled in ways that subsequent generations have struggled to untangle.

What made a brilliant philosopher vulnerable to totalitarianism? Did the concepts themselves—the critique of modernity, the emphasis on rootedness and destiny, the dismissal of individual rights as metaphysical illusions—prepare the ground for political disaster? Or were the philosophy and the politics two separate failures, unrelated except in occurring in the same person?

These questions belong to later chapters. But they cast their shadow backward over the formation years, making us wonder what we have missed, what warnings we should have heard in the intensity with which Heidegger pursued the forgotten question and the radicality with which he rejected the Cartesian-modern tradition. The depth and the danger were perhaps never separable—both flowed from the same rejection of ordinary ways of thinking, the same insistence on thinking more originally, more fundamentally, more Germanically.
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