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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Most people think it is a good thing to be authentic—that is, to be oneself, to be 

true to oneself, or to express oneself in action. Yet the fact that we regard being authentic 

as an achievement means that we tend to fail to be ourselves in acting. This raises two 

related questions for philosophers: Why think that we should be authentic in what we do? 

And, if we think we should, why are we so often led astray from this ideal? This 

dissertation looks to the account of human agency contained in Martin Heidegger’s Being 

and Time to reconstruct his argument for why we should be authentic. This reconstruction 

takes its bearings from Heidegger’s appropriation of Aristotelian and Kantian models of 

action and agency, as well as from views in the philosophy of action known today as 

“constitutivism,” which hold that we can explain the authority of certain normative 

demands on us by appeal to the nature of action or agency. Heidegger’s version of 

constitutivism is unique is its attempt to show that, in virtue of acting at all, one is already 

committed not only to a standard of success in acting, but also to conditions that 

undermine success in acting. The first half of this work lays out Heidegger’s account of 
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action and his distinctive conception of practical deliberation, which leads to a 

reconstruction of his account of our essential tendency to act inauthentically. The second 

half places his discussion of authenticity in relation to his philosophical methodology and 

his ontology, in order to find the resources to reconstruct his argument for why 

authenticity is an ideal of agency to which we are committed in virtue of acting at all. 

Ultimately, this reconstruction of Heidegger’s arguments in Being and Time offers a 

compelling, unified account of human agency that explains both why we should be 

authentic and why we so often fail to live up to this ideal. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Most people think it is a good thing to be authentic. When referring to human 

agents, being authentic usually means being oneself, being true to oneself, or expressing 

oneself in action. Authenticity is held up as an ideal when we think it is up to each of us 

to develop a sense of self and to live in a way that reflects this self-understanding. Yet the 

fact that one can be authentic means that there are some ways of acting that express who 

one is, and others that don’t. Authenticity is an achievement, and there are ways to fail to 

be oneself. This raises two related questions for philosophers: Why think that we should 

be authentic in what we do? And, if we think we should, why are we so often led astray 

from this ideal? 

Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time is often regarded as one of the richest 

philosophical accounts of authenticity to date. Many readers of Heidegger agree that this 

work puts authenticity at the heart of a sophisticated and novel approach to understanding 

human agency. What is less clear is the normative role authenticity plays in that account. 

Heidegger indicates that authenticity is an ideal for us, but he does not seem to provide an 

explicit argument for why we should think it is. At the same time, he refers to a 

“tendency” to act inauthentically that is “essential” to us,1 but does not seem to offer a 

satisfactory account of its origin. 

                                                
1 E.g. SZ 127. All references to Sein und Zeit in this dissertation provide the German 
pagination. Macquarrie & Robinson provide the primary translation resource, but I 
frequently provide my own translation without noting discrepancies with the Macquarrie 
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Nonetheless, Heidegger’s magnum opus has the resources for a powerful account 

of what it means to act in a world, and what this picture of agency says about being a 

good agent. This dissertation reconstructs Heidegger’s argument for why we should be 

authentic, while showing at the same time why being authentic is such a challenge for us. 

The argument, when properly understood, shows that we are committed to authenticity as 

an ideal, as well as to conditions that undermine our ability to live up to this ideal, in 

virtue of the same features constitutive of our agency. In other words, we should be 

authentic because of the kind of agents we are, but for the most part we are inauthentic 

for the very same reasons. This dissertation thus offers an interpretation of Heidegger’s 

account of action and its normative commitments. A secondary but significant goal of 

this dissertation is to show how his account of action, and its normative commitments, fit 

into Heidegger’s larger ontological project, since this latter project is the stated goal of 

Being and Time. 

This reconstruction of Heidegger’s account of human agency takes its bearings 

from his appropriation of Aristotelian and Kantian models of action and agency, as well 

as from more recent trends in the philosophy of action. The reconstruction I provide in 

this dissertation is of a sort of argument that philosophers today might call “constitutivist.” 

Constitutivism is the family of views that hold that we can explain the authority of certain 

normative demands on us by appeal to the nature of action or agency. The argument 

succeeds if it can show that, in virtue of acting at all, one is already committed to a 

                                                                                                                                            
& Robinson translation. Most citations to Sein und Zeit are given in-text with the 
abbreviation SZ followed by the German pagination. For other works by Heidegger, I 
provide the Gesamptausgabe volume number and page in that volume. 



 3 

standard of success in acting. By now, the literature on behalf of constitutivist approaches 

to agency is growing rapidly, as are the critiques. Although I intend to compare 

Heidegger’s account of action with some analogous accounts in the contemporary 

literature, especially those of the Kantian variety, the goal is to articulate Heidegger’s 

version of the strategy. The work of evaluating his version of constitutivism in light of 

other recent versions will have to come after a thorough reconstruction of his own 

argument. 

What is unique in Heidegger’s case is his attempt to show that, in virtue of acting 

at all, one is already committed not only to a standard of success in acting, but also to 

conditions that undermine success in acting. His approach also differs from contemporary 

accounts in his resistance to putting rationality at the heart of human agency. His 

phenomenological and existential account focuses instead on non-reflective “everyday” 

modes of human engagement in the world, which allows today’s reader to consider the 

normative character of agency independently of the usual emphasis on reflective thought. 

The dissertation is divided into six chapters. Two of these deal more 

systematically with Heidegger’s arguments for why we should be authentic, and the sense 

in which we should be inauthentic. Each of these has two prior chapters, which lay the 

groundwork for those reconstructions. 

Chapter 1 presents the basics of Heidegger’s account of action, which starts with 

an ontology of the entities we encounter when we act. A contemporary Kantian account 

of inclination provides a point of comparison, and a basis for seeing what is distinctive in 

Heidegger’s approach. This chapter is important, not only because it introduces 
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Heidegger’s conception of action in relation to his overarching ontological project, but 

because it reveals that the entities we interact with when we act are constituted by 

practices we engage in with others, as well as by projects or forms of life by which agents 

understand themselves in acting. 

While most readers of Heidegger’s Being and Time do not think he has a 

conception of practical deliberation, I argue in Chapter 2 not only that he does have one, 

but that it plays a pivotal role in his account of action. Heidegger’s unorthodox reading of 

Aristotle provides the resources for a non-rationalistic, non-evaluative conception of 

practical deliberation. This chapter highlights the distinctive standard of success built into 

every act of interpreting entities in action. 

In Chapter 3, I reconstruct Heidegger’s argument for the normative force of the 

demand to inauthentic action. On my view this argument relies on features constitutive of 

our agency to establish this demand. 

In Chapter 4, I consider the role that the concept of authenticity plays in 

Heidegger’s philosophical methodology and in his ontological project in Being and Time. 

In Chapter 5, I argue that authenticity can play a methodological role in the work 

only because it enjoys special normative status as an ideal of agency. I consider some 

attempts at reconstructing his argument for this normative status, and what still needs to 

be clarified. 

In Chapter 6, I reconstruct Heidegger’s argument for the normative force of the 

demand to authentic action, and indicate what this says about his account of human 

agency overall. 
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Chapter 1 

Heidegger’s Ontology of Everyday Action 

 

 

Being and Time is a book on ontology. Therefore, there is some question whether 

Heidegger has in it an account of action. Many readers seem to think that he does, but it 

is worth spending some effort looking for the details of such a view. 

In this chapter, I introduce Heidegger’s account of action in Being and Time by 

situating it in relation to an account of action that may be more familiar to the 

contemporary reader. I focus on its similarity to Tamar Schapiro’s Kantian account of 

inclination as a contemporary account of a non-rational capacity for object-based agency. 

This provides a convenient access point for introducing Heidegger’s own account of a 

non-rational capacity for object-based agency that he sees as central to ordinary action. It 

must be said that both of these accounts are incomplete theories of action or agency (and 

different theories of action and agency at that). But what they share is a view of the nature 

of the objects of our non-rational agential capacities, and it is this that concerns us in the 

present chapter. What distinguishes Heidegger’s view is the claim that the objects of what 

Kantians call “inclination” are ontologically constituted by the context in which they 

make sense. 

 

 

 



 6 

1. Inclination and Object-Based Agency 

 

On a broadly Kantian account of action, we are influenced by a range of motives 

on which we can freely choose to act or not. When these motives do not issue directly 

from rational deliberation or judgments of what one ought to do, they are called 

“inclinations.” On this familiar Kantian picture, such motives to act arise in us, but it is 

the job of the rational will to decide which inclinations are admissible as grounds for 

action. 

In a recent paper, Schapiro asks about the nature of inclination.2 She presents the 

Kantian conception of inclination as the puzzle it is: inclination is an example of “passive 

motivation”—at once something on which one can choose to act, and something “outside” 

the rational will capable of “assailing” the agent. The urge to quench one’s thirst is a 

ready example: I can be motivated to get a drink on the basis of this urge, but I can also 

regard the urge as something that can move me or that I can resist acting on. 

Schapiro argues that standard accounts of inclination, or “desire” as it is more 

widely known,3 fail to do justice to both of these sides of the phenomenon. On the one 

hand, some accounts assimilate inclinations to behavioral traits or causal dispositions. 

This is implausible because, as she argues, causal dispositions alone cannot properly 

motivate action. She rehearses the well-known example from Warren Quinn, who 

                                                
2 Shapiro 2009. 
3 This is “desire” in the narrow sense that can contrast with rational motivation, as 
opposed to the broad sense that refers to all motivation. The narrow sense generally 
tracks Thomas Nagel’s notion of “unmotivated” desire or Kant’s notion of a 
“pathological” motive, as Schapiro points out (Schapiro 2009: 230). 



 7 

presents the case of a man who has a disposition to turn on radios whenever he sees them 

switched off. The man sees no point in doing so, but is, as a matter of fact, disposed to 

turn them on. On a dispositionalist account of desire, the man’s disposition to turn on 

radios would count as a desire to turn them on. But Quinn and Schapiro contend that such 

a disposition would not amount to a desire or inclination because the behavioral 

disposition “does not make the act sensible” from the radio man’s own perspective.4 The 

sticking point, at least for Schapiro, is that desires are invitations or proposals to act, such 

that we can satisfy them. Wanting something is not the same sort of experience as being 

aware of a causal disposition to do something. One cannot satisfy a causal disposition, 

because it does not propose a course of action. 

Other accounts assimilate inclinations to the will. These “extreme rationalist” 

positions explain how desires motivate action by suggesting that they constitute or supply 

justifying reasons for acting. T. M. Scanlon stands in for Schapiro’s target here. He thinks 

desire represents a particular focus, or “directed attention,” to certain reason-giving 

considerations. Having a desire for ice cream means having one’s attention persistently 

directed to those features of ice cream that constitute reasons for getting some (e.g. its 

refreshing coolness, its pleasant creaminess). But Schapiro points out that this fails to do 

justice to our experience of desire: we don’t necessarily experience desired action as 

rationally justified. This is why we can experience ourselves as rational agents at odds 

with our inclinations. We can feel inclined to do something without thereby seeing 

ourselves as having rational justification for so acting.  

                                                
4 Quinn 1994: 190, cited in Schapiro 2009: 235. 
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Schapiro offers a middle way between these accounts. Inclination on her view is 

an exercise of an agential but non-rational capacity, a capacity “to see objects as calling 

for certain responses, independent of any justification.”5 Having an inclination for a glass 

of water on a hot day is to view the glass of water in an “imperatival mode”—as “Drink 

this!” or “Drink this water!”. This imperative is not distinct from the apprehension of the 

water; rather, having the inclination involves having one’s attention “necessarily drawn to 

certain features of the object as practically salient.”6 The water appears as “to-be-drunk,” 

as inviting drinking, without offering a reason or justification for doing so. For Schapiro, 

the practical salience of objects of inclination is tied to the objects’ apparent goodness, a 

version of the Guise of the Good thesis according to which “I necessarily see a certain 

action as to-be-done in virtue of features that make doing it look good to me.”7 This does 

not mean that the apparent goodness or badness of the desired action is taken to justify 

the action—a glass of water can look good to drink in the absence of any justifying 

reason for drinking it. On this account of “object-based agency,” inclinations are 

manifestations of our receptiveness to objects that call for certain responses; they are 

invitations to act from the objects of our awareness. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5 Schapiro 2009: 246. 
6 Schapiro 2009: 252. 
7 Schapiro 2009: 252-3. 
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2. The Being of the Available 

 

The phrase “object-based agency” is well suited to Heidegger’s account of action 

in Being and Time Division I, since his account focuses neither on the psychological 

constituents of the agent (e.g. beliefs and desires), nor on the rational structure of the 

action (e.g. reasons for acting, rational principles of choice), but on the entities we 

encounter when we act. The approach is an inheritor of the theory of intentionality, 

according to which our experiential attitudes are always directed towards or about 

something. The approach is phenomenological, in the sense that Heidegger looks to 

entities as they “show themselves” in those attitudes. This focus on the entities 

themselves corresponds to the thought that action never happens in a vacuum, and that 

every action is an engagement in a world that invites this engagement. 

A major hurdle to an adequate account of how we ordinarily act, according to 

Heidegger, is the basic ontological assumption of Western philosophy that there is only 

one way entities can exist. The paradigm case is that of substance. To be a substance is to 

be the bearer of certain properties. A substance is what it is in virtue of its properties. 

When we distinguish material or psychic substances, for example, our basis for making 

distinctions between kinds of substances comes down to the kinds of properties of these 

substances. In line with this paradigm, what it means to be there or to exist is to be 

present or occurrent (vorhanden) such that one can describe or attribute properties to the 

thing, and say whether or not it is the case that there is something that bears these 

properties.  
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But Heidegger argues that this is just one way that something can be there or exist. 

Heidegger contends that the entities we ordinarily encounter when we act have a 

distinctive way of being. The job of the phenomenologist is to specify how these entities 

exist as they do without importing traditional metaphysical assumptions about what it 

means for something to exist: 

This is the way in which everyday human existence [Dasein] always is: 
when I open the door, for instance, I use the latch. The achieving of 
phenomenological access to the entities which we encounter, consists 
rather in thrusting aside our interpretive tendencies, which keep thrusting 
themselves upon us and running along with us, and which conceal not 
only the phenomenon of such ‘concern’, but even more those entities 
themselves as encountered of their own accord in our concern with them. 
(SZ 67) 
 

Heidegger asks us to consider how entities, like the latch we use to open the door, show 

up to us in our practical engagement with them. The proposal is not just to offer a 

description of our representations of objects but of the entities themselves “as 

encountered of their own accord in our concern with them.” We should resist the 

assumption that what we encounter in action are really discrete bearers of properties, so 

that we may pay attention to the distinctive way these entities exist, or as Heidegger says, 

“the way in which entities as they are ‘in themselves’ are defined ontologico-

categorically”(SZ 71). If we do, we’ll notice that, when we’re using it, what we use to 

open the door isn’t identifiable by its discrete properties and doesn’t exist in virtue of 

bearing these properties. Heidegger’s account of ordinary action focuses on these objects 

of everyday activity. 

To reconstruct Heidegger’s view we’ll need a few more distinctions. As I have 

already suggested, Heidegger distinguishes between entities that are occurrent (the 
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subject matter of traditional metaphysics) and the entities we usually encounter in action. 

He calls the latter entities “ready-to-hand” or “available” (zuhanden). In addition to 

distinguishing between different ways of being, Heidegger distinguishes between 

different aspects of what it means to be. The verb “to be” can be used in at least two 

different senses in English (and in German): a predicative sense (“Socrates is mortal”) 

and an existential sense (“There is gold in these hills”).8 The predicative sense expresses 

what or how something is. Appropriating these qualifiers, Heidegger calls whatever 

determines a thing’s essential nature its “what-being” (Wassein), and whatever 

determines its instantiation as the kind of thing it is its “being-such” or “being-so” 

(Sosein).9 The what-being of some piece of gold qua physical object is its atomic mass, 

and its being-such is its weight, shape and so on. The existential sense expresses what 

Heidegger calls a thing’s “that-being” (Daßsein), that something is. When Heidegger 

talks about an entity’s being, sometimes he is referring to all these ontological aspects, 

and other times just to the entity’s that-being.10 

This distinction among ontological aspects helps clarify the distinction among 

ways of being. We are more familiar with the ontological aspects of occurrent entities. A 

substance is identifiable as such and such in virtue of its properties. So the what-being of 

                                                
8 In German, the “there is” construction is formulated using the verb “geben” (“to give”), 
as in “Es gibt …”  Nevertheless, Heidegger uses the verb “sein” in the existential sense, 
when he employs the verb with no grammatical object (e.g. “Ein Zeug ‘ist’ 
strenggenommen nie,” SZ 68). 
9 Heidegger is not always consistent about the distinction between what-being and being-
such. See Inwood (26-7) who makes the connection between the predicative and 
existential senses of “to be” and Heidegger’s Was- and Daßsein. See also SZ 7, 14, 42; 
and The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, GA24 23-4. 
10 SZ 7. 
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substances concerns their essential properties, and their being-such concerns their 

accidental properties. A substance is (in the existential sense of “to be”) in virtue of its 

being the bearer of properties; this is why we give it the name of “substance”—literally, 

what stands under all the properties that characterize it. Heidegger thinks we can specify 

in a similar fashion the ontological aspects of the entities we typically encounter in action. 

What we might call “the latch” in an assertion about this available entity is, when we use 

it, not a material object with properties but an affordance for acting—it’s the instantiation 

of a use function to-open-doors. For this proposal to make more sense, we need to 

reconstruct Heidegger’s account of the manner in which such entities do exist. This 

means that we need to expand our ontological vocabulary, to realize that “to exist” does 

not necessarily mean to be the bearer of properties. There are other ways for something to 

exist, Heidegger insists, and we need to be attentive to this in the way that we interact 

with entities. 

If these ontological claims seem far-fetched in an account of action, consider what 

it means to be an object of inclination. On Schapiro’s model, what having an inclination 

consists in is to apprehend something as practically salient. The glass of water appears as 

to-be-drunk, and its imperatival or invitational character is not separable from the object 

itself: “[O]n my view, inclination involves seeing an object in an imperatival way. This is 

different from seeing the object and then seeing an imperative attached to the object.”11 

The object of the inclination, what one is inclined toward, is not first encountered as a 

physical object with a certain size and shape. As an object of inclination, the glass of 

                                                
11 Schapiro 2009: 252. 
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water appears directly as to-be-drunk. Heidegger’s concern with the being of the 

available is a concern with the conditions for there to be something to-be-drunk. He is 

concerned with the way entities exist in our practical engagement with them. 

What interests Heidegger in the objects of everyday activity is the fact that what 

they are, and that they are, depends on the context in which they make sense as available 

for use. Getting clear on what makes available entities the kinds of things they are, and 

what makes it the case that such entities exist, is a way of bringing their essentially 

hermeneutic character into view. Available entities, in virtue of their very way of existing, 

essentially dependent on the contexts in which they make sense as what they are. In what 

follows, I look at Heidegger’s account of the what- and that-being of available entities—

that is, to the ontological conditions for determining what is to-be-done and whether there 

is something to-be-done. Heidegger’s approach is phenomenological in the sense that he 

looks to available entities as they show up in our interaction with them. 

As is often the case with the focal points of phenomenological description in 

Being and Time, Heidegger starts with a familiar kind of phenomenon, identifies its 

characteristic ontological makeup, and extends this formal ontological structure to less 

familiar phenomena.12 His account of everyday action starts with an account of what we 

ordinarily think of as equipment—artifacts like hammers and furniture—and extends it to 

all that shows up as available for use in our practical engagements. Heidegger begins this 

analysis by “defining what makes an item of equipment” (SZ 68). A central feature of 

items of equipment is that they “refer” (verweisen), not just in the narrowly semantic 
                                                
12 Interpreters have argued that Heidegger adopts a similar approach to the phenomena of 
guilt (Wrathall 2015a) and death (Thomson 2013). 
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sense, but more directly in the sense of pointing one on to something else, as a doctor 

might “refer” a patient to a specialist or a judge might “refer” a case to another court. 

When a carpenter uses a hammer, she is referred to some activity that it’s for (pounding 

in nails), to some end that the tool might help bring about (fastened boards), to those for 

whom she is using the hammer to build something (clients), and so on.13 Items of 

equipment are part of a wider context that is defined by these sorts of relations among 

equipment. Having a grasp of this whole network allows one to use something as the 

equipment it is. Heidegger emphasizes that the whole context of referrals comes first: 

when I walk into my office, the arrangement of furniture is what I grasp first; individual 

items, like the chair and desk, emerge from this arrangement in terms of how they refer to 

each other and to ways I can sit down and start working (SZ 68-9). Heidegger intends this 

not just to be an experiential priority—that what I experience first is the whole 

arrangement—but an ontological one—what any of these items are depends on their 

being already a part of the whole arrangement. 

I propose calling this network of referrals a “practice.” Practices are more or less 

regularized ways of acting, which are often shared by members of a community of 

practitioners. Practices provide norms for distinguishing between appropriate and 

inappropriate behavior in response to entities that make sense within those practices. 

Although Heidegger focuses on artifacts, many different sorts of entities, including 

natural objects or people, are often part of practices. Heidegger’s insight is that practices 

like baking, office work, elections, and natural science, are not just things we do but 
                                                
13 Heidegger identifies specific referral relations by their prepositions: that for which, 
with which, or towards which something is used. See SZ 70ff. 
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networks of functional relations (referrals) among entities. What defines a practice are 

these functional relations as an interrelated whole. So what defines the practice of baking 

is the interconnected way in which items like whisks, bowls, flour, and clients refer the 

baker. Similarly, natural science as a practice is defined by the ways instruments, 

phenomena, and scientific peers are related so as to direct the activity of the scientist.  

Heidegger contends that the various possible ways that something points the agent 

on to other things, as a whole network, make that entity into the kind of entity it is. What 

defines an item of equipment as the kind of thing it is is its role in a practice. So in 

Heidegger’s terms, the network of referrals constitute the “what-being” of available 

entities. Encountering a piece of equipment “as that which it is” (SZ 69) is a matter of 

having a grasp on how this piece fits into a practice that includes other tools, activities 

and persons. In the practice of carpentry, the hammer points the user on to fastening 

boards, to those for whom the work is done, and so on. What makes a saw a different 

kind of woodworking tool from a hammer, then, would be their different but overlapping 

networks of referral connections: a saw differs from a hammer in that it points the user on 

to cutting boards rather than driving in nails, but resembles a hammer in that it points on 

to those same people for whom the work is done, as well as to a host of other shared ways 

of referring the carpenter. It makes sense that these tools would share many ways of 

referring the user, since they both play roles in the same woodworking practice. Because 

they play different roles in this same practice, then, it makes sense to use them differently, 

as different woodworking tools. What each is depends on its role in the practice in which 

it counts as equipment. 
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After this analysis of what equipment is, the next step of Heidegger’s analysis is 

to sketch the conditions of there being such entities, i.e. what it takes to say that there is 

something available. Heidegger introduces a new term in the analysis: “The character of 

being of the available is Bewandtnis” (SZ 84). The German “Bewandtnis,” and the verb 

phrase from which it is derived, “sich bewenden lassen,” are difficult to translate. The 

phrase, “Lass es dabei bewenden” means roughly, “Let it go at that,” “Let things be as 

they are,” but the root of the verb is “wenden,” which literally means “to turn,” and in an 

old form means “to use” (as in another composite, “verwenden”).14 The idea seems to be 

that in using available entities, you are not imposing some alien form of being on them, 

but rather simply letting them be the way they are “in themselves” (SZ 87). Available 

entities, as they are “in themselves,” are there to be used; using them is just a way of 

“turning them loose.” Mark Wrathall defends the choice of “affordance” for Bewandtnis. 

He characterizes the phenomenology in the following way: “the way a chair shows up in 

the everyday world is not: rigid, spatially extended object with a flat surface parallel to 

the floor. It is rather: an affordance for sitting.”15 A chair is there (in the sense of 

“available”) simply by offering me the possibility of sitting. The ontological account of a 
                                                
14 See (Wrathall 2015a: 209-10) for this etymology. Wrathall proposes “affordance” as a 
general translation of “Bewandtnis,” following J. J. Gibson, since tools like hammers 
“afford” use, i.e. they “offer the possibility of performing some activity.” This translation 
is good in that it highlights the centrality of the entities themselves and their use. 
Macquarrie and Robinson translate the term as “involvement,” since available entities are 
always involved in some larger activity, but this omits suggestions of use. Stambaugh 
uses the term “relevance,” which can sometimes be more idiomatic than the alternatives, 
but may be misleading without qualification: to say a hammer “is relevant” to my activity 
does not mean that it is something for me to consider or think about; a hammer, 
understood as something available, is relevant by providing a means of fastening boards 
together. 
15 Wrathall 2015a: 210. 
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chair, when it is understood as this kind of practically salient entity, does not require 

thinking of the chair as being the bearer of properties (e.g. a physical object, or a 

substance). Heidegger’s ontological proposal is thus quite radical. What we normally 

encounter when we act is not best thought of as material objects in the usual sense, but 

affordances. Insofar as acting is concerned, that there is a chair in the room consists in 

there being a way for me to sit upright. In this sense, an available entity’s Bewandtnis is 

its that-being: there are available entities (in the existential sense of “to be”) when there 

are affordances for action, when there are opportunities to do something.  

On might wonder what role the notion of affordance (Bewandtnis) plays in 

Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis of equipment, once he has already defined the 

nature of items of equipment in terms of their roles in practices—in terms of how they 

refer the user. For if hammers and chairs are what they are only in the context of practices 

in which they serve the particular roles that they do, then what else needs to be added to 

account for the experience of something to-drive-in-nails-with or to-be-sat-upon?  

The issue is that equipment would not actually show up as available for use if our 

engagement with equipment consisted solely in our familiarity with the practices in 

which they are used. To make this point, Heidegger considers whether one could 

formalize referral connections in a “system of Relations,” which would define how to use 

equipment by specifying the functional relations among items of equipment. He observes 

that “in such formalizations the phenomena get leveled off so much that their real 

phenomenal content may be lost,” and contends that affordances provide “phenomenal 
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content.”16 Heidegger’s point is that our familiarity with general practices is not enough 

to account for how equipment actually shows up in our experience. I have to be at least 

somewhat familiar with woodworking practices to see a pair of boards as to-be-fastened-

together. But my familiarity with the practice is not sufficient for seeing them this way. 

Referral relations determine only how to use equipment of a certain type, not whether a 

token item of equipment actually provides an opportunity to do something on a given 

occasion. What we need is an account of the conditions under which there are 

affordances for action. And, if we heed Heidegger’s warning not to take for granted a 

traditional occurrent ontology, we cannot assume that we have such an account when we 

have identified the objects whose properties would allow us to act in the ways specified 

by the practices. An inventory of objects such as these wouldn’t answer the relevant 

question anyway: What makes it the case that there are available entities rather than 

none? 

Hubert Dreyfus was right to point out that, if we want to specify the conditions 

under which equipment shows up, it is not enough to define equipment in terms of its 

function; equipment also needs to function. And in order to function, Dreyfus observes, 

“equipment must fit into a context of meaningful activity.”17 A practice makes up just 

one part of the practical context in which equipment shows up as available. While the 

                                                
16 “But one must note that in such formalizations the phenomena get leveled off so much 
that their real phenomenal content may be lost, especially in the case of such ‘simple’ 
relationships as those which lurk in significance. The phenomenal content of the 
‘Relations’ and ‘Relata’—the “in-order-to”, the “for-the-sake-of”, and the “with-which” 
of an involvement [Bewandtnis]—is such that they resist any sort of mathematical 
functionalization”(SZ 88). 
17 Dreyfus 1991: 91. 
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ways equipment refers the user depend on the role the equipment plays in a practice, that 

there is equipment of this sort depends on a different aspect of the context of action. The 

that-being of equipment depends not on the practice in which the equipment typically 

plays its role, but on the general aim that the equipment can serve.  

Heidegger draws out this latter element by means of an example in a particularly 

dense and frequently cited passage (SZ 84). Let’s consider a similar (but hopefully 

clearer) example. Suppose I am baking a cake for my niece’s birthday, and I go for the 

flour sifter in the kitchen cabinet. What I call a “sifter,” when I conduct an inventory of 

my cooking utensils, just shows up now as a way to get clump-free cake flour. As an item 

of equipment, the sifter plays a role in a whole network of referrals: the sifter refers to 

clump-free flour as that “towards which” one can use the sifter; to the act of sifting “for 

which” one can use it; and so on. The entity’s referrals can only specify what sort of item 

of equipment I am dealing with, or how the tool is typically used. My familiarity with 

baking practices and techniques can explain how I use sifters. But my familiarity with 

practices cannot explain the fact that there is an affordance or an opportunity to use this 

one. The practice of baking in general does not give enough context for determining why 

there is, in the present situation, something that actually does refer me in the ways that a 

sifter can.  

On Heidegger’s view, there “are” available entities (in the existential sense of “to 

be”) when there are affordances—i.e. ways to do something by performing some act. In 

the present example, there is a sifter in that there is a way to get clump-free flour by 

sifting. Heidegger suggests that affordances are sensitive to the scope of the activities that 
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they afford; they thus can be analyzed at different levels of comprehensiveness. In our 

example, there is an affordance for using a sifter in virtue of there being a way to make a 

delicious cake by getting clump-free flour; in virtue of there being a way to do something 

for my niece by making a delicious cake; and in virtue of there being a way to be an 

uncle by doing something for my niece.18 All of these ways I can use the sifter are set by 

a context of activity that serves as the widest scope activity for the affordance, what 

Heidegger calls a “whole of affordance” (Bewandtnisganzheit). Heidegger thinks that the 

analysis of this context of activity is complete only when we identify a way for the agent 

to be, what he calls a “possibility of Dasein’s being” (SZ 84) or an “ability-to-be” 

[Seinkönnen] (SZ 86). We get a sense of the fullest context of activity only when we 

understand a possible way for the agent to be. In the present case, my being an uncle 

explains why there is something to be done with a sifter in the first place. 

Why think that being an uncle is what sets the context of activity rather than some 

other activity afforded by the sifter? After all, on this analysis, the same sifter affords 

both my being an uncle and my getting clump-free flour. Notice, however, that my being 

an uncle is not part of the general practice of baking; this sets it apart from those referral 

relations that, as a whole, make up a practice. While getting clump-free flour and baking 

cakes are part of the general practice of baking, they don’t make sense of why this 

practice is the one that concerns me now. In this example, engaging in the practice of 
                                                
18 In Heidegger’s example, the analysis concerns a hammer: “Mit dem Wozu der 
Dienlichkeit kann es wiederum seine Bewandtnis haben; zum Beispiel mit diesem 
Zuhandenen, das wir deshalb Hammer nennen, hat es die Bewandtnis beim Hämmern, 
mit diesem hat es seine Bewandtnis bei Befestigung, mit dieser bei Schutz gegen 
Unwetter; dieser »ist« um-willen des Unterkommens des Daseins, das heißt, um einer 
Möglichkeit seines Seins willen.” SZ 84. 
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baking provides a way of being an uncle. There are plenty of other ways of being or 

forms of life that I can carry out by engaging in the practice of baking. Heidegger’s point 

is that there needs to be some way of leading a life that, as I carry it out, orients my 

engagement in that practice. Without that, equipment would be of no use. 

Heidegger makes this point in his choice of terms. Getting rid of the clumps in the 

flour, in Heidegger’s jargon, is that “toward which” (Wozu) I am referred in using the 

sifter as the kind of equipment it is. Heidegger reserves a special term for what is most 

comprehensive in the “whole of affordance”:  

That primary toward-which is not just another toward-this as the possible 
[way of acting] of an affordance. The primary “toward-which” is a for-the-
sake-of-which. But the “for-the-sake-of” always pertains to the being of 
human existence [Dasein]…19   
 

This passage tells us two things. First, the toward-which relation is not the same as the 

for-the-sake-of relation, contrary to some readings of Heidegger’s terms.20 Being an 

uncle is only that “toward which” I use the sifter in an attenuated sense: being an uncle is 

only part of the baking process within the context of what I’m currently doing. Being an 

uncle isn’t part of the practice of baking the way that getting clumps out of the flour is. 

This is why Heidegger uses scare quotes when calling the for-the-sake-of relation a 

“toward which.”   

Second, the relata are not the same in the two kinds of relation. To see how, 

consider a distinction that Heidegger probably had in mind when choosing his terms. The 
                                                
19 “Dieses primäre Wozu ist kein Dazu al mögliches Wobei einer Bewandtnis. Das 
primäre „Wozu“ ist ein Worum-willen. Das „Um-willen“ betrifft aber immer das Sein 
des Daseins...“(SZ 84). 
20 E.g. Dreyfus identifies “that for the sake of which the activity is done” with “the end of 
a line of toward-whichs,” in Dreyfus 1991: 94. 
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“for the sake of which” (hou heneka) is a phrase familiar to readers of Aristotle, who 

distinguishes two distinct senses. The phrase can pick out the beneficiary of an action 

(tini to hou heneka), or it can pick out the aim of the action (to hou heneka tinos).21 One 

of Aristotle’s examples comes from medicine. That for the sake of which the doctor 

practices medicine is two-fold: the patient is the beneficiary of the action, and health is 

the general aim of the action (De Anima, 415b3). Heidegger’s for-the-sake-of relation 

cannot be what picks out the beneficiary of the action. The patient is the beneficiary of 

the action, but the patient is individuated in terms of its role in the practice: who the 

patient is depends on who plays the role of the patient in the practice of medicine. 

Heidegger’s for-the-sake-of relation, however, does not pick out an entity that is 

individuated in terms of its role within the practice. If it did, it would not make sense of 

why one is engaging in the practice in the first place. While the beneficiary of the action 

(the patient) is individuated in terms of its role in the practice, the end of the action 

(health) is not. Health is not part of the practice of medicine, but rather the basis and end 

of this practice as a whole. Promoting health is the general aim or end of the doctor who 

is engaged in the practice of medicine. 

If Heidegger has something like a general aim in mind when he speaks of the 

“for-the-sake-of-which,” how is this supposed to be a “possibility of Dasein’s being,” a 

way for the agent to be? In a discussion of Aristotle’s hou heneka tinos, Gabriel 

Richardson Lear explains, “One way a thing can act for the sake of an end… is to become 

it. In other words, when a living thing realizes its own form, it acts for the sake of an … 

                                                
21 See De Anima, 415b2-3, and Metaphysics, 1072b1-3. 
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end.”22 When an acorn grows into an oak tree, it does so for the sake of its form, in the 

sense that the form of the tree makes sense of why it matures the way it does. So is the 

general aim for the sake of which one acts a form in this sense?   

The general aims that guide human interaction with entities cannot be pre-

determined by the nature of human beings, the way that the form of the oak tree lies in 

the nature of the acorn. On Heidegger’s view, human existence does not have a 

determinate form, the way that oak trees do. This is one of the ways in which human 

existence has a different kind of being from other entities we encounter. We can talk 

about what occurrent entities essentially are, and we can identify what makes items of 

equipment the tools they are. But Heidegger thinks that we cannot readily define the 

“what-being” of human existence “as if it were a table, house or tree”(SZ 42). Instead, 

human agents are who they are in virtue of how they lead their lives. This is the point of 

one of Heidegger’s basic theses in Being and Time, that our being is “at issue” for us; 

who we are, or how we are to lead our lives, is a task or project for each of us to 

undertake.23 

Thus the possible way of being, which provides the context for what the agent is 

doing, can be understood as a form of life. A form of life makes sense of what the agent 

does, as the general aim of health makes sense of what the doctor does. But a form of life 

also makes sense of who agents take themselves to be. Heidegger insists at various points 

                                                
22 Lear 2004: 77. Here Lear cites Aristotle’s Physics 198b1-4. 
23 “Human existence [Dasein] is an entity which does not just occur among other entities. 
Rather it is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very being, that being is an issue 
for it [daß es diesem Seienden in seinem Sein um dieses Sein selbst geht].” (SZ 12). 
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that acting with understanding always involves understanding oneself in a certain way.24 

In our example, being an uncle is a form of life that makes sense of what I am doing and 

makes sense of who I take myself to be. Being an uncle situates me in the world, such 

that my niece and her concerns are on my radar in a way that they would not be absent 

this orientation, if being an uncle were not a possibility for me. Notice that being an uncle, 

understood as a form of life, is not itself a biological or social fact, but a way of 

interpreting myself and the world that may reflect such facts. The for-the-sake-of relation 

picks out some possible way for an agent to be, a form of life that provides the context 

for what the agent is doing. Being an uncle is the general aim of the action in this sense; it 

constitutes a form of life that makes sense of why the sifter affords any way of acting at 

all—i.e. why I might be baking a cake in the first place. Insofar as it explains why there is 

an affordance of this sort at all, my ability to be an uncle explains why on this occasion 

there is an available sifter (in the existential sense of “to be”).  

Using the sifter for the sake of being an uncle is not to offer or recognize a reason 

to use the sifter, at least in the sense that being an uncle is not recognized as a 

consideration that counts in favor of using the sifter. Rather, being an uncle, understood 

as a way of being or form of life, functions as a constituent of the background context 

against which the sifter shows up as to-be-used, rather than a foreground consideration 

that bears on the action. One way to see the difference is to consider what it would mean 

for me to see my being an uncle as a foreground consideration that counts in favor of 

                                                
24 See especially SZ Division I, Chapter 5, Section 31: “Being-there as understanding.” 
E.g. “Dasein is such that in every case it has understood (or alternatively, not understood) 
that it is to be thus or thus” (SZ 144). 
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using the sifter. This would amount to recognizing a prima facie justification for using 

the sifter, which is a different experience from seeing the sifter as simply available to be 

used. 

For Heidegger, the entities we ordinarily interact with are encountered in the 

imperatival mode, as things to-be-done, and always understood within the context of 

practices that include other entities, and of forms of life that orient us in those practices. 

 

3. The Being of the Available and Kantian Inclination 

 

Schapiro’s account of inclination serves as a convenient analogue for Heidegger’s 

account of the available. Inclination for Schapiro is an exercise of a non-rational agential 

capacity that is responsive to the objects of our (perceptual) awareness. Inclinations are 

not experienced as causal dispositions but as calls to act, and being inclined to do 

something does not require recognizing a reason for so acting. This is so because being 

inclined is merely to have some pro-attitude toward an object of desire; recognizing a 

reason in it requires taking up this object of desire in a reflective judgment. Available 

entities play a similar role in Heidegger’s account: available entities invite action, and 

encountering an available entity as inviting action does not require recognizing a reason 

for so acting. For Heidegger, too, encountering an available entity as available does not 

require recognizing a reason for acting because recognizing a reason involves a further 

act of reflective judgment. But the reason why the objects of inclination need not be taken 

up in reflective acts are different for each theorist. For Schapiro, a state of being inclined 
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toward an object is a distinctively passive state, whereas taking that object up into a 

reflective judgment requires taking up an active stance towards the inclination. For 

Heidegger, the issue is not about whether one’s stance towards the available is active or 

passive. Rather, in making a reflective judgment about an available entity, one treats that 

entity in isolation from the context that constitutes it as available; Heidegger thinks this 

treats the available entity as if it were occurrent. To be an object of inclination is to be 

something that we are aware of as to-be-done in an act of seeing the world. 

Heidegger, of course, does not use the term “inclination” in his discussion of the 

available in Division I, Chapter 3 of Being and Time, from which I draw most of the 

textual support for my reconstruction of his view. However, the connection to inclination 

is not without historical warrant. In a formative, early (1921-22) lecture course, 

Heidegger identifies “inclination” (Neigung) as a fundamental category of “factical life,” 

the term that would later be replaced by “Dasein.” His characterization of inclination, or 

the “inclined character” (Geneigtheit) of the lived world, closely jibes with what will later 

become the available (das Zuhande):  

In caring about meaningful things, in this ostensible directionality of life, 
in its directionality toward its respective world, in living, by way of care, 
from the world and of the world, there resides the sense-character of 
‘inclination’ [Neigung]. This categorial sense, inclination, is included in 
the relationality of life itself and imparts to life a peculiar weight, a 
direction of gravity, a pull toward something… The weight does not 
accrue to life from the outside, from something that lacks the character of 
life, but is instead present in and with life itself. The world, as encountered, 
always comes up against this inclined caring, and it is care that receives 
the commission, the inclination, the pull, stemming from life itself, toward 
some factical course of maturation.25 

                                                
25 GA61: 100. Phenomenological Interpretations of Aristotle, tr. Richard Rojcewicz 
(Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2001), 75.  
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Inclination picks out the “directionality of life,” the way that things attract, repel or 

otherwise engage us that is an intrinsic part of our experience of them. Heidegger may 

have avoided the term “Neigung” in Being and Time in order to distance his ontological 

analysis of the entities we interact with from a psychological model of action explanation 

that focuses on inclinations as psychological states. But if we focus on the versions of 

object-based agency of Schapiro’s Kant and Heidegger in Being and Time, respectively, I 

take it for granted that the analysis concerns the constitution of the objects of inclination, 

rather than inclinations as psychological states. 

Yet the two views differ in some important respects. For Schapiro, what makes an 

object of inclination intelligible as to-be-done or to-be-avoided is its apparent goodness 

or badness: “looking-good-to-me functions as the basic criteria any action must fill in 

order for it to appear to me as to-be-done.”26 What makes the impulse to turn on radios of 

Quinn’s radio man unintelligible as inclinations, Schapiro contends, is that the impulse is 

not grounded in a perception of goodness or badness: on that example, the man is just 

disposed to turn on radios, without seeing any point in doing so. Schapiro explains that 

we can understand Quinn’s radio man as a case of genuine inclination if we suppose that 

the man feels psychological discomfort (“a mental itch”) at the sight of switched-off 

radios.27 The discomfort would make switching on radios appear good to do, and this, for 

Schapiro, is necessary and sufficient for radios to appear as to-be-switched-on.  

                                                
26 Schapiro 2009: 253. 
27 Schapiro 2009: 252. 
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For Heidegger, what makes it the case that there is something to-be-done is not 

the apparent goodness or badness of the motivational object, but the practical context in 

which this thing shows up. His careful ontological analysis distinguishes two aspects of 

this context, which correspond to the ontological categories of “essence” and “existence” 

as they apply to available entities. Equipment is what it is in virtue of the context of the 

practice in which this kind of equipment plays the characteristic role that it does. 

Equipment is genuinely available, or affords being used, only in virtue of fitting within a 

context of activity, a project. So something only appears as to-be-used if it hangs together 

with the various practices that I am familiar with and in which I am engaged, and with the 

various forms of life that orient me in acting. 

From a Heideggerian perspective, Schapiro’s analysis of “to-be-done-ness” in 

terms of apparent goodness misses the role of context dependence at the heart of object-

based agency. Schapiro argues that the impulses of Quinn’s radio man would be 

intelligible as inclinations if switching on radios appeared good to do. She concedes that 

her revision of Quinn’s example is “no doubt less intelligible to us than other inclinations 

because it is uncommon and because there is no familiar physiological mechanism 

underlying it.”28 While an impulse that is typically associated with a physiological need 

(like thirst) is more familiar than the impulses of the radio man, the fact of an underlying 

physiological mechanism does not in itself make the disposition more intelligible as 

something to-be-done from the perspective of the agent. More importantly, the radio 

                                                
28 Schapiro 2009: 252. 
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man’s impulse is a difficult or border case of inclination not just because it is uncommon, 

but because it seems entirely disconnected from other concerns one typically has.  

On Heidegger’s view, the impulses of Quinn’s radio man are strange indeed: the 

radio man seems to ape some parts of familiar practices of using radios, since he is drawn 

to turn them on, rather than, say, to sit on them; but the example assumes that this is the 

extent to which he uses radios normally. More significantly, the impulse is utterly 

divorced from any project or mode of self-understanding that would make sense of it. 

The impulse to turn on radios is hardly intelligible as action-guiding precisely because it 

seems utterly disconnected from conceivable forms of life or ways anyone understands 

themselves in acting. To the extent that switching on radios feels good to do, per 

Schapiro’s revision of the example, the act could be intelligible as to-be-done because 

bodily pleasure fits into easily recognizable forms of life. 

For the moment I leave open the possibility that, on Heidegger’s model, apparent 

goodness is sufficient for something to appear as to-be-done or available for use. I 

suggest now, however, that it is not necessary. Consider a different disposition to act: the 

disposition to put one’s shoes on when leaving the house. Let’s assume that, when 

leaving the house, one’s shoes appear as to-be-put-on, and seeing the shoes in this way 

can serve as a motive for action. Seeing the shoes as available for use in this way is not 

equivalent to the causal disposition to put on one’s shoes in similar circumstances. 

Further, there may be a justifying reason for putting on one’s shoes when leaving the 

house, but seeing shoes as to-be-put-on need not involve the recognition of that reason. 

Regarding the shoes as to-be-put-on also need not involve seeing some good-making 
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feature of the activity: I don’t need to imagine the discomfort of walking around outside 

barefoot in order to see putting on my shoes as to-be-done. Such routine activities are just 

to-be-done when one leaves the house; one need not foreground some “mental itch” or 

future pleasure for such activities to make sense to do, given the appropriate context. If 

Heidegger is right about the constitution of available entities, one sees the shoes as to-be-

put-on in virtue of seeing the shoes within a particular practical context—one that 

comprises familiar practices of wearing shoes out of doors, as well as projects that 

involve leaving the house. Heidegger’s main interest in his account of everyday action is 

the nature of this practical context, which he calls a “world,” and how it constitutes things 

like shoes as to-be-put-on. For Heidegger, this context-sensitivity is what is missing at 

the heart of Schapiro’s Kantian account of object-based agency. 

 

4. Other Concerns with Heidegger’s View 

 

Let me address some potential concerns with the account of object-based agency 

that I have just reconstructed and have attributed to Heidegger. Heidegger thinks that 

items of equipment, like flour sifters, are ontologically dependent on the ways of being or 

forms of life of agents that put them to use. Does this mean he thinks that equipment 

comes in and out of existence depending on my interest in using equipment?  Heidegger’s 

point is that equipment is there—it exists in the sense of being available or to-be-used—if 

it affords doing things. So when I leave the kitchen and turn to other things, the sifter is 

no longer in use, but it is still useful; it’s still available for use. Whether equipment is 
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useful (for building stuff, baking, etc.) depends on whether the practices in which this 

equipment makes sense as the kind of equipment it is fit into ongoing forms of life that 

reflect who agents take themselves to be.  

Consider the following telling example. Staff members at the Cloisters Museum 

in New York are (or at least were a few years ago) instructed on how to respectfully ask 

admirers of the museum’s collection of medieval artwork not to kneel and pray before the 

works of art. Of course, many of the works on display were originally devotional objects 

meant to inspire prayer, but (according to museum policy) the works in the museum are 

meant to be appreciated in the context of a secular institution, and this means no gestures 

of prayer. Visitors are invited to learn about the religious context and significance of the 

work, how the object was used as an “instrument of devotion,” but are asked not to 

engage with the works on the basis of these devotional practices. That these objects do 

invite prayer for many visitors shows that the form of life in terms of which these 

religious practices make sense to enact are still live possibilities for some visitors. 

Furthermore, that these artifacts afford certain devotional rituals for some indicates that 

these instruments of devotion are available for them in a way they are not for the average 

museumgoer. Even if the average museumgoer has a grasp of what the artifact is for in its 

religious context, the artifact is not there to be used as such an entity. What is there is a 

religious artifact from a certain historical and social context. Attendant to the practices in 

which the work is the latter kind of available entity, there are forms of life (e.g. those of 

the modern museum) that make sense of engaging in those practices. 
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There are more mundane examples of something that is not used as it was 

intended to be used. Some things are used in a way at odds with the general practice of 

using such things. I do not take this to be a counterexample to Heidegger’s claim that 

what equipment is depends on its role in a practice. The philosophical literature on 

functions distinguishes a thing’s design function from its use function: a book is designed 

to convey information or meaning to its reader, but it may be used as a doorstop.29 This 

sort of example actually confirms Heidegger’s insight. For a book to remain the item of 

equipment that it was designed to be, it needs to retain its role in the practice of reading. 

If a book, for all intents and purposes, stops being a part of the practice of reading, and is 

usable only as a doorstop, then it is a doorstop, at least insofar as it's available for use. 

Heidegger often talks about things that have design functions because his 

examples are often artifacts, like hammers and chairs. But if he thinks that all common 

ways of using things involve interacting with available entities, does he think that we 

only interact with artifacts? No. Heidegger argues that many non-artifactual things are 

available, too. He gives the example of the south wind, which for the farmer can be there 

to indicate rain (SZ 80). The south wind counts as equipment to the extent that we can 

make use of it, on the basis of some practice and in light of some project. Natural 

phenomena can be there for us in the sense of being available for our (potential) use. 

Heidegger is aware that there are other ways to engage meaningfully in the world 

than to use things to get stuff done. Playing music or making works of art involve 

manipulating certain kinds of equipment in light of a certain form of life. But creating 

                                                
29 See e.g. Peter McLaughlin, What Functions Explain. 
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music or other works of art is a different way of expressing a form of life from the kind 

of “effective” action that constitutes our normal, everyday dealings. If Heidegger is right, 

artistic creation is not a variety of everyday effective action, but an alternative mode of 

expressing human agency.30 Heidegger does indeed limit the scope of everyday action, 

but he may be right that getting stuff done is not exhaustive of human agency. All he 

needs to show for the purposes of his account of everyday acting is that what we interact 

with on a daily basis has the kind of being that equipment has, and that the being of 

equipment is constituted by a dual-faceted practical context. 

Finally, it must be said that Heidegger’s presentation of the principle distinctions 

that make up his account of object-based agency leaves much to be desired. Over the 

course of Chapter 3, Heidegger switches from a discussion of referrals (§15-16) to 

affordances (§18) without stopping to clarify the distinctive contribution each makes to 

the being of equipment. This has obscured the crucial distinction between the whole 

context of referrals that makes up a common practice and the whole context of 

affordances that is given by the agent’s projects. Both wholes together make up the 

“world” or meaningful context of action. Untangling these two aspects of Heidegger’s 

concept of “world” is possible but difficult given his presentation.  

Yet there is a deeper reason why this distinction is hard to identify in the text of 

Chapter 3 of Division One. In those passages Heidegger is sketching out the “average 

everyday” mode of practical engagement, which does not distinguish the practitioner of a 

practice from the agent. But notice that the role of practitioner is individuated in terms of 

                                                
30 See Heidegger’s essay on the topic, “The Origin of the Work of Art.” 
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a relationship to a practice. A carpenter is a practitioner of the practice of woodworking, 

and a baker is a practitioner of the practice of baking. The self of action (or agent), by 

contrast, is not identifiable on the basis of any one practice. If it were, this would violate 

the thesis that human existence is not a determinate “what,” that its being is always at 

issue for it. Since the average everyday way of acting does not readily distinguish 

between the agent qua individual existence and the agent qua practitioner of a practice, it 

is easy to miss the distinction between these two aspects of the meaningful context 

Heidegger calls the “world.” 

The distinction itself, however, is an important one. Looking forward to later parts 

of Being and Time (and later parts of this dissertation), the distinction between the role of 

practitioner of a practice and the agent herself comes into play in light of certain “limit 

situations,” like the possibility of death, or the call of conscience, in which existing 

authentically as oneself is first shown to be possible. Determining whether one acts 

authentically or not depends on first asking the question of who one takes oneself to be in 

acting. A lot of the time in our everyday dealings, the question of how one interprets 

oneself in acting just doesn’t come up. We don’t tend to distinguish between the practice 

we engage in and the form of life that this engagement allows us to carry out. This is part 

of the reason that, in Heidegger’s phenomenology of everyday acting, the distinction 

between the two aspects of the practical context is easy to miss. 
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Chapter 2 

Heidegger on Deliberation 

 

 

In the previous chapter, I laid out Heidegger’s ontological analysis of the entities 

we encounter when we act. I argued that this account plays a similar role to the notion of 

inclination in Kantian accounts of action. For Kantians, however, action is the result of an 

exercise of the rational will, as expressed in rational deliberation. Any account of the role 

that inclination plays in action, on the Kantian view, needs to show how inclination 

influences the will, and needs to articulate how this happens within rational deliberation. 

The fact that Heidegger says very little about deliberation raises the question, once again, 

about whether he has an account of action, and if he does, about the details of this view.  

This does not just concern the relationship of Heidegger’s theory of action to 

Kantian accounts. More broadly, deliberation is the process of figuring out what to do, 

and thus should have a place in any account of action from the agent’s point of view. 

Action that issues from a process of deliberation is traditionally taken to be paradigmatic 

of meaningful human action. Typically, full-blooded action is supposed to result only 

when the agent has the right sort of control over what she does. In other words, the agent 

acts with understanding only if what she does is subject to the right sort of guidance. On 

traditional conceptions, deliberation provides this guidance. In deliberation one reflects 

on what reasons one has to act, perhaps weighing relevant considerations, and comes to 

some judgment about what one ought to do on the basis of reasons. Judging there to be a 
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reason to perform certain actions does not require having deliberated beforehand, but 

judgments such as these are subject to the guidance of deliberative reasoning and thus 

could have resulted from such a process. Since reasoning like this is traditionally taken to 

offer the right sort of guidance for action (for rational agents like us, on the traditional 

view), action that issues from rational deliberation, or a reflective judgment subject to the 

guidance of deliberation, is action that is properly guided by the agent, and thus most 

expressive of meaningful human action. 

As he makes clear at various points in Being and Time and beyond, Heidegger is 

critical of the necessary role that reflective rationality plays in traditional accounts of 

human existence and agency. So it seems natural that he would not place deliberation at 

the heart of paradigm cases of action. But since philosophers tend to believe that the 

paradigmatic cases of meaningful human action issue from or could have issued from 

deliberation, and that deliberation necessarily involves reflecting on reasons for action, 

the fact that Heidegger repudiates the centrality of reflective reasoning might seem to be 

clear evidence that his account of action (if he has one) fails to capture what we normally 

mean by meaningful human action. 

In this chapter I argue that Heidegger has an account of deliberation. His account, 

furthermore, agrees with the philosophical tradition in seeing a tight connection between 

deliberation and meaningful human action. His account diverges with traditional views in 

two main respects. He rejects (1) the necessary role that reflective judgment is said to 

play in guiding action in deliberation, and (2) the claim that deliberation guides action by 

showing which courses of action or states of affairs are good or valuable. 
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After laying out how Heidegger defines deliberation in Being and Time, I will 

turn to the only (to my knowledge) reconstruction of this account, offered in a series of 

papers by Steven Crowell.31 On what I will call Crowell’s traditionalist view, Heidegger 

accepts (1) and (2) in a view of deliberation that closely resembles Christine Korsgaard’s 

contemporary Kantian account of practical reasoning. Crowell argues that Heidegger, as 

Korsgaard does, draws from a reading of Aristotle on deliberation. So I turn to 

Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle to show that Heidegger, in his reading of Aristotle and 

in his own account, rejects both (1) and (2). Yet I will argue that Heidegger’s account of 

deliberation shares something deeper with the Kantian account, a claim that is at the heart 

of both views: the claim that deliberation is necessary for action. This claim, held by 

Kant, Aristotle, and (I think) Heidegger, helps explain why deliberation is central to 

meaningful action.  

 

1. Deliberation in Being and Time 

 

The passage in which Heidegger offers his definition of deliberation comes late in 

the published portions of Being and Time. There Heidegger employs a distinction 

between two forms of intentional attitude, which he characterizes as two different kinds 

of sight. Here and elsewhere he characterizes the intentional attitude involved when we 
                                                
31 Other authors refer to Heidegger’s account of deliberation, but don’t give close 
readings of the relevant passages: Hatab, L. (2000) Ethics and Finitude; Olafson, F.A. 
(1998) Heidegger and the Ground of Ethics: A Study of Mitsein; Sikka, S. (2006) 
“Kantian ethics in Being and Time,” Poeisis, 31, pp. 309–34; Matthew Burch (2010) 
“Death and Deliberation: Overcoming the Decisionism Critique of Heidegger's Practical 
Philosophy,” Inquiry, 53:3, 211-234. 
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act as circumspection (Umsicht). The German term plays on the prefix um, which means 

both “around” and “in order to.” These associations suggest that the kind of sight in 

operation when we act is situated, in that it is immersed in the context of a world, as well 

as purposive, in that the sight is in the service of doing something. He contrasts this kind 

of attitude with another kind of sight, observation (betrachten; SZ 69, 358) or merely 

looking (Nur-hinsehen; SZ 69). Observation exemplifies the intentional attitude involved 

in judgment, and takes it as a paradigm case of a disengaged viewing of entities. 

Circumspection expresses our understanding of entities in action, and it expresses 

this understanding by interpreting these entities. On his view, interpretation involves 

interacting with entities as the entities they are, which means in terms of their proper way 

of being. When we interpret available entities like hammers and flour sifters, we see them 

in terms of the dual aspects of their practical context—that is, in terms of their referral 

network, as things-for-driving-nails or things-for-sifting-flour, and in terms of possible 

ways of being or forms of life that they can help carry out. This situated and purposive 

kind of seeing is what he calls circumspection. Circumspective interpretation expresses 

how we understand entities when we see them with a view to interacting with them. 

Heidegger sees a close connection between circumspective interpretation and 

deliberation. In the passage in which Heidegger introduces his conception of deliberation, 

he refers to it as a kind of sight. Circumspection is the kind of sight involved in seeing 

entities from within a context of action; deliberation [Überlegung] is the “overview” 

[Übersicht] of that context that guides this action. Heidegger writes: 

Circumspection operates in the affordance-relationships of the context of 
equipment which is available. Moreover, it is subject to the guidance of a 
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more or less express overview [mehr oder minder ausdrückliche 
Übersicht] of the equipmental totality of the current equipment-world and 
of the public environment which belongs to it. The overview is not just 
one in which things that are occurrent are scraped together. What is 
essential to it is that one should have a primary understanding of the whole 
of affordance within which factical concern always takes its start. Such an 
overview illumines one’s concern, and receives its ‘light’ from that 
ability-to-be on the part of human existence for the sake of which concern 
exists as care. In one’s current using and manipulating, the ‘overviewing’ 
circumspection of concern brings the available closer to human existence, 
and does so by interpreting what has been sighted. This specific way of 
bringing concern close by interpreting it circumspectively, we call 
deliberation [Überlegung].32 
 

Deliberation involves bringing one’s “primary understanding” of an ability-to-be or form 

of life to bear on the current context of equipment, so as to interpret entities with a view 

to interacting with them. By seeing the situation of action as a whole, in light of some 

form of life, one “brings closer” the entities with which one can interact, presumably so 

that it becomes clearer how one should interact with them. While Heidegger’s description 

of deliberation as an overview of the “current equipment-world” does not sound like a 

process of rational reflection, he does seem to appeal to a familiar form of instrumental 

reasoning to fill out his picture: “The scheme peculiar to this is the ‘if—then’; if this or 

that, for instance, is to be produced, put to use, or averted, then some ways and means, 

circumstances, or opportunities will be needed.” This suggests that deliberation involves 

having an end in view, and searching for the means that might bring it about. Given 

traditional conceptions of deliberation, a straightforward reading may try to assimilate 

Heidegger’s conception to a model of instrumental reasoning, where deliberation is a 

                                                
32 SZ 359. 
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process of reasoning from a representation of an end to a judgment about what means one 

ought to take to bring this end about.  

Whether Heidegger understands deliberation as a form of reasoning, and whether 

this reasoning is instrumental in form, depends on what he means by saying that 

deliberation “brings the available closer to human existence.” If deliberation guides how 

to interpret entities when one acts by bringing these entities closer, then whatever counts 

as “bringing the available closer” will be the standard of deliberative guidance. Recall, 

too, that deliberation is revelatory of action, because meaningful human action is action 

that is subject to the right kind of guidance, and deliberation (when it goes well) provides 

this kind of guidance. So the question of what counts as “bringing the available closer to 

human existence” is crucial to seeing the connection between action and deliberation.  

 

2. Crowell’s Traditionalist Reading 

 

Crowell recognizes this important connection and offers an account of this 

standard of deliberative guidance. He argues against reading Heidegger’s conception of 

deliberation as a narrowly instrumental form of reasoning. He argues that if deliberation 

were construed as a form of instrumental reasoning, Heidegger would have to conceive of 

the ability-to-be or form of life from which deliberation is to proceed, as something to be 

produced. The thought is that instrumental reasoning starts with a representation of an 

end and seeks the means to realize this end. An ability-to-be, for Heidegger, is not 
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something that can be realized or produced, since it is not an occurrent state of affairs or 

object but a way of existing or form of life.33 

Instead, Crowell takes his cue from Christine Korsgaard, whose Kant-inspired 

view does not restrict deliberation to instrumental reasoning. For Korsgaard, deliberating 

about what to do involves evaluating possible actions on the basis of reflective judgments 

about conceptions of our practical identity. So figuring out whether one should, for 

example, betray a friend’s confidence for personal gain would involve evaluating that 

proposed action in light of one’s being a friend to that person, or in light of some other 

conception of one’s practical identity that might justify the action. On Crowell’s reading 

of Heidegger, we do the same on the basis of our abilities-to-be.34 The point of 

deliberation, on this reading, is not just to figure out necessary means to one’s ends, but 

to endorse whole actions that are supported by one’s practical identity. On Heidegger’s 

model of deliberation, Crowell concludes: “the reasons we draw upon in deliberation do 

not have the structure of instrumental reasons; instead, they provide normative 

                                                
33 Crowell puts the point slightly differently: “Heidegger does not mention reason 
explicitly, but he seems to conceive deliberation as instrumental reason. Does this mean 
that he conceives of praxis [action] in terms of poiesis [making] after all? Can his 
analysis of deliberation accommodate acting without reducing the latter to a kind of 
making?” (290) Crowell’s answers are “no” and “yes”, respectively, because “being a 
father or a friend is a practical identity, but no one—least of all Heidegger—will confuse 
these with modes of making something.” (288) The reason Heidegger wouldn’t confuse 
these is that an ability-to-be does not have the same kind of being as something one 
would “make”. 
34 “Korsgaard’s concept of practical identity tracks Heidegger’s for-the-sake-of,” Crowell 
2013: 291.  
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justification for what I do—that is, they state not what must be done but what is best to 

do in these circumstances, given a particular practical identity.”35  

First, note that the kind of guidance that deliberation provides on this view is 

rational guidance through reflection. Deliberation guides action by seeking “normative 

justification” for possible courses of action by reflecting on one’s reasons for acting.  

Second, what this rational guidance amounts to, on Korsgaard’s view and on the 

view that Crowell attributes to Heidegger, is evaluative in nature. What it means for a 

reason to provide “normative justification” is for a reason to identify a value that one 

might ascribe to certain courses of action or states of affairs. The way that practical 

identities generate reasons, on Korsgaard’s view, is by “confer[ing] a kind of value on 

certain whole actions.”36 In other words, there is a reason to cook for someone if you are 

that person’s friend because valuing yourself as a friend also involves judging this action 

to be of value, to be good to do from my perspective as a friend. 

It’s true that there are clear similarities between Korsgaard’s notion of practical 

identity and Heidegger’s notion of ability-to-be. Both terms describe how our actions are 

guided by the ways we understand ourselves and our place in the world. On both views, it 

                                                
35 Crowell 2013: 292. 
36 In Self-Constitution, Korsgaard writes, “the basis of choice is what I called a 
‘conception of practical identity,’ a description under which you value yourself and find 
your life worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking… Our conceptions of our 
practical identity govern our choice of actions, for to value yourself in a certain role or 
under a certain description is at the same time to find it worthwhile to do certain acts for 
the sake of certain ends [i.e. to perform certain actions], and impossible, even unthinkable, 
to do others. If you are someone’s friend, then you will find cooking a meal in order to 
share it with her or going shopping in order to buy her a gift to be actions worth doing, 
while committing adultery with her husband will be ruled out of court… [P]ractical 
identities confer a kind of value on certain whole actions” (Korsgaard 2009: 20-21). 
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makes sense to say that it is for the sake of my being an uncle that I choose to bake a cake 

for my niece. Indeed, even their language is analogous, in that I only “care” about baking 

a cake for my niece in virtue of my being an uncle. But it’s precisely the distinctive sense 

of “care” that sets Heidegger apart. The two senses of “care” do not involve the same 

attitudes. For Korsgaard, caring about something is judging it to be of value. In this sense 

“care” refers to an evaluative attitude that depends on judging the object of care to be 

good. The role of evaluative judgment is essential to acting on this view, because 

reflection introduces a gap between the object of a proposed action and its value. The fact 

that the agent is conscious of her motives in acting raises the question of whether these 

motives are worth acting on, whether they have the right kind of value to guide action.37 

The evaluative attitude involved in judging a particular action to be choice-worthy 

depends on the judgment of the value or goodness of a self-conception. On this view, I 

care about baking a cake for my niece because I judge my role as an uncle to be valuable 

to me; this kind of evaluative judgment is essential to acting, because in order to act, I 

need to confer a value on the motives that reflection has called into question.38   

For Heidegger, caring about something means that that thing matters to one. The 

notion of things mattering crucially does not depend on evaluative judgments. For 

Heidegger, an evaluative judgment is a form of observation, since its role is to ascribe a 

                                                
37 Korsgaard 1996: 93. 
38 Korsgaard is unclear about whether reflection necessarily calls the choice-worthiness 
of motives like desires into question in order for the agent to act of these motives, or 
whether it merely can do so, as Schapiro points out in “Foregrounding Desire” (Schapiro 
2011: 151). Schapiro argues convincingly that Korsgaard needs the stronger claim for her 
Kantian account of acting on inclination to be plausible. More on this Kantian 
commitment below. 
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“value predicate” to an object that is itself value-neutral (SZ 99). What matters to me can 

be manifested by a way of being affected by things, what Heidegger terms my 

“disposedness”. Doing things for my niece matters to me because being an uncle is not 

just a fact about me, but something in which I have a stake. It could be that I have a stake 

in being an uncle because I think that it is good to be an uncle, or that being an uncle is 

valuable to me. But there is a more primitive sense in which doing things for my niece 

just matters to me, and inflects how my niece and her concerns show up for me, whether I 

think being an uncle is good or bad or neither. This sort of attitude, Heidegger suggests, 

is revealed in affective states, moods (or emotions).39 My sense of pride, frustration, or 

determination that inflects my engagement with entities reveals what I care about, 

whether or not I make judgments about their value. We cannot impute implicit judgments 

of value in all these cases either, because the problem, for Heidegger, is the form of this 

mode of intentionality: a judgment of value is an ascription of a property to an object. He 

is committed to the idea that acting often involves responding directly to our 

interpretation of entities as available. Available entities are not interpreted as what they 

are when we make judgments about their properties. So a view that places evaluative 

judgments at the heart of what it means to act is, on its face, alien to Heidegger’s thinking 

about human agency.  
                                                
39 “Letting something be encountered is primarily circumspective; it is not just sensing 
something, or staring at it. It implies circumspective concern, and has the character of 
becoming affected in some way; we can see this more precisely from the standpoint of 
disposedness [Befindlichkeit]. But to be affected by the unserviceable, resistant, or 
threatening character of that which is available, becomes ontologically possible only in so 
far as being-in as such has been determined existentially beforehand in such a manner 
that what it encounters within-the-world can matter to it in this way. The fact that this 
sort of thing can matter to it is grounded in one’s disposedness.” (SZ 137) 
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Despite these general exegetical concerns, Crowell claims that, for Heidegger, 

deliberation guides action on the basis of reflective judgments about reasons, and with a 

view to what the agent judges to be good. Because of these features, Heidegger’s model 

of deliberation resembles Korsgaard’s model of practical reason. Crowell defends the 

connections he draws between Heidegger’s and Korsgaard’s accounts of deliberation by 

pointing to their shared origins in Aristotle. He points to Aristotle’s claim that “minded 

agency” requires “reason and intellect” (logos and nous) and that deliberation is “thinking, 

and practical wisdom (phronêsis) is ‘correctness in thinking’(NE 1142b).”40 Since 

Aristotle says that choice issues from “reason and intellect” and “cannot exist… without 

a moral state” or character, Crowell contends, deliberation must be a matter of thinking 

about, and ultimately evaluating, actions on the basis of the conceptions of our practical 

identity that determine our characters. Since Aristotle on this reading has a picture of 

rational action analogous to Korsgaard’s, and since Heidegger’s own view clearly draws 

from his reading of Aristotle, so the suggestion goes, Heidegger must have a model of 

deliberation analogous to Korsgaard’s: deliberation must be a process of reflective 

thought, with the goal of evaluating actions by means of evaluative judgments that issue 

from one’s conception of one’s practical identity. Crowell’s reading of Heidegger on 

deliberation thus depends on Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle on the same topic. We turn 

to that now.  

 

  

                                                
40 Crowell 2013: 291. 
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3. Heidegger on Aristotle 

 

It would be instructive to look at Heidegger’s own reading of the passages from 

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics that Crowell cites as the inspiration for Heidegger’s 

view of deliberation. Two years before publishing Being and Time, Heidegger begins a 

1924/25 lecture course on Plato’s Sophist with a reading of Books VI and X of Aristotle’s 

Nichomachean Ethics. In an effort to understand Aristotle’s notion of practical wisdom or 

phronêsis, Heidegger looks to the structure of bouleuesthai or deliberating for a 

“structural analysis of action”(GA19 146ff.). Here is how deliberation proceeds on this 

account:  

Phronêsis begins with a prohairesis [decision or choice]: for the sake of 
this, for the sake of an agathon (whichever one it may be), such and such 
is to be done. That is the first premise. And now the circumstances and the 
situation of the action are such and such. That is the second premise. The 
consequent is: hence I will act in such and such a way. The first premise 
concerns the grasping of the hou heneka [for the sake of], which is an 
endechomenon [possibility]. The second premise concerns the finding of 
the eschaton, the outermost point, at which the logizesthai comes to a halt. 
Now Aristotle says: toutôn oun echein dei aisthêsin, autê d’ esti nous 
(1143b5). “What is needed now is aisthêsis, straightforward perception.” 
In the deliberation over the situation in which I am to act, I finally touch 
upon the straightforward grasping of the determinate states of affairs on 
hand, the determinate circumstances, and the determinate time. All 
deliberating ends in an aisthêsis. This straightforward perceiving within 
phronêsis is nous. (GA19 159) 
 

Given that Heidegger lays out deliberation as a kind of syllogism, with “premises” and a 

“consequent”, it seems that he takes deliberation to be a process of rational thought. And 

the fact that deliberation is oriented by an “agathon”, usually translated as “good”, 

suggests that deliberation guides action by pointing out what is good to do.  
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A closer look shows that Heidegger is intent on opening up a conception of 

deliberation in his reading of Aristotle that is an alternative to the traditional one. 

Heidegger wants his audience in these lectures to rid themselves of some of the 

assumptions of modern philosophy that might cloud their reading of Aristotle. 

Deliberation need not be understood as a rational procedure, and he finds resources in 

Aristotle’s Greek for an alternative reading. Despite what Heidegger calls “a veritable 

history of nonsense,” he contends that “logos means discussion, not reason” (GA19 151). 

Logos is a form of speech, “the asserting of something about something,” where “To 

assert means to articulate what is spoken about”(GA19 144-5). On Heidegger’s reading 

of Aristotle in these lectures, logos is the expression of our understanding of entities as 

they are “articulated” in themselves, in the sense of having proper parts. In other words, 

Aristotle took speech to express our understanding of entities as these entities are carved 

up at their proper joints. As logizesthai, deliberating is a process of “circumspective 

talking through” (umsichtiges Durchsprechen) what is involved in taking action, in a way 

that gives expression to entities in the world (GA19 159). Heidegger clarifies that the 

term “’premise,’ protasis, is here understood in a broad sense as that which is posited in 

advance, that which stands before the consequent” (GA19 159). The term is not meant in 

the narrow sense in which it is used in logic. Examples of “premises” include familiar 

opinions (endoxa) that rhetoricians rely on to persuade their audience. That which comes 

before action—the “premises” in this broad, original sense—is a kind of context or 

background, rather than a statement or proposition from which to infer a conclusion. The 

problem with assuming that logizesthai is a form of ratiocination is that logoi do not 



 48 

guide the agent by means of inferences from one proposition to another. Rather, giving 

expression to one’s ends and the circumstances of action is a way of clarifying what is at 

stake, by drawing out salient features of the situation of action in speech.  

Perhaps the means of clarifying what is at stake is appeal to a standard of 

goodness, according to which one can assess courses of action, as Crowell’s reading 

suggests. Heidegger says that, for Aristotle, deliberation proceeds from a grasping of the 

“for the sake of an agathon.” On Crowell’s reading of Aristotle and Heidegger, the point 

of deliberation is to evaluate courses of action, so as to find the “best” course of action 

“given a particular practical identity.”41 In other words, for Crowell, deliberation guides 

action by issuing in a judgment of what courses of action are good by appealing to a 

standard of goodness to which the agent is committed.  

For Heidegger, however, the agathon does not represent something’s being good 

or being valuable. Heidegger notes,  

the agathon is nothing else than an ontological character of beings: it 
applies to those beings which are determined by a telos [end]. To the 
extent that a being reaches its telos and is complete, it is as it is meant to 
be, eu [well, good]… If we take the agathon as value, then this is all 
nonsense. (GA19 123) 
 

The primary sense of agathon for Heidegger is an ontological feature of certain kinds of 

entity that are defined in terms of ends. We are entities defined in terms of ends in the 

sense that when we act for the sake of a general end that is a possible way to be, like 

being an uncle, that general end determines in part what we’re about and what shows up 

as to-be-done. On Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle, acting for the sake of a possible way 

                                                
41 Crowell 2013: 292. 
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to be is to occupy a perspective from which certain activities show up as practically 

salient: baking cakes appears to-be-done from the perspective of being an uncle. The fact 

that being an uncle functions as a telos, an end, does introduce a kind of normative 

standard, since it establishes more or less determinate conditions of appropriate response. 

There are better and worse ways to carry out the project of being an uncle, and those 

possibilities become salient to the extent that this project orients one in one’s outlook on 

the world. But inhabiting this orientation or perspective does not require ascribing value 

to a motive or an object of choice. Heidegger would be very reluctant to say that it does, 

for the same reasons he does not want to make evaluative judgments a part of what it 

means to care about something. As I mentioned before, for Heidegger evaluative 

judgments are ascriptions of “value predicates” or evaluative properties to objects. The 

problem is not that Heidegger thinks that deliberation and the actions that result from it 

are insensitive to normative discrimination. The problem is that the form of intentionality 

that evaluative judgments imply is not germane to the most basic way we interact with 

entities.  

If what guides deliberation, on Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle, is not an 

ascription of value, what is the standard of “correctness” (orthotês) in deliberating? 

Heidegger says that success in deliberation concerns not the choice of the starting point 

of this process, the form of life from which the deliberation ensues, but rather only that 

process itself. It thus concerns the “middle term” of the “syllogism,” that is, the way of 

carrying out the possible form of life that provides the starting point of the deliberation. 

Heidegger picks up on an example from Nicomachean Ethics III, 5, in which the doctor 
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or the orator have clear projects to carry out, and in their deliberating, “they look around, 

in each case within the concrete situation of their acting … until their deliberation 

touches the first aition [cause] when they can intervene, that which, in the uncovering of 

the whole state of affairs, is the outermost of the deliberation” (GA19 162). This 

“outermost of the deliberation,” Heidegger specifies, is the starting point for poiesis, the 

“making” that Heidegger will later interpret in terms of his account of the available. The 

picture that emerges is one in which deliberation guides the agent by providing a view of 

a whole state of affairs in which things can show up as affording action. Available 

entities, remember, are functional items whose interrelations are laid out by shared 

practices. So when a doctor carries out the project of healing, she sets out to look for the 

appropriate means of doing so within the range of equipment at her disposal. The 

standard of success in deliberating is “correctness with regard to what matters for the 

carrying out of the prohaireton agathon, which is more precisely determined as… what it 

needs, how it is used, and when” (GA19 155). The doctor needs to have a sense of the 

range of equipment that is relevant for the task at hand, so that she can use it in the right 

way and at the right time. The process of deliberation can fail if the “middle term” in the 

syllogism of deliberation is pseudês, distortive, in such a way “that it distorts [or hides; 

verstellt] the circumstances, the means, and the ways, that is does not provide me with 

them as they should be in relation to the prohaireton [what is decided, i.e. the possible 

form of life]” (GA19 155). That is, when one’s grasp of the relevant practices distorts 

what is called for—what one needs in order to carry out one’s project—then deliberation 

has missed the mark. This implies that there is a corresponding standard of success for 
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deliberation. Success in deliberating thus requires having enough facility with the 

relevant practices that one can see clearly what needs to be done to carry out a project.  

While deliberation starts with a project to carry out, and seeks a way of carrying 

this out, Crowell is right to emphasize that this should not be understood as a form of 

instrumental reasoning in a narrow sense. A form of life, or ability-to-be, is not 

something that one seeks to produce. Recall the distinction in Heidegger’s jargon 

between two different kinds of relation that define items of equipment: the “toward-

which” identifies a determinate thing to be produced by using the equipment, while a 

“for-the-sake-of-which” identifies the whole form of life that makes sense of why one is 

acting in the first place. Being a doctor or an uncle are not determinate things to be 

produced but ways of living a life, ways of orienting oneself in the world such that things 

matter to one in a particular way.  

But to the extent that we set to carry out these forms of life by engaging in 

practices, and moreover that we can succeed or fail in doing so, recommends 

understanding the relation between practice and form of life in particular normative terms. 

The relevant relation of a practice to a form of life is not narrowly instrumental or 

productive, since forms of life are not the sorts of things that can be produced. But 

perhaps we can say that the normative relation of a practice to a form of life is of 

constitutive means to end. Robert Audi distinguishes constitutive and narrowly 

instrumental means: he argues that to say that I take pleasure in swimming, and do it for 

that reason, is not to say that I swim as an instrumental means to attaining the end of 

pleasure. He explains, “The wanted pleasure is in the swimming as I envisage that 
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activity.”42 We don’t have to conceive of the pleasure as some further end in action 

beyond that of swimming. The swimming is a “constitutive means” to pleasure, in the 

sense that the pleasure is in the activity of swimming itself, rather than something beyond 

it. The relation of practice to form of life is like this, with the distinction that a form of 

life is something one can be. To bake a cake for my niece is to be an uncle, in the sense 

that my baking a cake for my niece is a manifestation of my being an uncle. This is not to 

say that baking a cake for my niece and being an uncle are two type-distinct activities that 

are token-identical; being an uncle is not an activity, it’s a way or style of existing. 

Baking is something I can do; an uncle is something I can be. When I do the former for 

the sake of being the latter, the former serves to carry out and manifest the latter, as a 

constitutive means of being the latter. The fact of introducing a normative relation that 

can be described as one of means to end does not imply that the relation must obtain 

among propositions, or that one must make judgments about the relation to be influenced 

by it as a standard of success. Success in carrying out a form of life lies in the degree to 

which the practice hides or reveals the form of life that it is supposed to manifest. Baking 

a niece a cake is successful, according to this deliberative standard, to the extent that it 

reveals what it means to be an uncle. 

Forms of life provide the starting point of deliberation because they give one’s 

actions a direction or an orientation, if not a target to hit. On Heidegger’s reading of 

Aristotle, deliberating involves giving expression (in speech) to the different aspects of 

the situation of action, to clarify what is at stake and what is needed, until the point at 

                                                
42 Audi 2001: 83. 
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which the phronimos can leave this discussion behind and see directly what is to be done. 

Heidegger suggests that the “discussion” has to end for one to act. That endpoint of 

deliberation is an exercise of nous. Heidegger translates nous as “perception” rather than 

“intellect” (as another standard translation, “intuition,” also suggests). This perception, 

noein,  

is a matter of a simple presentifying [Vergegenwärtigen] of something, so 
that it speaks purely out of itself and no longer requires discourse or a 
demonstration on our part. Here it can still be said: phainetai, the things 
show themselves in this way. The only possibility here is to look on and, 
in looking, to grasp. (GA19 161) 
 

Rather than being an ongoing activity of “giving and asking for reasons,” as Crowell 

suggests,43 deliberation is successful when it obviates the need for demonstration and 

argument altogether.  

Regardless of whether this view can be accurately attributed to Aristotle, 

Heidegger’s unorthodox reading of him challenges the assumption that Heidegger has the 

traditional conception of deliberation in mind in his own philosophical writings. We can 

now turn to Heidegger’s own account of deliberation in Being and Time to see what he 

takes from Aristotle, and what makes his own account different. 

 

4. Deliberation in Being and Time 

 

Although Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle provides important clues for 

understanding his own views, it is important not to conflate the two accounts. It is also 

                                                
43 Crowell 2013: 303. 



 54 

worth noting that these remarks on Aristotle come several years before the publication of 

Being and Time, during a period in which Heidegger is still developing a systematic view. 

So we should not be surprised to find some discrepancy between his reading of Aristotle 

on deliberation and his own conception. For Heidegger’s Aristotle, deliberation is carried 

out in speech, as a form of discussion or “talking through” the process of figuring out 

what to do. In Being and Time, Heidegger points out that the Greeks (especially Plato and 

Aristotle) thought that speech is the best expression of our understanding of things in the 

world: they took explicit assertion in language to be the best expression of our 

understanding of entities as they are.44 

According to the Heidegger of Being and Time, the best expression of our 

understanding of entities is not explicit assertion in language, but what he calls 

“interpretation” (Auslegung). On this conception, interpretation is not primarily a 

linguistic phenomenon, but rather encompasses a much broader variety of ways in which 

we express what entities are. When we act, we interpret entities by treating them as the 

kind of entities they are: when I pick up a fork to start eating, I take the utensil as a fork, 

as a particular part of a whole network of equipment. This form of intentionality gives 

expression to the fork as the thing it is within and in terms of the context that gives this 

entity its significance as the thing it is. In this sense, practical interpretation gives 

expression to the entities we interact with as the entities they are. Interpretation can also 

                                                
44 According to Heidegger, what the Greeks were after with the term “logos” was 
“discourse” (Rede), the way things lend themselves to be expressed as the things they are. 
He notes, “because the logos came into [the Greeks’] philosophical ken primarily as 
assertion, this was the kind of logos which they took as their clue for working out the 
basic structures of the forms of discourse and its components” (SZ 165). See also SZ 154. 
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take the form of an explicit assertion about an object, as in “This is a fork,” or “This fork 

is useful.” But Heidegger thinks that what is expressed in explicit speech is not exactly 

our understanding of entities as we understand them when we interact with them. 

Heidegger claims that assertions are a derivative mode of expression of our 

understanding of entities. For our present purposes, we can leave aside questions about 

what we understand when we engage in theoretical enterprises like natural science, and 

focus on what we understand when we act. If the entities we interact with are 

ontologically constituted by their roles in a whole context of action, then they can only be 

fully expressed as they are if they are expressed in that context. When we express these 

entities in an explicit assertion, in a declarative sentence, what we express is detached 

from this context. To make this point, Heidegger sometimes seems to rely on the 

grammatical form of declarative sentences that predicate something of a grammatical 

subject (as in “This fork is useful.”). The grammar of such a sentence would suggest that 

what is expressed is that an object has a certain property. But if what the fork is, as we 

interact with it, is not an occurrent entity, a material object, but rather an affordance for 

doing something, then this kind of assertion fails to express the entity as it is in that 

interaction. 

For Heidegger, Aristotle was interested in how entities can be expressed as they 

are, but because he focused exclusively on expression in speech, he missed the more 

basic form of expression that Heidegger identifies as interpretation. This helps explain 

why Heidegger’s conception of deliberation is closely associated with interpretation 

rather than with linguistic expression. On his reading of Aristotle, deliberation happens 
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when the deliberator talks through the process of figuring out what to do. Talking through 

one’s general aim in acting, as well as the circumstances and situation of action, gives 

expression to what is at stake in the act, what kinds of things are needed to act, how those 

things are to be used, all so that one can light upon what is to be done; once this endpoint 

is reached and given expression in speech, what is to be done is seen directly and invites 

action without further discussion. But if expression in explicit assertion does not fully 

express entities as they are understood in action, then asserting what is to be done does 

not yet put one in a position to see directly what is to be done and so to act. Thus, as 

Heidegger develops his own views of expression, he would have to adjust his reading of 

Aristotle’s model of deliberation to fit his conception of interpretation.  

Heidegger indicates that deliberation is a kind of act which “brings the available 

closer to human existence,” and he says that it accomplishes this “by interpreting [the 

available] circumspectively.” In fact, the act of deliberating seems to enable 

circumspective interpretation in the first place: “The affordance-character of the available 

does not first get discovered by deliberation, but only gets brought close by it in such a 

manner as to let that in which something has an involvement, be seen circumspectively as 

this very thing”(SZ 360). Deliberation lets what is understood be interpreted. This 

suggests that deliberation is a necessary condition for the interpretation of available 

entities. This is surprising because Heidegger also claims that interpretation is pervasive; 

it is involved in all cases of interacting with the available: “All prepredicative 

straightforward seeing of the available is in itself already understanding-interpreting”(SZ 
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149).45 If every meaningful engagement with available entities is marked by an 

interpretation of them as the things they are, and if deliberation is required for 

interpretation, then deliberation must be involved in every action of this sort. 

This surprising implication, if correct, would bring Heidegger’s views on 

deliberation closer to those of the tradition, which has seen a very close connection 

between deliberation and intentional action. Recall that Kantians argue that actions result 

from the will as it is expressed in rational deliberation. Kantians typically hold the view 

called the “Incorporation Thesis”: in order to act on a given motive the agent must take a 

certain stance towards the motive and “incorporate” the motive into a ground or reason 

for action.46 The view originates in a problem for Kant in accounting for motives that 

originate in one’s non-rational nature—that is, inclinations. If action is freely chosen and 

attributable to the agent, then actions on the basis of inclination must be so as well. But if 

the inclination is to influence the rational will, it cannot do so merely qua non-rational 

impulse. Such influence would be a case of merely being caused to behave, rather than a 

genuine action, which for Kantians originates in the will. In order for an inclination to 

influence the will, the inclination must show up in a certain way—as a proposal or 

question that demands an answer from the rational will. This assumes a sharp distinction 

                                                
45 See also Wrathall’s “Heidegger on Human Understanding” (Wrathall 2013) for an 
explication of this thesis. 
46 The “Incorporation Thesis”, named by Allison in Kant’s Theory of Freedom (1990), is 
expressed in Kant’s Religion: “freedom of the will [Willkur] is of a wholly unique nature 
in that an incentive can determine the will to an action only insofar as the individual has 
incorporated it into his maxim (has made it into the general rule in accordance with 
which he will conduct himself...)” (6:24). 
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between being inclined and being in a position to act on an inclination.47 Being inclined 

means having some pro-attitude toward an object of desire, or of regarding something as 

to-be-done. Acting on an inclination means something like endorsing (or rejecting) the 

inclination as grounds for action. The transition from being inclined to being in a position 

to act on the inclination must happen from the deliberative standpoint of reflective 

judgment, if not necessarily through a process of reasoning; the deliberative standpoint is 

taken to be the reflective stance in which one asks about the grounds of the action 

proposed by the inclination. Having the inclination must be regarded as a question that 

requires an answer from the will (or the agent from the reflective standpoint of 

deliberation) in order to be the basis for action. When I have a desire for a drink, this 

desire must pose the question of its grounds for so acting, such that it is subject to rational 

endorsement or rejection. The desire for the drink cannot just be an impulse to get one, if 

it is to be the basis for genuine action, or it would not be assessable by, and ultimately 

attributable to, the will.  

A central challenge to the Incorporation Thesis is accounting for impulsive action. 

There are many cases of doings that are clearly not mediated by a moment of deliberative 

reflection. Some are simple reflexes, as when one ducks instinctively at a looming object. 

Such reflexive actions are something “less than” genuine actions on the Kantian view: 

they are not instances of action that originates in the will, cases in which the agent is in 

control of their actions. There are ordinary cases of impulsive action that are genuine 

actions in the Kantian sense, when one allows oneself to act on a desire, perhaps against 

                                                
47 See Schapiro 2011. 
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one’s better judgment. But to the extent that the will is complicit in the decision to act on 

the desire, there is a reflective moment of deliberation that mediates between the 

inclination and the action.48  

Action for Heidegger is not necessarily mediated by reflection in this way. Our 

commerce with things in the world is often fluid; we are constantly responding to the way 

things solicit our engagement. But available entities do not directly cause our behavior 

either, and Heidegger is careful to point this out: “The available things with which we 

concern ourselves are not the causes of our concern, as if this were to arise only by the 

effects of entities within the world. Being alongside the available cannot be explained 

ontically in terms of the available itself, nor can the available be derived contrariwise 

from this kind of being” (SZ 352). Equipment cannot immediately give rise to action, 

even though what such entities are “in themselves” are affordances for acting. A reflex 

that responds to an item of equipment does not amount to action in any interesting sense. 

Compare the difference between a boxer who skillfully dodges an oncoming blow, and 

someone who blinks when an object gets too close to their eyes. In neither case is the 

movement mediated by an act of reflection. Yet only in the case of the boxer does it make 

sense to say that the agent is in control of what she is doing and responsive as an agent in 

any meaningful way. This does not mean that the boxer needs to reflect on what she is 

seeing. Rather the oncoming blow is an articulated part of a whole situation in which it 

has practical salience; it shows up as to-be-dodged. There may be borderline cases of 

“automatic” responsiveness, which may or may not respond to discriminations of 
                                                
48 See Schapiro 2011 for this distinction between different senses of “impulsive action” 
and its relation to the Incorporation Thesis.  
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practical salience. The difference between skillful response and reflexive behavior need 

not be a clean one for there to be a distinction. 

Heidegger notes that genuine instances of compulsion, when one behaves in a 

way that is directly caused by instinct or some other impulse, falls short of meaningful 

engagement: “the urge [Drang] ‘to live’ is something ‘towards’ which one is impelled, 

and it brings the impulsion along with it of its own accord. … In pure urge, care has not 

yet become free, though care first makes it ontologically possible for Dasein to be urged 

on by itself” (SZ 195-6, my underline). In purely instinctive behavior, even behavior that 

may be functionally organized toward some goal, the agent’s capacities to engage with 

the world as a practical context are not in play. This suggests that instinctive behavior is 

“less than” genuine action even in the Heideggerian sense of being responsive to 

solicitations from the world. What is missing from instinctive or reflexive behavior, I 

want to suggest, is a responsiveness to practical salience. 

Heidegger is interested in how responsiveness to practical salience relates to our 

general competence at navigating the world. He identifies understanding with our general 

capacity to engage with entities in the contexts in which they make sense as the entities 

they are. As we have seen, available entities are ontologically constituted by the twin 

contexts of practices—networks of referral networks among equipment—and projects—

possible forms of life that organize equipment around general ends that are ways the 

agent understands herself in acting. Heidegger says that understanding has the character 
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of projecting onto possibilities; this means having a grasp of the contexts that constitute 

them as the entities they are.49 

Interpretation, Heidegger says, is “the development [Ausbildung] of the 

understanding” (SZ 148). In interpretation, the available entities that are constituted by 

their practical context are given expression as such: “that which is expressly 

[ausdrücklich] understood—has the structure of something as something” (SZ 149). 

When Heidegger argues that interpretation is ausdrücklich he is not claiming that 

interpretation is background understanding made explicit in concepts or in propositional 

form, as many readers have suggested. Rather, interpretation is understanding made 

salient, as expressed in some act or other—sometimes in an act of judgment, an act of 

reflection, but also in fluid action.  

In order to interpret an available entity as an invitation to act, I need to understand 

the entity. I need to have a grasp of the contexts that determine how it is to be used, as 

well as the conditions under which it proves useful. But a grasp of these contexts is 

insufficient for me to see it as an invitation. To grasp these contexts is to open up a range 

of possible ways of interpreting the entity. Laptops can play roles in various practices and 

can serve various general ends. Since understanding entities means seeing them within 

the possible contexts in which they can be intelligible as the entities they are, 

understanding an available entity means asking the question of how to take such an entity, 

                                                
49 “In the projecting of the understanding, entities are disclosed in their possibility. The 
character of the possibility corresponds, on each occasion, with the kind of being of the 
entity which is understood. Entities within-the-world generally are projected upon that 
world—that is, upon a whole of significance, to whose referral-relations concern, as 
being-in-the-world, has been tied up in advance.” SZ 151. 
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of what the entity is. To ask such a question is already to sketch out a range of possible 

answers. So if understanding poses the question of what there is to engage with, 

interpretation offers an answer:  

the circumspective question as to what this particular thing that is 
available may be, receives the circumspectively interpretive answer that it 
is for such and such a purpose [es ist zum…] … The ‘as’ makes up the 
structure of the expressness of something that is understood. It constitutes 
the interpretation. (SZ 149) 
 

Answering the leading question of what is available means narrowing the possibility 

space in which the relevant entities are to be understood. Adopting a particular project is 

a way of narrowing this possibility space. If I orient myself toward the project of study, 

this restricts the range of ways that I can take entities. An entity like a laptop is lifted into 

prominence by the stance I take up when I am oriented toward the project of study. This 

is so because laptops play particular roles in the practice of taking notes and writing 

papers, which serves the project of study. An entity like the laptop only invites action 

when it is seen from the perspective of a particular project. 

When Heidegger indicates that deliberation is involved in all circumspective 

action, he means that deliberation plays a key role in enacting the transition from an 

understanding of available entities to an interpretation of them that expresses this 

understanding. To see the role that deliberation can play in this enactment, let’s first 

consider cases in which one has to engage in an extended process of deliberating about 

what to do. Recall how deliberation works on Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle. On that 

account, the deliberator gives expression to what is at stake in the act, what kinds of 

things are needed to act, and how these things are to be used, until she can give 



 63 

expression to what is to be done; in giving expression to what is to be done, she sees 

directly what to do. On that conception of deliberation, the deliberator gives expression to 

the relevant considerations and to the ultimate understanding of what to do by way of a 

“talking through” of these elements. On Heidegger’s own account, a process of 

deliberation doesn’t require talking through what to do, but it does involve giving 

expression to the situation of action. So deliberation starts with the adoption of some 

project, like study, that will orient one’s engagement in action. This involves an act of 

self-interpretation, whereby one understands oneself in accordance with the particular 

form of life towards which one is to act: this is to act as a student, as a scholar. This 

particular enactment of self-understanding gives expression to what is at stake in the 

action: the progress of my studies. From the perspective of this way of understanding 

oneself, certain practices are better suited to carrying out this form of life than others: 

note taking and paper writing are for the most part better suited to study as a form of life 

than playing games or online shopping. Settling on a given practice allows one to 

determine how to use particular items of equipment, like a laptop, and ultimately allows 

something to stand out as inviting action.  

One may wonder why such a process would be a necessary part of the transition 

from understanding to interpreting an available entity. If an extended process of 

deliberation involves “giving expression” to various elements of the context of action 

along the way, including oneself in relation to a form of life, and entities in various 

practices, then it seems that even the process of deliberating relies on interpretations. If 

deliberation is necessary for interpretation, is there a regress problem here? To address 
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this concern, we can distinguish between an extended process of deliberating, which 

involves the consideration of various parts of the situation of action and occurs over a 

period of time, and a deliberative moment that is a necessary part of enacting the 

transition from understanding to interpretation. 

The passage on deliberation suggests that what marks the transition from an 

understanding to an interpretation of an available entity is the act of “bringing the 

available closer to human existence,” and that this act is accomplished in deliberation. 

Answering the “leading question” of what is available means narrowing the possibility 

space in which the relevant entities can be understood. The available is “closer” to human 

existence when it has been interpreted as manifesting the form of life that is the agent’s 

project in acting. In order to effect the transition from an understanding to an 

interpretation of an entity, then, one needs to see that entity in terms of the form of life 

that provides one’s practical orientation in acting. The moment of seeing in terms of this 

context is a moment of seeing the entity as part of a whole; this means having a view of 

this whole itself. The deliberative moment, for Heidegger, is an overview [Übersicht] of 

the situation of action. What distinguishes an overview is that what is seen is the whole. 

On the basis of the overview or view of the whole, certain referral and affordance 

relationships stand out. When an entity is seen as playing a role in a practice that carries 

out or manifests some general end, the entity must be seen in the proper relation of 

practice and end. This is not to say that, to interpret an entity as it is, one must see three 

discrete items (the entity, its practice and the end it serves) and then put them together. 

Rather, the model is closer to the Gestalt theory of perception, in which individual 
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elements are only seen as shaped by the overall pattern in which they fit. Seeing an 

element requires seeing the whole to which it belongs. The overview that Heidegger 

identifies with deliberation is the moment of seeing the whole, which is a necessary 

condition of interpreting an entity in light of that whole. 

Just as in an extended process of deliberating, the deliberative moment has a 

standard of success. For in order to interpret an entity as serving a role in a practice, and 

inviting action for the sake of some project, the practice and the project need to be related 

in the right way. We saw earlier that the relevant normative relation can be described as 

that between means and end. But more specifically and accurately, we can call this a 

relation of constitutive means to a formal end: the practice is a “constitutive” means 

because the end is not something external to engaging in the practice, but is in that 

engagement; and the end is “formal” in the sense that the end is a form of life, a way to 

be. In claiming that a deliberative moment is necessary for any act of practical 

interpretation, Heidegger is also claiming that, built into every practical, hermeneutic 

whole is a standard of success in interpretation. Practical interpretation is successful 

when the available entity that is interpreted is seen as serving a role in a practice that 

carries out or manifests a form of life. This is to say that interpretation succeeds when it 

expresses an available entity as it is. 

The moment of seeing the whole in any act of interpretation functions in a way 

analogous to an act of reflection on the Kantian model of acting on inclination. On that 

model, a deliberative moment must come between the inclination and the action to which 

this inclination can lead. The agent can’t act on an inclination until the agent judges 
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whether the inclination offers a reason for acting. This is why Korsgaard thinks that the 

agent must judge the object of the inclination to be good before the agent can act, since 

its goodness constitutes a reason for acting on the inclination. Heidegger’s model of 

deliberation is meant to replace this moment of reflection with a moment of perception. 

On his view, we can only interpret something as an invitation to act if we have a view of 

the whole that makes this interpretation possible. The relevant hermeneutic whole is 

constituted by a form of life into which the agent projects in acting, and a practice that 

determines how to engage with the entity that is interpreted so as to carry out this form of 

life. An extended process of deliberation helps us see how a form of life and a practice 

are brought together to constitute the relevant hermeneutic whole. When an agent is 

oriented toward some form of life, deliberation goes well when something is interpreted 

as inviting action in terms of a practice that allows one to promote that project. 

Deliberation can fail when entities are interpreted according to practices that distort what 

is needed to carry out the project at hand. Although it is possible to act without engaging 

in a process of deliberating beforehand, one cannot interpret something as an invitation to 

act without seeing the whole that makes that interpretation possible.  

Such acts of interpretation make the agent complicit in the invitations to act that 

she sees in the world, since her interpretation is shaped by that form of life that expresses 

who the agent is in acting. This makes her response to this invitation attributable to the 

agent, rather than merely to the available entity to which she is responding. Her 

comportment may be a fluid response to the invitations of the environment, or it may 

involve a process of halting fluid action in order to get a better look at what there is to be 



 67 

done. The latter case may sometimes require isolating features of the context of action, 

and thinking about them and their relation to other features in a reflective act, and 

perhaps by means of judgments of value. But in any of these cases the comportment is 

attributable to her because the meaningfully articulated character of those invitations is 

constituted by how she enacts her self-understanding in action. 
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Chapter 3 

Why Be Inauthentic? 

 

 

Heidegger claims that there is an essential tendency in us to be inauthentic. On 

existing accounts, it remains a puzzle how to reconstruct the argument for this claim in a 

way that is consistent with Heidegger’s project in Being and Time. In this chapter, I argue 

that Heidegger provides an argument that shows why we are subject to a normative 

pressure to be inauthentic—that is, why and in what sense we should be inauthentic. On 

my view this argument relies on features constitutive of our agency to establish this 

conclusion. In Section 2, I consider the normative character of the tendency, as well as 

the inadequacy of existing proposals for accounting for it. In Section 3, I discuss 

Dreyfus’s suggestion that this tendency owes to a particular fact about our psychology. 

This leads to my reconstruction of Heidegger’s argument in Section 4. But first, let’s 

review what Heidegger means when he talks about an anonymous, “public” form of 

agency that he calls “the one” or “the anyone” (das Man). 

 

1. The Anyone and The Public 

 

The reconstruction of Heidegger’s conception of action on offer in the previous 

two chapters relies on the notion of shared practices. Our engagement with things in the 

world is marked by more or less standardized patterns of use that are shared among 
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members of a community of practitioners. Practices are constituted by the more or less 

comprehensive mutual understanding of practitioners on how to use, manipulate, or 

otherwise engage with entities of a certain sort, and on how to interact with others 

through communal engagement with entities. Games like tennis are practices with 

explicit rules of play, but also with unspoken norms of convention and strategy that guide 

players on when and how to interact with the entities involved in play and with one 

another. There are also plenty of practices with less formalized or explicit norms of 

engagement that have been documented, like practices of exchanging gifts,50 of standing 

at appropriate distances from one another,51 or of how to engage in social media,52 and 

countless more that no one has yet named or made explicit. It is possible to conceive of 

“private” practices in which practitioners engage in them alone, like brushing one’s teeth, 

or highly idiosyncratic practices that have only one practitioner, like tech mogul Elon 

Musk’s routine of scheduling his day exclusively in five-minute blocks. Even in these 

cases, practices are universal in the sense that anyone engaging in these practices is 

subject to the norms of appropriate engagement constitutive of the practice. In this sense, 

they are shareable even if they are not in fact shared. 

Since practices are shareable in this sense, they prescribe more or less determinate 

standards of appropriateness or success regardless of who the practitioner is. Thus 

practices presuppose a level of uniformity in people’s participation in these practices, 

despite the differences that exist among individuals in terms of their physical or social 
                                                
50 See Bourdieu 1972. 
51 See Dreyfus 1991. 
52 See “The Complete Guide to Twitter Etiquette,” 
https://mashable.com/2013/10/14/twitter-etiquette/#2InQbjqe.iqI 



 70 

characteristics, their abilities and dispositions, and so on. Heidegger calls this feature the 

“averageness” of our everyday participation in shareable practices (SZ 127). Because a 

level of sameness is assumed in one’s engagement in practices, we tend to notice 

individual differences between us. We can be led to respond to these differences in 

various ways, by “evening them out”, by “catching up with others”, or by asserting one’s 

own “priority” with respect to others, distinguishing oneself from others.53 In some 

practices, the norm may be to act like everyone else, to blend in, but in others it may be to 

distinguish oneself from the crowd: at the gallery opening, the most outlandishly dressed 

person may be the one who conforms most closely to the relevant norm.  

Heidegger suggests that there is a clear tendency to guide one’s behavior towards 

the norm, to downplay individual differences in one’s participation in shared practices. 

He notes, “In this averageness with which it prescribes what can and may be ventured, it 

keeps watch over everything exceptional that thrusts itself to the fore. Every kind of 

priority gets noiselessly suppressed”(SZ 127). Heidegger calls this tendency the “leveling 

down of all possibilities of being.” This may sound like he’s ignoring the kinds of 

practices I just mentioned, in which the norm is to stand out rather than to blend in. He’s 

not. Although the norms of some practices may prescribe distinguishing oneself from 

others, with respect to all practices there is a tendency to ignore individual differences 

                                                
53 “In one’s concern with what one has taken hold of, whether with, for or against, the 
others, there is constant care as to the ways one differs from them, whether that 
difference is merely one that is to be evened out, whether one’s own Dasein has lagged 
behind the others and wants to catch up in relationship to them, or whether one’s Dasein 
already has some priority over them and sets out to keep them suppressed”(SZ 126). 
Heidegger calls this tendency to notice differences in how others participate in practices 
“distantiality” [Abständigkeit]. 
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that would affect how one is supposed to view the point of the practice. In competitive 

practices like playing tennis, a central norm is to win the game and to distinguish oneself 

as the better player. Focusing on this norm may involve “suppressing” other aspects of 

play that may offer a competing understanding of the point of playing the game, like 

getting exercise or the camaraderie involved in spending time with another person. 

Heidegger thinks that our participation in shared practices tends toward a consolidation 

and narrowing of our understanding of what it means to engage in these practices. This is 

because, as I will argue in a moment, when we participate in practices with others on a 

day-to-day basis, we don’t just share practices; we get caught up in common forms of life. 

These features of our participation in shared practices—the fact that there is a 

normal way to engage in practices, that we notice and tend to downplay or erase 

individual differences—means that there is a way in which the world is generally 

interpreted. There is a “public” interpretation of the world:  

Publicness proximally controls every way in which the world and Dasein 
get interpreted, and it is always right—not because there is some 
distinctive and primary relationship-of-being in which it is related to 
‘things’, or because it avails itself of some transparency on the part of 
Dasein which it has explicitly appropriated, but because it is insensitive to 
every difference of level and of genuineness and thus never gets to the 
‘heart of the matter’. By publicness everything gets obscured, and what 
has thus been covered up gets passed off as something familiar and 
accessible to everyone. (SZ 127) 
 

Saying that there is a public way in which the world is interpreted means that there is a 

guiding context of action that comes pre-assigned in our everyday engagement. An 

interpretation always depends on the whole or context in terms of which it stands out and 

makes sense. When we interpret available entities, we see them in the context of a given 
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practice, according to which they play their distinctive roles, and in the context of a form 

of life, in the service of which these entities can invite action. These forms of life are 

possible ways of living a life that orient us in our actions and express the way that we 

understand ourselves in acting and what matters to us. We can interpret available entities 

as invitations to act only on the basis of this dual context of practice and form of life.  

Heidegger suggests that the form of life operative in our everyday interpretation 

of the world has a distinctive formal character. When we go about our everyday business 

of cooking, driving, and shopping, we don’t just engage in these familiar practices; we 

adopt common forms of life that express an average engagement in them. We do “as one 

does,” not just in the sense that we conform to the norm of the practice, but also in the 

sense that the form of life for the sake of which we act expresses the agent as a 

practitioner of the practice, rather than as an individual. Roughly, this means that the 

interpretation to act expresses an understanding of oneself that is generic, that would 

express the average practitioner of that practice. Thus the person who dresses 

outlandishly for the gallery opening for the sake of standing out is not expressing himself; 

he’s giving expression to the average practitioner of the practice of going to gallery 

openings; he’s expressing “what one does” or “what anyone does” when one makes an 

appearance at the opening. For this reason, Heidegger says that the “self” that is 

expressed in action when one goes along with familiar forms of life is “the one-self” or 

“the anyone-self” (das Man-selbst). Thus Heidegger observes, 

If Dasein is familiar with itself as anyone-self, this means at the same time 
that the anyone itself prescribes that way of interpreting the world and 
being-in-the-world which lies closest. The anyone, for the sake of which 
Dasein is in an everyday mode, articulates the referral context of 



 73 

significance. When entities are encountered, Dasein’s world frees them for 
a whole of affordance, with which the anyone is familiar, and within the 
limits that have been established with the averageness of the anyone. (SZ 
129) 
 

In claiming that there is a public interpretation of the world, Heidegger is saying that 

there is a range of practices that we tend to engage in, and that there is an accompanying 

range of forms of life that offer common ways in which we understand ourselves in 

acting. We understand ourselves as friends, sisters, students, Frenchmen, or what have 

you. These forms of self-understanding are often generic, in the sense that they often 

stick to generic modes of understanding these roles: friends act like this, and parents like 

that, etc. It is not hard to imagine such shared forms of life: we grow up into a world in 

which we learn not only how to how to bake and how to tell a joke, but also what it 

means to be an uncle and a friend. Acculturation into practices is at the same time 

acculturation into the forms of life that those practices serve. Since we are acculturated 

into these shared practices and the forms of life they serve, the public interpretation of the 

world arises without anyone’s having to consciously or explicitly choose it. This public 

interpretation is inherited.  

In claiming that there is a public interpretation of the world, Heidegger is making 

the bold assertion that there is a public “agency”: “In Dasein’s everydayness, the agency 

through which most things come about is one of which we must say that ‘it was no 

one’”(SZ 127). This follows from his views on interpretation and its role in action. For 

Heidegger, we act in response to invitations to act. Those invitations are interpretations, 

which are constituted by particular practices that serve particular projects. In going along 

with the public interpretation of the world, what we do is in fact action on Heidegger’s 
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view, since our interpretation of what is to be done is constituted by the fact that we 

engage in practices and forms of life that we live out; it’s not just reflexive behavior. Yet 

most of what we do is done in the service of forms of life that express whatever role we 

are playing in acting. How people act is often laid out for them in terms of regular 

patterns of behavior by the expectations of other practitioners and by the habitual ways 

we engage in those practices. The life of the everyday comes “pre-interpreted” on this 

view, in the sense that to a large extent there is often some course of action laid out for 

one, a whole set of invitations to act with which one can be carried along.  

Heidegger thinks that this public interpretation of the world is not only inherited, 

but also reinforced through the actions of individuals who act for the sake of generic 

forms of life.54 In acting for the sake of generic forms of life, we take up a certain way of 

understanding what it means to engage in practices and this involves the tendency to 

reinforce the generic form of life and suppress other understandings of what might be 

served by engaging in the practice. This is the process we have identified along with 

Heidegger as the “leveling down of all possibilities of being.” Let’s consider the 

following example. An unfortunate consequence of the convergence of our polarized 

political culture with online social media platforms like Twitter has been the emergence 

of what The New York Times reporter Maggie Haberman calls a cycle of “viciousness, 

toxic partisan anger, intellectual dishonesty, motive-questioning and sexism.”55 It wasn’t 

always this way. She notes that at first Twitter was an information-sharing platform, “a 

place where I could learn things I didn’t know, glean information that was free from 
                                                
54 Wrathall emphasizes this point, especially (Wrathall 2017: 25-26). 
55 Maggie Haberman, “Why I (Mostly) Quit Twitter,” The New York Times, July 21, 2018. 
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errors about a breaking news story or engage in a discussion and be reasonably confident 

that people’s criticisms were in good faith.” But given the current political climate of 

increasingly entrenched forms of life that are decidedly partisan, users engage in the 

platform as defenders of one or the other side of an issue. This isn’t attributable to a 

change in how to use the platform, but a sedimentation of a particular mode of 

engagement with it that depends on a particular understanding of what one is supposed to 

get out of the platform. The result is that efforts at honest exchange or debate are ignored, 

challenged, or silenced by a growing majority of users who are there to enforce their 

understanding of the platform as a battleground. As Haberman laments, “More recently, 

instead of engaging in thoughtful debates, I found myself spending an increasing amount 

of time explaining an errant word or a poorly phrased tweet, and coming off defensive as 

I did it.” Even when Haberman engages in the platform for the sake of the democratic 

exchange of ideas, she is pulled back, despite her efforts, to what has become the normal 

mode of engagement in the platform—becoming defensive herself. While there are 

certainly features of the online experience that are particularly well-suited to foster this 

kind of herd mentality, this experience is a manifestation of a larger trend in human 

engagement in shared practices to be constantly pulled back to the public interpretation of 

the world.56 

                                                
56 Haberman points out that differences are especially hard to preserve on a platform like 
Twitter, where “everything is shrunk down to the same size, making it harder to discern 
what is a big deal and what is not. Tone often overshadows the actual news. All outrages 
appear equal.” This fact about how information is presented online exacerbates the 
problem, but the problem exists because what’s important, on the public interpretation of 
the platform, is the outrage, not the substance of the disagreement. 



 76 

 It should be noted that the tendency to reinforce the public interpretation of the 

world is not the same as a tendency to conform to the conventions of prevailing practices. 

To make this distinction appear less of a subtlety, let me provide another example. The 

rebellious teenager is a prototypical reinforcer of the public interpretation of the 

household. In defying the rules and expectations of his parents and throwing tantrums, 

the point of his actions is to flout the norms of household practices and exert his 

independence. But in doing so, he expresses his continued beholdenness to the forms of 

life that those practices serve. His rebellion is not a sign of his independence from his 

role as the child in the family but an oblique reinforcement of it: he acts like a child in 

flouting the norms of the household practices according to which he is treated like a child. 

Interpreters trying to make sense of Heidegger’s claims about the anyone often miss this 

sort of case. Cases of rebellion against the norms of prevailing practices are usually 

redescribed as conformism to some other set of norms: “non-conformists” who go live on 

a commune are just conforming to the norms of that group.57 This may be true for many 

cases. But we should allow for genuine rebellion as a form of beholdenness to the public 

interpretation, since some of these cases, like the rebellious teenager, are exemplary cases 

of a commitment to the public interpretation. 

This distinction is important, because it shows that what’s at stake in our tendency 

to reinforce the public interpretation is not just our tendency to conform to normal ways 

of behaving, but to understand ourselves in terms of the practice that we are engaged in. 

(More on this soon.) As we’ll see in the next section, Heidegger claims that the tendency 

                                                
57 Blattner 2015: 131. 
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to reinforce the public interpretation of the world is “essential” to us. Were his point that 

we are all essentially conformists, as he is sometimes read, the thesis would be a lot less 

plausible. Fortunately that’s not what he meant. 

 

2. The Reign of the Anyone 

 

In characterizing this tendency to reinforce the public way of interpreting the 

world, Heidegger makes two points that any reading needs to contend with. He indicates 

that the tendency toward “leveling down of all possibilities of being” is an “essential 

tendency” (SZ 127). He says that the possibilities of being that “have been disclosed and 

appropriated by Dasein as anyone” themselves “make manifest an essential tendency of 

being” (SZ 167).58 The suggestion is that this tendency arises out of our nature as the 

kind of entities we are. The second point is that he uses the language of political 

subjection in characterizing the pull towards the public interpretation: human existence 

“stands in subjection to” [Botmäßigkeit] (SZ 126) and experiences “domination [or rule] 

by” [Herrschaft] (SZ 126, 128) the anyone. He writes, “Absorption in the anyone means 

the reign of public interpretedness”(SZ 222).59 This suggests not only that we tend to 

reinforce the public interpretation of the world, but that we are subject to normative 

pressure to do so, and subject to it by our very nature. The fact that there is an average 

way of engaging in a practice does not mean that one is under normative pressure to 

conform to the average; neither does the fact that there is a public way of interpreting the 
                                                
58 For more on this “essential tendency” see SZ 255, 311, 313, 322. 
59 “Das Aufgehen im Man bedeutet die Herrschaft der öffentlichen Ausgelegtheit.” 
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world mean that one is under pressure to reinforce that interpretation. Even the fact that 

people do, in general, tend to bend towards the norm does not explain why we are subject 

to its dominion, much less that we are subject to it in virtue of what we are. So what 

justifies the use of normative language here?60   

It is true that the fact that we engage in practices with others generates norms of 

behavior, in the sense that mutual engagement in practices requires a level of 

coordination and mutual understanding. This may imply that we must act in ways that 

would be familiar and expected by others in order for others to understand us and 

reciprocate. This may help explain why we need to arrive at shared norms of behavior 

within a practice. 

But the tendency to reinforce the public interpretation of the world is not just the 

tendency to engage in accordance with the conventions of shared practices. As I’ve 

already noted, it also includes the tendency to understand oneself in terms of specific 

forms of life. For the most part, we understand ourselves in many of the same ways as 

others understand themselves. This is no surprise. Members of a community often inherit 

the same array of possible ways to be. We grow up in these common forms of life, take 

our direction from them, and interpret the world in light of them. It is these common 

forms of life, together with familiar practices, that together constitute the public 

interpretation of the world. 

                                                
60 McKinney (2018) asks the same question. He seeks an answer for it in what he sees as 
Dasein’s necessary claim to knowledge. I take up this same broad question, but look for 
an answer in features constitutive of our agency. 
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If we are under normative pressure to reinforce the public way of interpreting the 

world, then we are in some sense compelled to carry out these received forms of life. Yet 

why are we compelled to carry out these forms of life? Even if we grew up thinking that 

boys care about playing sports and girls care about dressing up, that doesn’t mean that we 

should reinforce those self-conceptions. Of course self-conceptions like these are deeply 

ingrained in our culture and embodied in the organization of equipment and practices, 

such that our self-understanding matches our practices and our practices match our self-

understanding. In this sense, the practices and self-understanding we inherit tend to 

reinforce each other, and come as a package. But if the question concerns the basis of the 

normative pressure to reinforce the public interpretation, the question is why we are 

committed to this whole package (and why we are committed to it “essentially”.) 

A faithful reader of Heidegger may aver that the answer lies in his conception of 

“being-with” and the inherent sociality of human agency.61 “Being-with” names the fact 

that we live in a world with others, that others not only matter to us but are also necessary 

for the kind of agency we enjoy. Heidegger stresses that our being-with others is 

fundamental to our being (SZ 123). But the fact that he takes our being-with others as 

fundamental does not necessarily answer the relevant question. Our living and acting 

with others is a condition for the possibility of interacting with available entities, since 

available entities have uses only within practices that are in principle shareable with 

others. But the fact that engaging in practices requires acting alongside others doesn’t 

explain why we are subject to the demand to reinforce the public interpretation of the 

                                                
61 See, for example, Rousse 2013. 
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world, and thus subject to the demand to understand ourselves via the forms of life that 

we have in common with others. 

That our self-conception emerges from those forms of life that we grew up with 

does not provide the relevant explanation either.62 It is true that we always already 

understand ourselves in terms of common forms of life before we are in a position to ask 

who we are in the first place. How we understand ourselves is constituted by our 

understanding of others and by how others understand us. But the question remains about 

why we are subject to a demand to continue to understand ourselves in these ways, and 

moreover to reinforce the public interpretation of the world as it currently is. Although 

the language of our own self-expression comes from our social milieu, what we say about 

ourselves need not.63 This becomes especially apparent if we note that Heidegger claims 

that the essential tendency to reinforce the public interpretation is operative even after we 

are in a position to determine who we are for ourselves: even authentic existence is 

subject to this demand. 

                                                
62 Pace Carman 2000. See especially: “To make sense of oneself at all is to make sense of 
oneself on the basis of the banal, indeed flattened out and leveled off, language of das 
Man” (Carman 2000: 21). 
63 Carman argues from the fact that interpretation relies on a shared mode of intelligibility 
to the claim that what we express in this mode necessarily tends towards the generic and 
derivative: “Precisely because it is rooted in discourse, interpretation is constantly subject 
to a kind of generic drift, since articulations and elaborations of meaning essentially 
move in the direction of common intelligibility. What is intelligible is precisely what 
“one” understands. It is constitutive of making sense that one do so according to the 
standards of das Man… The effort to make oneself intelligible in discourse therefore 
tends to drift into ever shallower waters, eventually bottoming out in sheer banality and 
cliché” (Carman 2000: 21). But this doesn’t follow. Just ask a working author: you don’t 
have to invent a new language to tell a new story. 
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The fact that our being-with others is fundamental explains why there is a public. 

We live with others, and this fact is essential to our agency. This is why Heidegger 

suggests the tendency towards the public interpretation is essentially connected to our 

being-with.64 Were it not for our nature as social agents, there would be no need to 

engage in shared practices; we would not need to grow up in a world in which we act 

with others, and understand ourselves in terms of common forms of life, and thus grow 

into a public interpretation of the world. But our being with others does not explain why 

we are subject to the demand to reinforce this interpretation. 

 

Section 3: The Psychological Account 

 

Heidegger introduces a potential source of this normative demand to reinforce the 

public interpretation. He says that, in going along with the public interpretedness of the 

world, the particular Dasein is “disburdened by the anyone.” Heidegger continues,  

by thus disburdening it of its being, the anyone accommodates [kommt… 
entgegen] Dasein, insofar as there is a tendency in [Dasein] to take things 
easily and make them easy. And because the anyone constantly 
accommodates the particular Dasein by disburdening it of its being, the 
anyone retains and enhances its stubborn dominion [Herrschaft]. (SZ 128) 
 

Heidegger seems to be saying that the public interpretation of the world provides a way 

for human existence to unload some burden with which it is charged, and that this 

explains how the anyone exerts its normative standing. What is this “burden”? What is 

                                                
64 Heidegger notes that the kind of “constancy” that the anyone provides, which is 
associated with the tendency to reinforce the public interpretation, is attributable to our 
being-with (SZ 128). 
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this tendency in Dasein to “take things easily make things easy”? How does the anyone 

“accommodate” the latter tendency? And how does this explain the demand to reinforce 

the public interpretation of the world?  

The received view in answer to these questions comes from Dreyfus. Dreyfus 

argues that, while Heidegger sometimes suggests that the tendency to get caught up in the 

public interpretation arises out of constitutive features of our engagement in the world, 

Heidegger lacks an account to back this claim up.65 Instead, Heidegger often appeals to a 

distinct account that Dreyfus (along with psychotherapist Jane Rubin, his collaborator on 

his 1991 Division II interpretation) dubs “psychological”66 or “motivational,”67 so named 

because of its resemblance and connection to Kierkegaard’s reflections in the Concept of 

Anxiety, which Kierkegaard subtitles “A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation 

on the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin,” not because of any appeal to empirical 

psychology. This account points to the fact that human existence is ultimately groundless, 

that there is no ultimate justification for the way that we understand ourselves and for the 

way we are normally guided to act in the public interpretation of the world; this means 

that we are each called to take responsibility for our own existence and for our actions in 

the world. The tendency to reinforce the public interpretation is thus attributable to a 

psychological motive on this view. Dreyfus and Rubin characterize the relevant motive as 

                                                
65 Dreyfus 1991: 228. 
66 Dreyfus 1991: 226. 
67 Dreyfus 1991: 355, note 2. 
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an affective response to the recognition of our groundlessness, a realization that is itself 

“unsettling” and “unbearable.”68 

The passage just cited seems to fit this motivational account. The fact that we are 

faced with the task of assuming responsibility can be experienced by human existence as 

a “burden.” The public interpretation of the world offers a way of discharging this burden. 

For one can disown responsibility for one’s existence and one’s actions by treating the 

public interpretation as authoritative. This counts as disowning responsibility for one’s 

actions, since by treating the public interpretation as authoritative, one seeks the 

justification for being the way one is and for one’s actions in that interpretation. The 

anyone thus “accommodates” our desire to avoid taking responsibility for ourselves, 

which might be described as our “tendency to take this easily and make things easy.” By 

reinforcing the public interpretation through one’s actions, one is committing oneself to 

the legitimacy of the demands imposed by that interpretation. This both serves to make 

things easier, by avoiding the task of taking responsibility for oneself, and sustains and 

enhances the reign of the anyone. Thus the public interpretedness of the world, as 

Dreyfus and Rubin put it, “preserves and perpetuates ways of covering up nothingness, 

and socialized Dasein drifts along in this motivated cover-up.”69  

There is plenty of textual evidence for this reading for Dreyfus to draw from. The 

tendency to understand oneself and the world in terms of the public interpretation is not 

only described as a tendency toward that interpretation, but also as a “turning away” and 

a “flight” from itself (SZ 184-6). Heidegger says that the everyday mode of existing 
                                                
68 Dreyfus 1991: 334. 
69 Dreyfus 1991: 314. 
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provided by the anyone is “tempting,” that it “seduces” (SZ 169, 177). This could mean 

that there is something we find distressing about the fact that our lives lack ultimate 

justification, and that we have the task of taking responsibility for our lives nonetheless; 

and it could mean that there is something appealing about pretending that we don’t have 

to take responsibility for ourselves. These complementary psychological states of 

aversion and attraction could explain why we tend toward the public interpretation of 

ourselves and the world, and perhaps even, given a better account of these motivational 

states, why we should.  

But why should Heidegger, or anyone, think that these psychological states are 

essential to us? For programmatic reasons, Heidegger wouldn’t be satisfied with an 

account that appealed to our psychological make-up as human animal, even if we could 

provide an evolutionary hypothesis for the role of these psychological states. For in 

saying that this tendency is “essential” to us, he is committed to the claim that it has a 

very particular source. The whole existential analytic of human existence, and the project 

of Being and Time, rests on the designation of the entity that we are as existence. So 

while it may be true that we are human animals with a definite evolutionary history, with 

a determinate physical and psychological makeup, what we are essentially qua human 

existence must be traceable to what makes us that kind of entity.70 Thus we are left with 

the question about how these psychological states, and the normative force they are 

                                                
70 The essence of human existence (Dasein), Heidegger says, lies “in the fact that in each 
case it has its being to be, and has it as its own,” and that “Dasein” is “a term which is 
purely an expression of its being” (SZ 12). 
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supposed to explain, are traceable to features constitutive of human existence. As Dreyfus 

recognizes, Heidegger assumes such an account. Does he ever provide one?71 

 

4. The Promise of a Full and Genuine Life 

 

I want to pursue the possibility that Heidegger does have an account of the 

normative pressure to reinforce the public interpretation of the world, and that this 

account derives from his understanding of us as existence. Specifically, I argue that the 

normative force of the pull to reinforce the public interpretation of the world follows 

from what it means to act in a world. The strategy, therefore, is to show that we are 

subject to a demand to reinforce the public interpretation by the very fact that we have to 

act. The argument is not obvious, so I will outline it first, before defending its steps in 

more detail below.  

 

1. In order to act, I must interpret some entity as an invitation to act. 

2. In order to interpret some entity as an invitation to act, I need to see the 

entity in light of a hermeneutic whole; the relevant whole is a practical one, 

                                                
71 Dreyfus and Rubin suggest a further possibility: “Why, in short, are we the kind of 
beings that can’t face being the kind of beings we are? The obvious answer would seem 
to be that human beings seek secure meaning.” But then they dismiss this proposal: “But 
the question returns: If anxiety reveals the Dasein is really a nullity, and if Dasein is 
called to manifest in its action what it is, why shouldn’t Dasein seek to live in a way that 
manifests its nullity, rather than try to hide its nullity in banality and pseudocontent?” 
(Dreyfus 1991: 334-5). Below, I pursue this proposal, and try to answer the latter 
question. 
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constituted by a practice and by a form of life that this practice allows me 

to carry out. 

3. The standard of success for seeing this whole is an alignment of practice 

and project as constitutive means to end. 

4. The only way to guarantee such an alignment is if the form of life is 

derived from the practice. 

5. Forms of life that are derived from practices are generic, and to act for the 

sake of them is to act for the sake of the anyone. 

6. Acting for the sake of generic forms of life reinforces the public 

interpretation of the world. 

7. Therefore, (given the standard of success for seeing a practical 

hermeneutic whole) I am subject to normative pressure to reinforce the 

public interpretation of the world. 

 

We’ve encountered some of these premises already, in this and previous chapters. 

All of our engagements in the world are engagements with entities; we don’t act in a 

vacuum. In order to interact with entities, we need to interpret them. This doesn’t mean 

that we need to impose some form of meaning on things that isn’t there. Interpretation is 

the way we express what things are by treating them as such. The entities we interact 

with in a practice are what they are in that practice in virtue of the role they play in 

relation to other items and other practitioners, and the use they serve. They are useful to 

the extent that they also play a role in carrying out some form of life, some possible way 
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for the agent to understand herself and for things to matter to her. So interpreting an 

available entity as what it is requires seeing in within the twin contexts of a practice and a 

form of life. 

In Chapter 2, I argued that Heidegger has a view of deliberation, that he sees 

deliberation as necessary for the relevant kind of practical interpretation, and that this 

conception of deliberation comes with a particular standard of success. “Deliberation” 

can refer to an extended process of deliberating or figuring out what to do, or to a 

“deliberative moment,” which is the necessary moment of seeing the hermeneutic whole 

in any act of practical interpretation. When I engage in a process of deliberating, I may 

feel the need to step back from the entities I am engaging with, and reconsider what 

perspective to take on things given what matters to me in acting. This could involve a 

kind of search for a new way of handling entities. I light upon a way of acting when I find 

a way of taking entities that allows me to make good on what matters to me—that is, that 

allows me to carry out the possible way of being in terms of which I understand myself in 

acting. Thus deliberating goes well when I am able to interpret entities in terms of a 

practice that allows me to carry out the project of a form of life. The relevant relation of 

practice to project is not a narrowly instrumental or “productive” one. That would imply 

that I am seeking to realize or produce a form of life, which is a category mistake: forms 

of life are ways of existing, not states of affairs to be realized. Neither is it the case that I 

am necessarily consciously or explicitly trying to be an embodiment of that form of life; 

it needn’t function as the content of a reflective judgment about who or what I want to be 

in acting. Rather, engaging in a practice offers a way of, as I keep saying, carrying out a 
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form of life, in the sense that it is via the practice that I live in the manner characterized 

by the form of life. The relation of practice to project is means to end, but it is a relation 

of constitutive means to general end. The relevant means-end relation obtains in all 

successful acts of practical interpretation, since such acts of interpretation require seeing 

the whole context in terms of which the entity is interpreted as an invitation to act, and 

this context is constituted by the proper alignment of practice and project. What counts as 

the “proper alignment” of these aspects of the practical context is this means-end relation. 

So much for Premises 1, 2, and 3. 

Let’s turn to Premise 4, which is a new claim in our reconstruction. At various 

points, Heidegger indicates that the anyone offers us “reassurances.” The fact that there is 

a public interpretation in which practices and projects come “pre-aligned” is a boon for us 

insofar as we need this kind of alignment to act. The existence and prevalence of the 

public interpretedness of the world cultivates 

the supposition that the disclosedness of Dasein that is so accessible and 
so prevalent can guarantee to Dasein that all possibilities of its being will 
be secure, genuine, and full. The self-certainty and the decidedness of the 
anyone announce that there is an increasing lack of need of authentic 
disposed understanding. The supposition of the anyone that one is leading 
and sustaining a full and genuine ‘life’, brings Dasein a reassurance 
[Beruhigung], for which everything is ‘in the best of order’ and all doors 
are open. (SZ 177) 
 

This passage reveals what’s appealing about the public interpretation of the world. 

Because it is an interpretation of entities as inviting action, it offers not only familiar 

modes of engaging with entities, but also modes of understanding oneself and what 

matters. Heidegger says here that the public way of interpreting the world seems to 

guarantee that all one’s “possibilities of being”—all the ways of understanding oneself 
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and what matters to one, all the forms of life that one projects into—will be secure, 

genuine, and full. That is, the public interpretation promises us that our projects will be 

borne out, that we can count on leading a life that succeeds in carrying out a determinate 

form of life. Thus we get reassured that those forms of life on offer in the public 

interpretation are a sure bet, insofar as our concern with them lies in our ability to carry 

them out in our lives. The Beruhigung offered by the public is thus best understood as a 

promise of success, rather than a “tranquilization” as it is usually translated.72 Although 

the latter translation picks up on the roots of the word (Ruhe) to evoke the quiet 

complacency of much of the everyday going-along-with-the-flow, “reassurance”—its 

more standard meaning—is better because its appeal is not in being a sedative but in 

being a guarantee. The offer it makes is of a “full and genuine ‘life’” in the sense of 

offering a form of life that we know, or at least that we trust, we will be able to live out.  

But why think that the anyone can make such an offer? How could it possibly 

guarantee that I be able to fully live out a given form of life? I’ve indicated an answer in 

Premise 4. The public interpretation offers not only familiar practices to engage in, but 

also ways of understanding oneself and what matters to one. In our everyday 

comportment, Heidegger claims, we read this self-understanding off how we understand 

entities in familiar practices. He makes this remark at several points in Being and Time 

(e.g. SZ 15). A more extended discussion comes in the lecture course that he gives in the 

same year Being and Time is published: 

                                                
72 Macquarrie & Robinson and Stambaugh both use “tranquilization” for Beruhigung in 
this passage. 
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We understand ourselves by way of things [aus … her], in the sense of the 
self-understanding of everyday Dasein. To understand ourselves from 
[aus] the things with which we are occupied means to project our own 
ability-to-be upon such features of the business of our everyday 
occupation as the feasible, urgent, indispensible, expedient. The Dasein 
understands itself from [aus] the ability-to-be that is determined by the 
success and failure, the feasibility and unfeasibility, of its commerce with 
things. The Dasein thus comes towards itself from out of [aus … her] the 
things. It expects its own can-be as the can-be of a being which relies on 
what things give or what they refuse. It is as though the Dasein’s can-be 
were projected by the things, by the Dasein’s commerce with them, and 
not primarily by the Dasein itself from [aus] its ownmost self, which 
nevertheless exists, just as it is, always as dealing with things. (Basic 
Problems of Phenomenology, GA24 410) 
 

This passage spells out in what senses we derive our self-understand from (aus) entities in 

the world in our everyday comportment. To better understand this proposal, let’s consider 

the various senses of the German preposition “aus”. It can have the dynamic sense of 

“from out of”, “coming from” or “originating in”; it can have the analytical sense of “in 

terms of”; and it can have the grounding or justificatory sense of “on the grounds of” or 

“on the basis of”. All three of these senses are at work in the above passage, and they 

help make sense of the distinctive structure of this mode of comportment. 

On the dynamic sense, I understand myself from out of entities as I find them in 

familiar practices. We experience this sort of thing all the time. Sometimes when I go to 

the grocery store to get something specific, being in that environment actually shapes and 

alters what I take to matter in that context and what I see as the point of shopping.73 I find 

myself perusing the aisles, putting things in my basket, realizing I needed this or that item. 

My orientation and direction in acting comes from the built environment of the grocery 
                                                
73 This is known as the “Gruen Effect,” named after Austrian architect and urban planner 
Victor Gruen, who designed the first indoor shopping malls in the suburbs of American 
cities in the 1950’s. 
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store, in the sense that my practical orientation is altered by being in that environment. 

Being immersed in the store and in the practice of grocery shopping prompts me to start 

buying more than I need, or more than I had intended in going to the store in the first 

place. This doesn’t mean that I am acting purely on instinct. I am interpreting the world 

around me, and responding to invitations to act. In this common case, the point of my 

activity in the store is partly derived from the practice of grocery shopping, since it’s only 

in engaging in that practice, among all the equipment that make it up, that I begin to want 

more stuff than I had intended to get. (It is also not the case that I simply changed my 

mind during my time in the grocery store—too often, I only realize how much I just 

bought when my bill starts adding up at checkout.) 

I derive my purposive orientation from my engagement in the practice, Heidegger 

suggests, because I understand myself in terms of what I find in the store. I call this the 

“analytical sense” not because it involves careful examination, but because it concerns 

the ways entities are component parts of the larger whole that is the practice. All the 

equipment of the grocery store is organized in such a way as to foster a certain mode of 

engagement in grocery shopping. Produce is conveniently wrapped up and easy to toss 

into my basket; product packaging faces into the aisles to catch my eye as I pass by; 

fellow shoppers tend to ignore and avoid each other which facilitates unhampered 

perusing. I am oriented by these ways that entities refer to each other within the practice 

of shopping; I project my ability-to-be onto the business of what items seem 

indispensable, what deals are too good to pass up. 
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This leads to the third sense in which I understand myself from entities. 

Heidegger says that I understand myself “from the ability-to-be that is determined by the 

success and failure, the feasibility and unfeasibility, of its commerce with things.” That is, 

what counts as success in acting is determined by the practice of buying things. Getting 

the deal, stocking up, etc. become the point of engaging in the practice of grocery 

shopping. In this sense, the purposive organization of the practice “grounds” or “justifies” 

my own purposive activity. I shop on the grounds of taking advantage of this or that great 

bargain. To be clear, this does not mean that I reflect on the nature of the practice or my 

participation in it and judge it to be a good thing to buy lots of stuff. Rather, I take over a 

sense of what matters in shopping, what it means to shop successfully, from the way the 

paraphernalia of the grocery store is organized for the average, generic shopper. This is 

the sense in which I act “for the sake of the anyone”—the form of life that orients my 

participation in grocery shopping and that makes things matter in the context of that 

participation is that of the generic shopper. 

Heidegger contrasts this everyday way of getting swept up in familiar practices 

with the way I can understand myself “from my ownmost self”. We’ll have to wait to go 

into more detail about this alternative. But, roughly, I understand myself from my 

ownmost self when I derive what matters to me and my orientation in acting from the 

broader context of my life as a whole, rather than from the narrow context of the practice 

that I happen to find myself in. I can understand myself in terms of the ways what I 

encounter in the grocery store fits with other stuff that occupies me. When I understand 

myself on the grounds of the form of life that is most distinctive of me, what counts as 
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success in engaging in a given practice will depend on other concerns than those narrow 

ones that occupy me in “getting the best deal.” What those standards of success will be 

when I do not derive them from the practices I participate in is a further and difficult 

question (one we must raise again in a later chapter).  

The issue that concerns us here is that standards of success in acting derived from 

the practices with which one is familiar are generally clearer than those standards that 

might come into focus when one is in a position to see one’s life as a whole. We are 

brought up in a world full of stuff that we interact with in practices, and full of people 

who engage in these practices with us. We become familiar with the practices of grocery 

shopping, playing sports, teasing, dating, and so on, either through regular participation 

in them or by observing others, or usually both. We become familiar with standard ways 

of being a shopper, an athlete, a brother, a boyfriend, and so on. In engaging in these 

familiar practices, we understand ourselves as shoppers, athletes, brothers, and 

boyfriends. Often enough, we are put in a position that may call for non-standard 

engagement in the practice. You’re on a budget and need to stick strictly to your 

shopping list: you resolve to resist the temptation to buy what looks appealing when 

you’re at the store. You’re playing tennis with a friend who’s just learning the sport: you 

don’t play to win; you go easy on them, adjusting your strokes so that you can keep the 

ball in play. Accommodating these deviations from the standard mode of engagement 

seems easy enough.  

But on some occasions, it isn’t so clear. Your brother opens up to you about his 

anxieties in his professional life and in his marriage. You’ve never had this kind of 
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conversation with him before. This could be a moment for establishing a new kind of 

relationship with him, but it’s unclear what shape that relationship might take and how 

you are supposed to move in that new direction. Without really thinking about it, your 

relationship with him and your self-understanding as a brother is at stake in how you 

react to his opening up to you like this. If your self-understanding as a brother is at stake, 

it is unclear how to move forward because it is unclear what counts as success in being a 

brother. But you have to act. That is, you have to understand yourself as a brother in 

some way in order to interpret this revelation as something that calls for a brotherly 

response. There is an established pattern of behavior between you and your brother: you 

tease each other, compete with each other, and tell jokes. On the basis of that practice, 

there is a ready-made understanding of being a brother as a form of life, a clear sense of 

what matters in being a brother and what counts as success in being one. Since you have 

to carry out some self-understanding of being a brother in order to act as one, and you 

need a practice with which to carry it out, you do as one does as a brother: you make a 

joke of the remark, diffusing the air of vulnerability that his revelation has opened up; 

your brother laughs and changes the subject. In this way you reinforce not only the norm 

of the practice of teasing and telling jokes among brothers, but also the self-

understanding of being a brother and what matters in being one. You don’t stop to think 

about what it means to be a brother and what you should do: you go along with your prior 

understanding of being one. But what pushes you in that direction is the fact that, in 

acting, you need an understanding of what it means to be a brother in order to engage 

with him as one. The only way you can be sure to manifest what it means to be a brother 
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in acting is if you manifest the one derived from the practice that you are familiar with. 

You engage in the practice of brotherly interaction for the sake of being a brother, where 

“being a brother” is understood generically to mean being a wag. This has the effect of 

reinforcing this generic understanding of being a brother as a form of life, not only for 

you but also for your brother. 

The larger point here is that our tendency to reinforce the public interpretation of 

the world comes not just from the fact that we have familiar ways of doing things and 

familiar ways of understanding what’s at stake in acting; rather, this tendency comes 

from our commitment to carrying out a form of life by engaging in shared practices. The 

only way we can be sure to be successful in carrying out a form of life is if we act on the 

understanding of that form of life that we derive from a generic engagement in the 

practice. This is why the public interpretation is so reassuring, and thus so tempting.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The account I offer here suggests a reason why we “lose ourselves” in our 

everyday activities—that is, why we tend towards inauthenticity.74 By living out generic 

forms of life, we act as one acts in whatever practice we happen to be engaged in. 

Heidegger describes this as “alienating” (SZ 178), because the more one gets caught up 
                                                
74 I haven’t used the language of inauthenticity much, because the dual notions of 
authenticity and inauthenticity play on many registers. Heidegger’s conception has many 
influences and sources in other writers, in his historical context, and even perhaps in his 
own life. But since Heidegger promises us a “structural” or constitutive account of this 
tendency in our engagement in the world, the present chapter has sought to articulate 
such an account. 
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in matching the generic mode of engagement, the more one obscures the larger context of 

one’s life as a whole and thus who one is as an individual. By reinforcing those forms of 

life for oneself and for others, one gets “entangled” (SZ 178) in these forms of life, 

becoming less and less capable of separating oneself as a practitioner of a practice from 

oneself as an individual who has something at stake in engaging in the practice.  

This account also suggests a way of understanding why Heidegger speaks both of 

our getting caught up in the public interpretation of the world as a tendency and as a 

temptation, as something constitutive of our acting in a world and as something in which 

we have an interest or stake. We have to act. What acting means for entities that are 

engaged in in the world—entities like us—is to manifest some way of being in action. 

We do that by participating in practices with others. We tend to reinforce familiar ways 

of understanding what matters in acting because those are the ones we derive from the 

practices we engage in when we act. But we are “tempted” and “seduced” by those self-

understandings because they are the surest ways of manifesting a way of being in acting. 

The pull towards reinforcing the norm needn’t arise from a desire to anesthetize ourselves 

or from a fear of having to take responsibility for ourselves. It’s a commitment to being 

successful in acting. 

This of course isn’t the whole story. In the next few chapters, we will consider 

what positive role authenticity plays in Heidegger’s picture of agency, as well as in his 

overall ambitions in Being and Time. On that account, authenticity is an ideal of agency, 

in the sense that we are subject to a demand to be authentic. This complicates the picture 

of agency considerably: we are subject both to the demand to express our ownmost selves 
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in action and to the demand to reinforce the public interpretation. The point I hope to 

have articulated in this chapter is that what makes inauthentic comportment so seductive 

is something that genuinely does seem worthwhile. As Heidegger suggests, the public 

interpretation of the world promises a surefire way of manifesting a way of being in 

action—it’s the promise of a “full and genuine life.” And when he puts it that way, it 

doesn’t sound that bad. 
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Chapter 4 

On the Methodological Role of Authenticity in Being and Time 

 Part One: Unity and Authenticity 

 

 

The bulk of recent work on Division II of Being and Time has sought to elucidate 

Heidegger’s conceptions of authenticity, selfhood, death, conscience, and guilt, often in 

light of other historical thinkers or more recent trends in philosophy.75 The task of 

carefully reconstructing Heidegger’s views on these topics is especially valuable given 

his obscure language and his claims to be giving original interpretations of these concepts.  

But these “existentialist” themes, associated with authenticity, officially play a 

secondary role in the book as a whole. The stated goal of Being and Time is to “raise 

anew the question of the meaning of being,” and to offer the answer that “time [is] the 

possible horizon for any understanding whatsoever of being” (SZ 1). Heidegger gets from 

his question to his answer by offering a phenomenological interpretation of the entity that 

has an understanding of being—that is, the entity that we ourselves are, human existence 

or “Dasein.”  At the outset of Division II, Heidegger indicates that this “preparatory 

fundamental analysis of Dasein” that was the program of Division I fails to provide an 

“originary” or fundamental phenomenological analysis of the being of human existence 

(SZ 231). The claim is that the analysis of Dasein in Division I remains incomplete. 

Division I offers an account of the most common “everyday” way we are in the world. 

                                                
75 See especially McManus 2015. 
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But this account fails to investigate a range of phenomena that are apparent only in the 

case of existence that is authentic (eigentlich), a way of being that is one’s own (zueigen) 

or that one owns up to or takes responsibility for. Heidegger thinks that ordinarily, in our 

everyday dealings, we do not take responsibility for who we are, so an account of human 

existence that focuses exclusively on “everyday” existence misses essential features of 

human existence. This suggests Division I remains incomplete because the range of 

phenomena it analyzes is too narrow: since it focuses exclusively on inauthentic existence, 

it seems to be missing the full variety of manifestations that existence can take. 

Yet it is a mistake to think that Heidegger’s focus on authentic existence in 

Division II is mainly driven by the need to broaden or fill out the account of existence he 

offered in Division I. Heidegger insists on a “radical” interpretation of Dasein’s being, 

and he claims that only authentic existence can give insight into such an interpretation.76 

His investigation into authentic existence is to deepen his analysis to a more fundamental 

ontological level. This raises an obvious question: In what sense does authentic existence 

manifest Dasein’s being on a deeper or more “radical” ontological level? Answering this 

question will help us address the more important question for readers of Being and Time: 

Why does Heidegger devote several chapters to the concept of authenticity in a book on 

fundamental ontology? 

In this chapter, I start to elucidate the methodological role that authenticity plays 

in the ontological project of Being and Time. I explain what Heidegger means by an 

“originary” analysis in the context of his phenomenology, and why the phenomena 

                                                
76 SZ 231-232, discussed in detail below. 
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associated with authentic existence are needed for such an analysis. This sets the stage for 

the following chapter, in which I argue that authenticity can play the methodological role 

it needs to in the book only if authenticity is something we demand of ourselves.  

I begin with the major methodological considerations that eventually lead 

Heidegger to turn to the phenomena of authentic existence at the start of Division II. 

 

1. Methodological Considerations for an Originary Ontological Interpretation of 

Dasein 

 

While the official method of Being and Time is borrowed from Husserlian 

phenomenology, Heidegger’s way of doing phenomenology is ontological interpretation. 

Heidegger explains what he means by “phenomenology” by referring to the etymological 

roots of the word. He splits up the term into its main components: phenomenon and logos. 

“Phenomenon” comes from the Greek phaino—“to bring to the light of day, to put in the 

light”—so “’phenomena’ are the whole of what lies in the light of day or can be brought 

to the light” (SZ 28). Phenomena, for Heidegger, are thus not primarily outward 

appearances or semblances, which may suggest that things do not show themselves as 

they (really) are (SZ 29). Rather, in the proper sense “phenomena” are the things 

themselves as they manifest or show themselves. “Logos,” meanwhile, means “discourse” 

or “talk” (Rede) for Heidegger. He argues that discourse does not exclusively concern 

spoken or written language, but rather the ways entities lend themselves to being 

expressed—whether in speech, in gesture or in action. Things are interrelated in 
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meaningful ways such that we can talk about them, point them out to each other, or take 

them up in action. Because things lend themselves to being expressed, we can express 

things as they show themselves. So putting the concepts of phenomenon and logos 

together, phenomenology involves letting things show themselves by expressing these 

things as they lend themselves to being expressed.  

This means that doing phenomenology requires interpreting things as they show 

themselves to us. Interpretation, like discourse for Heidegger, is not restricted to 

linguistic practices, but is characteristic of all intentional acts of taking an entity as 

something or other. Heidegger sets out the components of a “hermeneutical situation,”77 

necessary for any adequate interpretation of an entity as the thing it is. He calls this the 

“fore-structure” of understanding (SZ 152). First, interpretation requires having a 

background understanding of a thing in order to interpret it. This is what you need to 

have in advance of the interpretation (Vorhaben). So I have to be familiar with basic 

cooking techniques to interpret what’s on my stove as a skillet. Second, interpretation 

requires a “fore-sight” (Vorsicht)—that is, “a point of view, which fixes that with regard 

to which what is understood is to be interpreted”(SZ 150). When what concerns me is 

cooking, I am so oriented that what’s on my stove can show up as a skillet; alternatively, 

when what concerns me is the leak in my ceiling, I may be so oriented that what’s on my 

stove shows up as something to catch the falling water. Finally, what I interpret lends 

itself to being expressed in distinctive ways. To take what’s on my stove as a skillet 

would be to identify it as such in a speech act, like “Pass me the skillet;” or to throw the 

                                                
77 SZ 232. See also SZ 150, and GA18 274-5. 
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cutlets into it to get a good sear; or to treat the thing as a skillet in some other intentional 

act.78 What enables me to treat the skillet as such in any concrete intentional act is my 

“fore-grasp” or “fore-conception” [Vorgriff] of the ways the entity lends itself to being 

expressed.79 

Interpretation is “ontological” when an entity is interpreted with a view to its 

proper way of being.80 Heidegger distinguishes between different ways something can be 

there or exist (in the colloquial sense of “exist”). As we’ve noted before, entities can be 

there in the sense that they are occurrent or present-at-hand (vorhanden), when they are 

what they are in virtue of the properties they have. The stuff we interact with in our 

“everyday dealings” are not there in that sense. Rather they are available or ready-to-hand 

(zuhanden); available entities are what they are in virtue of the ways that we can take 

them up and make use of them.81 Finally, we are there in yet another sense: we “exist” 

(existieren) in the technical sense that for Heidegger means being engaged in a world 
                                                
78 Notice that grasping the entity as what it is may involve having and applying a concept, 
as in the case of talking about the entity in a speech act. But in other sorts of intentional 
acts, one may not apply a determinate concept when one grasps the entity as it is, e.g. 
when I make use of the entity without explicitly identifying it. For this reason, 
Heidegger’s Vorgriff can be translated as “fore-conception” or “fore-grasp,” but one 
should not assume that one has a Vorgriff of a thing only if one applies or even has a 
concept of it. 
79 Heidegger indicates that entities lend themselves to being expressed better in some 
ways than others: “the way in which the entity we are interpreting is to be conceived can 
be drawn from the entity itself, or the interpretation can force the entity into concepts to 
which it is opposed in its manner of being” (SZ 150). 
80 “In ontological interpretation [Interpretation] an entity is to be laid bare with regard to 
its own state of being [Seinsverfassung]” (SZ 232).  
81 An available entity “does not merely occur [vorkommt], it is manipulable in the 
broadest sense and at our disposal [verfügbar]” (SZ 69). Even though we can use 
predicates and ascribe properties to available entities when we talk about them, what 
makes them what they are are not these properties but the ways they can be manipulated 
and used. 
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such that we can make something of ourselves. We are who we are in virtue of what we 

make of ourselves—our being is at stake in what we do.82 Ontological interpretation 

requires interpreting an entity in terms of the distinctive way it is there. The fact that 

human existence has never been adequately interpreted ontologically, Heidegger claims, 

is a central motivation for undertaking the existential analytic—the analysis of Dasein’s 

being-in-the-world in terms of the way of being that is proper to it.83 

While Heidegger’s ontological interpretation of human existence proceeds from 

the claim that this kind of entity has a way of being that is proper to it, he does not start 

with a determinate articulation of what this way of being consists in. Instead, Heidegger 

offers what he calls a “formal indication” of existence as the way of being proper to 

Dasein. The notoriously difficult notion of formal indication has its roots in Heidegger’s 

appropriation of Husserl’s phenomenology and of Aristotle’s philosophical method. For 

Husserl, the meaning of demonstrative or indexical expressions is an “indicating” 

meaning. With the use of what he calls “occasional expressions,” which includes 

demonstrative pronouns and other indexicals, Husserl notes,  

only this indefinitely general thought is at first aroused: Something is 
being pointed out. Only when a presentation is added (an intuitive 
presentation of the thing dealt with demands an intuitive pointing out), is a 

                                                
82 “Dasein is an entity which does not just occur among other entities. Rather it is 
ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its very being, that being is an issue for it” (SZ 
12). 
83 Investigations into what it means for entities to exist that do not operate with a view to 
the ways of being that are proper to them are not genuine ontological investigations. 
Since for Heidegger traditional metaphysics has ignored the diversity of ways of being, 
this amounts to Heidegger’s bold claim that all of Western ontology between the pre-
Socratics and Heidegger himself “remains blind and perverted from its ownmost aim” 
(SZ 11). 
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definite reference constituted for him, and so a full, authentic meaning 
[volle, eigentliche Bedeutung] for the demonstrative pronoun.84   
 

The full meaning of the expression in a particular context of use comes only with the 

apprehension of the phenomena indicated by the initial expression. The expression “This 

is wonderful!” can only yield its full meaning in its particular context of use when I 

apprehend the phenomena that this expression indicates (and in the right way). The 

expressions “existence” (Existenz) or “being-in-the-world” are served well by this 

machinery, since Heidegger identifies the being of human existence not with determinate 

conditions of satisfaction, but by means of something like a demonstrative or indexical 

expression: being-in-the-world is the being that we have in each case. The ontological 

interpretation of Dasein thus needs to secure the phenomena that correspond to these 

expressions in order to gain access to their “full, authentic meaning.” 

Heidegger gets from Aristotle the idea that all genuinely philosophical accounts 

or definitions must be “indicative” (anzeigend) in regards to their content. In his early, 

1921-22 lectures that bring together the methods of phenomenology and Aristotelian 

philosophy, Heidegger writes, 

It is characteristic of an indicative definition that it precisely does not 
present fully and properly [voll und eigentlich] the object which is to be 
determined. Indeed, it merely indicates, but, as genuinely indicative, it 
does give in advance the principle of the object.85 
 

Although Heidegger translates Aristotle’s notion of archê here as “principle” [Prinzip] he 

opts just a few years later (1924-25) for what he regards as a more accurate translation: 

                                                
84 LI VI §5, 686. 
85 GA61 32. 
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“origin” (Ursprung).86 A philosophical definition should indicate the ontological origin 

of what it defines, without fixing the referent of the definition or the mode of presentation 

of the thing defined.87 Having a grasp of the ontological origin of an entity means 

understanding it on the basis of its proper way of being.88 So a philosophical definition of 

human existence should indicate the way that this entity exists as the kind of entity it is, 

without offering “determinations which genuinely present the object.”89   

Heidegger’s philosophical definition of “Dasein” approaches this entity on the 

basis of its proper way of being, which is indicated by the expression “being-in-the-

world.” This approach points to an analysis of the way the world and Dasein itself are 

mutually disclosed. This analysis of Dasein’s being-in-the-world comes in several parts. 

First, in every instance of being-in-the-world, I always already understand the world on 

the basis of some self-understanding. When I start driving my car, the world is already 

organized according to ways I can drive around in it: I encounter open roads, on-coming 

cars, stop signs and bad drivers. Second, I also find myself already in a world to which I 

am more or less distinctively disposed. Moods like fear, joy and anxiety characterize how 

entities show up in frightening, cheerful or uncanny ways. Third, this situatedness in the 

                                                
86 GA19 34. 
87 I adopt Fregean language here that would be familiar to Heidegger at this early stage in 
his career. Updating this terminology, Wayne Martin (2013) argues that Heidegger does 
not mean to fix the extension or the intension of his central philosophical definitions. 
Instead, Martin argues that Heidegger’s philosophical definitions are “fixed by an 
exemplar, with the extension of the term fixed by similarity to that exemplar”(Martin 
2013: 117). 
88 GA61 33. Heidegger sees formal indication as “a way of ‘approach’ toward actualizing 
the maturation of an original fulfillment of what was indicated.” This approach is won by 
having a grasp of the being of the thing defined (GA61 33-36). 
89 GA61 52. 



 106 

world is also characterized by being amidst these entities that show up to me in light of 

my understanding and disposedness. Stuff can draw me in, keep me busy, and even 

alienate me from my projects only because I am already there amidst stuff in the world. 

Finally, the entities I encounter are interrelated among themselves in meaningful ways 

such that they lend themselves to being expressed, allowing me to make sense of them as 

the entities they are. Heidegger calls these four components of disclosedness: 

understanding, disposedness, falling and discourse (Verstehen, Befindlichkeit, Verfallen, 

Rede). 

Since Heidegger intends to express Dasein’s being by indicating this mutual 

disclosedness of self and world, the structure of disclosedness manifests the structure of 

Dasein’s being. Heidegger can thus adduce Dasein’s being from disclosedness as he has 

analyzed it. He argues that understanding manifests the way we are ahead of ourselves 

projecting into the world; disposedness manifests the way we are already in or thrown 

into a world; and our tendency to get caught up with things, or falling, manifests the way 

we are always already amidst entities in a world.90,91 Heidegger defines Dasein’s being as 

a complex structure with these three components: 

                                                
90 Readers have raised concerns about a possible confusion on Heidegger’s part among 
distinct senses of “falling”: 1) as an essential component of disclosure; 2) as an essential 
component of care; 3) as an inauthentic mode of disclosure. Falling can’t be understood 
in a distinct fourth sense as “an inauthentic mode of care”, since care itself cannot be 
authentic or inauthentic (terms which apply to Dasein as an entity, not to an ontological 
structure like care); inauthentic falling just is an inauthentic mode of disclosure. I think 
these three distinct senses of “falling” are not confused in Heidegger’s text, but I cannot 
defend this claim here. For a case that these terms may be confused, see (Carman 2003: 
269-271). 
91 Heidegger seems to drop the notion of discourse when he transitions from 
disclosedness to the structure of Dasein’s being (i.e. care). The reason for this, I would 
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The formally existential wholeness of Dasein’s ontological structural 
whole must therefore be grasped in the following structure: the being of 
Dasein means ahead-of-itself-being-already-in-(the-world) as being-
alongside (entities encountered within-the-world). This being fills in the 
signification of the term “care”, which is used in a purely ontological-
existential manner. (SZ 192) 
 

This threefold structure he calls “care.” This determination of Dasein’s being is the main 

result of Division I. 

At the start of Division II, Heidegger suggests that this determination falls short of 

the full, authentic meaning of the expression that indicates Dasein’s being. He tells us 

that there are further constraints on an ontological interpretation of Dasein if it is to be 

“originary” (ursprünglich). In the context of Heidegger’s question about the sense of 

being, ontology is originary if it is revelatory of the ontological origin of an entity in its 

distinctive way of being. All true ontological interpretation for Heidegger expresses how 

an entity manifests itself as an entity, and this requires a grasp of the entity’s ontological 

origin, i.e. its proper way of being. However, ontological interpretation is originary only 

if it also expresses how an entity can directly manifest its distinctive way of being. 

Heidegger seems to be following his reading of Aristotle, for whom philosophy concerns 

the grasping of the archai, the first principles that explain the objects of nature.92 While 

philosophical definitions give expression to entities in accordance with the principles that 

explain them, philosophers should contemplate the archai themselves. For Heidegger the 

archai are the ontological origins of entities in distinctive ways of being. Grasping these 
                                                                                                                                            
like to suggest, is that discourse concerns the way entities in the world can be expressed 
in terms of their meaningful interrelations, rather than a way of disclosing oneself in 
disclosing a world. Discourse manifests Dasein’s being only indirectly through the other 
three components of disclosedness. 
92 See Physics 184a10-21. See also Irwin’s Aristotle’s First Principles. 
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origins is not a matter of contemplating them in isolation from the entities that spring 

from them; rather, ontological investigation is originary when it grasps the distinctive 

way of being as it is manifested by and in the entity. While Division I identifies care as a 

necessary ontological structure that characterizes all human existence, it adduces 

Dasein’s being “piecemeal” from the various components of the mutual disclosure of self 

and world. The task of showing how an entity with this ontological structure manifests its 

distinctive way of being as a whole falls to Division II. Heidegger lays out requirements 

for this task as follows: 

If, however, the ontological interpretation is to be an originary one, this 
not only demands that in general the hermeneutical situation shall be one 
which has been made secure in conformity with the phenomena; it also 
requires explicit assurance that the whole of the entity which it has taken 
as its theme has been brought into the fore-having. Similarly, it is not 
enough just to make a first sketch of the being of this entity, even if our 
sketch is grounded in the phenomena. If we are to have a fore-sight of 
being, we must see it in such a way as not to miss the unity of those 
structural moments [Strukturmomente] which belong to it and are possible. 
Only then can the question of the sense of the unity which belongs to the 
whole entity’s wholeness of being [nach dem Sinn der Einheit der 
Seinsganzheit des ganzen Seienden], be formulated and answered with any 
phenomenal assurance. (SZ 232) 
 

Heidegger argues here for three necessary conditions for an originary ontological 

interpretation. First, the interpretation needs to be grounded in the phenomena; i.e. it 

needs to interpret Dasein as it shows itself from itself. The analysis of Division I already 

meets this first condition: the analysis of Dasein’s everyday being-in-the-world revealed 

the structure of the mutual disclosedness of self and world, and this led to an 

interpretation of Dasein’s being.  
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According to the second requirement, the interpretation needs to have-in-advance, 

or be familiar with, the whole of the entity that is to be interpreted. While Heidegger 

takes himself already to have shown, in Division I, that Dasein’s being is a whole 

ontological structure (i.e. care), he has not specified conditions under which Dasein as an 

entity can be a whole. Heidegger will go on, in Division II, Chapter One, to offer 

conditions on how Dasein can be a whole entity by investigating the end that delimits and 

thus constitutes Dasein as a whole: as the end of Dasein as an entity, death delimits and 

constitutes the sense in which Dasein can be a whole entity. Since Division I does not 

investigate death as the end proper to human existence, it is not able to offer an 

interpretation of Dasein as a whole entity. (More on this in Chapter 5.) 

According to the third requirement, the interpretation cannot just offer a “first 

sketch” of the care structure, but needs to be oriented with a view to the unity of this 

structure, or with a view to this structure as a unit—“Einheit” can mean “unity” or “unit.”  

Presumably, if Division I merely offers a sketch of Dasein’s being, it lacks the resources 

to show how the three basic parts of this structure fit together as a unified structure, or 

how they constitute a single structure. 

Interpreters have suggested that Heidegger’s concern with unity and wholeness 

here arise from his adoption of the methods of philosophical hermeneutics.93 In 

interpreting a text, it is imperative that one interpret any one part or passage only on the 

basis of a grasp of the text as a whole; furthermore, a text must be interpreted with a view 

to its unified meaning as a cohesive whole. So parts of a text cannot be interpreted in 

                                                
93 Guignon 2004: 126. 
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isolation from the text as a whole. It stands to reason that an interpretation of Dasein must 

abide by these same basic tenets of hermeneutical method. Heidegger is clear that Dasein 

as a structural whole cannot be constructed from the parts that make it up, since that 

would require “an architect’s plan”—a view of the whole—in order to carry out the 

construction (SZ 181).  

However, this point about hermeneutical method does not explain why Heidegger 

feels the need to make these methodological remarks when he does. He asserts that the 

analysis of Division I is incomplete because it lacks originariness, where this requires a 

kind of wholeness and unity that the analysis of Division I did not have. The 

interpretation of Dasein’s being in Division I proceeds from an indication of being-in-the-

world as a whole, and Heidegger takes himself to have shown in Division I that care is a 

structural whole (SZ 192). He even asserts at the outset of his interpretation that being-in-

the-world must be regarded as “a unitary phenomenon” (SZ 53). While the second 

requirement for originariness, which requires that Dasein be interpreted as a whole entity, 

sets new constraints on the interpretation, the third requirement apparently does not: that 

the care structure is a whole whose parts constitute a unity is taken as a premise of the 

interpretation that begins in Division I. And yet, as it will be clear in a moment, it is 

precisely this third requirement that leads Heidegger to turn, in Division II, to uncharted 

territory: the phenomena of authentic existence. 

After these methodological remarks, Heidegger reminds us that the phenomena 

that provided the basis for the initial analysis of being-in-the-world were not cases in 
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which human existence was owned (or authentic).94 Interpreters have suggested that 

Heidegger turns to authentic existence because the analysis up until this point omitted 

authentic existence, and thus falls short of an exhaustive analysis of Dasein in all its 

modes.95 But the point here is not that we need to supplement our initial picture of Dasein 

with the phenomena of authenticity; turning our attention to authentic Dasein does not 

just give us a fuller variety of cases of Dasein to consider. Rather, Heidegger suggests, 

we need a more fundamental interpretation of Dasein, seen in terms of its proper way of 

being, and authentic existence gives us access to this interpretation. Turning to the 

phenomena of authentic existence is a necessary condition for an originary interpretation: 

“As long as the existential structure of an authentic ability-to-be has not been brought 

into the idea of existence, the fore-sight by which an existential interpretation is guided 

will lack originariness” (SZ 233). Taking the phenomena of authenticity as the subject 

matter of interpretation provides the right fore-sight—point of view or orientation—from 

which to see Dasein’s being as a unity or unit. Heidegger turns to authenticity because 

authentic existence provides phenomena that manifest the care structure as a unity. Since 

seeing the care structure as a unity is a necessary condition for an originary interpretation 

of Dasein, authentic existence plays an important methodological role by offering the 

appropriate phenomena in view of which such an interpretation is possible. 

Yet the methodological import of authenticity only becomes clear if we 

understand what Heidegger means by “unity.” If an originary interpretation is possible 
                                                
94 “In starting with average everydayness, our interpretation has up until now been 
confined to the analysis of such existing as is undifferentiated [Indifferent] or inauthentic” 
(SZ 232). 
95 See e.g. Inwood 1991: 151. 
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only when Dasein’s being is seen with a view to its unity, and the interpretation has 

lacked originariness thus far, then this kind of unity must be different from the kind of 

unity that was assumed at the outset of the interpretation. In this case, what are these 

distinct senses of unity on which Heidegger relies? Fortunately, Heidegger gives us a clue 

by indicating the sources of his thinking on parts and wholes. We turn to these in the next 

section. 

 

2. Plato, Aristotle, and Husserl on Parts and Wholes 

 

Heidegger gives us a clue to his thinking about unity and wholeness in a note in 

Division II, Chapter 1, where he cites Plato, Aristotle, and Husserl for their reflections on 

the nature of wholes: 

The distinction between a whole and a sum, holon and pan, totum and 
compositum, has been familiar since the time of Plato and Aristotle. But 
admittedly no one as yet knows anything about the systematics of the 
categorial variations which this division already embraces, nor have these 
been conceptualized. As an approach to a thorough analysis of the 
structures in question, see Husserl, Logische Untersuchungen, vol. II, 
Untersuchung III: ‘Zur Lehre von Ganzen und Teilen.’ (SZ 244, note iii) 
 

I will first look at Heidegger’s reading of Plato and Aristotle, and then turn to Husserl’s 

original contribution to mereology, before looking at how these theories inform 

Heidegger’s own conception of unity in his philosophical methodology. 

Heidegger’s reading of Plato and Aristotle give us a clue not only about the 

distinction between a whole and a sum, but also about some of the “categorial variations” 
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that this distinction embraces. In his 1924/25 lectures on Plato’s Sophist,96 Heidegger 

notes that Plato and Aristotle distinguish between a mere collection of items (pan) and a 

genuine whole (holon): a collection of items can be counted together as a group, but this 

does not mean they belong together as constituent parts of a whole.  

According to Heidegger, Plato and Aristotle make the further distinction between 

two senses in which a genuine whole is unified. First there is the complex or articulated 

unity that consists in being a whole composed of parts. The whole is articulated in the 

sense that it has multiple parts that make it up, but the whole is unified because the parts 

belong together in a whole. But on the view Heidegger ascribes to Plato and Aristotle, a 

genuine whole is unified in another way. In order for a whole to be considered a single 

thing, there must be a sense in which the whole has a kind of unity that is simple: 

Heidegger identifies it with Aristotle’s notion of the adiareton, the individual—literally, 

that which cannot be divided. On this view, a whole is genuinely a whole, rather than a 

sum, only when the whole is itself an individual. In this way, a genuine whole is unified 

both in the sense of having parts that belong together, but also in the sense of being a 

single thing to which those parts belong. Heidegger distinguishes these two senses of 

unity in Plato and Aristotle’s thinking: 

For (though not said here, this is what is meant) unity in the sense of wholeness is 
as such always still something else, namely oneness. It is referred to a more 
originary one. Prior to it there is a sense of hen [one] by which it is itself 
determined as unity. (GA19 457) 
 

The claim here is that the articulated or complex unity of a whole composed of parts 

always depends on a distinct sense of unity that is simple: any whole whose parts belong 
                                                
96 See GA19 455-459. 
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together must also be a single thing, or those parts would not properly belong to it. The 

unity of a single thing, Heidegger goes on to explain, is “altogether without parts” and for 

this reason is “truly one” [alêthôs hen]. This simple unity, on this view, is a distinct sense 

of unity from the articulated unity of parts that belong together. Let me clarify by means 

of an example. A circle is a whole composed of parts; you can divide it into semi-circles, 

quarter-circles, points, etc. The whole figure has a complex unity in the sense that it has 

parts that make it up. But the fact that the constituent parts of the circle belong to it and 

fit together in it depends on what makes a circle one thing, i.e. its definition as a circle: a 

circle is a plane figure whose boundary line is equidistant from a fixed point. Although 

the definition of a circle has parts (figure, line, points, etc.), the definition picks out a 

circle as a simple unit, rather than as a whole composed of parts. So a circle is not defined 

as an association of two semi-circles. On Heidegger’s reading of Plato and Aristotle, the 

unity of a whole composed of parts always depends on a distinct unity according to 

which that whole is an individual. Without this distinct kind of unity, the whole is not 

really a whole but a mere heap of elements.  

Husserl’s investigation into the relationship of whole and part develops and 

systematizes these insights of Plato and Aristotle.97 In his Logical Investigations, Husserl 

builds his theory of the relations among parts and wholes around the notion of 

“foundation” (Fundierung). The relation of foundation combines relations of co-existence, 

dependence, and necessity: A is founded upon M if and only if, owing to the types of 

                                                
97 Husserl scholars have pointed out that Husserl was directly influenced by his teachers 
Brentano and Stumpf, who made similar distinctions in their analyses of mental contents. 
See Casari, in Boi 2007. 
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objects A and M, necessarily A exists only if M exists.98 This means that A’s existence 

depends on M’s existence. If the existences of A and M depend on each other, Husserl 

speaks of “reciprocal foundedness”.99 

Husserl also distinguishes between two kinds of “part”. “Pieces” or “concrete 

parts” are parts that can exist independently of the whole of which they are a part: e.g. the 

left half of a rock is a piece of the rock. “Moments” or “abstract parts” are dependent 

parts: they are parts that cannot exist independently of each other or the whole. The color 

or shape of a rock cannot exist independently of the rock; you can’t divide the rock, such 

that its color or its shape can exist independently of each other or of the rest of rock. 

Using the notion of foundation, Husserl offers a definition of the concept of a 

whole, and with it two conceptions of the unity of a whole. On his view, a whole (in the 

“precise” [prägnant] sense) is a collection of parts that are connected to each other part in 

the whole by dependence relations. The parts can be unified together in two ways: (1) by 

relations of reciprocal dependence, or (2) by a distinct “moment of unity.”100   

                                                
98 LI III §14. 
99 LI III §16. 
100 Simons (1982) identifies three concepts of “whole” in LI III: wide, narrow and 
“pregnant”. According to Simons, the wide concept of whole identifies any grouping of 
items without restriction, a narrow whole is a whole composed of pieces unified by a 
distinct moment of unity, and a pregnant whole is a whole made up of interdependent 
moments. Husserl does refer to wholes “in the narrower sense” as “wholes where 
contents relatively independent as regards one another—where the whole falls apart into 
its pieces” (LI III §21, 475). But he means to include this narrow sense within his 
definition of the concept whole in the prägnant sense. After the definition of whole in the 
prägnant sense, he adds, “This can happen in that all these contents are immediately or 
mediately founded on each other without external assistance, or in that all together serve 
to found a new content, again without external assistance” (LI III §21, 475). 
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First, if the parts are all moments, these parts are connected to each other in a 

whole by relations of reciprocal dependence. For example, the roundness and whiteness 

of a piece of granite are mutually dependent in virtue of the laws governing color and 

extension in a sensible object: anything with color also is extended, and anything with 

extension also has color.101 The roundness and whiteness of a block of granite are unified 

together in virtue of their interdependence (or “reciprocal foundedness”). 

Second, if some of the parts of a whole are mutually independent pieces, by 

definition these parts are not unified by relations of reciprocal dependence. Instead, 

pieces belong to the same whole only if they are bound together by means of a “moment 

of unity”. A moment of unity is a distinct part that is founded on a range of parts taken 

together; otherwise independent pieces are connected together by the dependence relation 

that they, as a group, share by jointly founding something new. For example, a melody is 

made up of a succession of independent notes. The melodic phrase is itself “a new 

content,” distinct from the content of each note that helps to make it up. This captures the 

idea that we don’t just hear notes, we hear a melody. The melodic phrase itself is a 

pattern or Gestalt, a way of ordering the notes. For this reason Husserl claims that a 

melody has its own “form-content”102 that is distinct from the auditory content of the 

notes that make up the melody. Since the melody itself is a new content, it counts as a 

part distinct from the notes that make it up. Furthermore, the melody unifies the notes 

that make it up, in the sense that all the notes, taken together, found this new pattern 
                                                
101 LI III §16, 466. 
102 LI III §22, 476. This fact about the phenomenology of music poses an interesting 
question for the composer, who can test the limits of what a melodic phrase (a distinct 
“form content”) can be. 



 117 

together, and thus each note belongs to it. For this reason, Husserl calls this simple unity 

of the whole melody, that is distinct from the notes that it unifies, a “moment of unity”.  

What Plato and Aristotle (at least on Heidegger’s reading) identify as two senses 

in which a genuine whole is a unity, Husserl seems to understand as the distinctive senses 

of unity of two different kinds of whole. On Husserl’s view, wholes composed of 

moments are unified just in virtue of the dependence relations that obtain among the parts 

in virtue of their being moments: the color and shape of a rock belong together, because 

color and shape are mutually dependent in a sensible object. In this sense, wholes 

composed of moments enjoy a complex unity. Wholes composed of pieces, however, 

must be unified by a distinct moment of unity if they are to be considered genuine 

wholes: a succession of notes are unified into a melody only if the melody expresses a 

distinct pattern over and above the notes taken in succession. The melody expresses the 

unity of the notes taken together as a single thing, and this unity is a part distinct from the 

parts that make it up. This moment of unity identifies the kind of simple unity that, at 

least on Heidegger’s reading, Plato and Aristotle think is part of every genuine whole. 

Husserl, however, rejects the claim that all genuine wholes have a kind of unity 

that is simple and distinct from the parts that are unified. According to Husserl, the 

traditional theory of parts and wholes has it that “whenever two contents form a real unity, 

there must be a distinct part, a ‘moment of unity’, that binds them together.”103 Husserl 

rejects this claim for two reasons. First, he thinks it’s false in light of counterexamples. 

                                                
103 LI III §22, 478. Husserl’s immediate targets here are more recent views on mereology, 
including those of Kazimierz Twardowski (1866-1938), which he calls “as subtle as they 
are queer.” See LI III §22, 479. 
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Since for him the unity of a whole is defined in terms of dependence relations, wholes 

composed of moments can be unified without founding a new content—that is, without 

the need of a distinct moment of unity. The color of a rock is unified with its shape not 

because there is some distinct content present in the sensible manifestation, but because 

color and shape necessarily cannot exist independently of each other in a sensible object. 

Others may have missed these sorts of cases, of course, if they did not consider abstract 

parts, like color and shape, as parts to be unified in a whole. 

Second, Husserl thinks there is an internal problem with the traditional theory of 

wholes and parts: it generates a regress. If parts are only unified together in virtue of 

some distinct moment of unity, then this new part must be unified with the other parts in 

virtue of some further moment of unity, and so on. Husserl avoids the regress by defining 

unity in terms of the dependence relations among the parts. Consider our example of a 

moment of unity: a melody. The notes are said to be unified because the melodic phrase, 

the pattern ordering the notes, is a moment of unity, which Husserl defines as “a content 

founded on a plurality of contents, and on all of them together, and not on some of them 

simply.”104 The notes are unified among themselves by founding the melody; the melody, 

with its distinct content, is unified with the notes by being founded on all the notes 

together. Unity among a moment of unity and the pieces that it unifies is a product of the 

one-way dependence relation between the moment and the pieces taken all together. No 

further moment is needed. Understanding unity as a product of dependence relations 

                                                
104 LI III §22, 479. 
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avoids the regress problem that Husserl thinks plagues traditional theories of wholes and 

parts, while preserving the classic distinction between two senses of the unity of a whole. 

But by construing the distinction between two senses of the unity of a whole as 

one between the unity of two different kinds of whole, Husserl may be overlooking an 

important possibility. At times Husserl suggests that a whole that is unified via a distinct 

moment of unity is ipso facto a whole composed of pieces (LI III §21, 475). His main 

examples of moments, color, and extension make it difficult to imagine what new content 

could be produced by their association. At other points though Husserl leaves open the 

possibility that abstract parts or moments could be unified in a distinct moment of unity 

that they jointly found, if the appropriate example were to be found. After concluding that 

he does not find a distinct moment of unity that unifies the moments of color and 

extension, Husserl adds: “We are of course far from wishing to turn the undiscovered into 

the non-existent without more ado” (LI III §22, 477). After all, he is primarily concerned 

with showing that wholes can be unified without distinct moments of unity.105 

Let me conclude these remarks on the sources of Heidegger’s thinking on wholes 

and parts by reviewing the insights and lessons of each. Plato and Aristotle are right to 

                                                
105 Although not explicitly identifying it as such, Husserl actually provides an example of 
a whole composed of moments that is unified in a distinct moment of unity. A temporal 
sequence, whose parts are “non-independent ‘moments’” (LI III §25, 488) in virtue of 
being related by dependence relations (i.e. causal relations), may also be unified via a 
new content that this sequence produces: the duration of the sequence. The existence of 
the duration depends on the range of temporal parts that make it up, and depends on these 
parts not individually but taken altogether. The temporal parts that make up the duration 
are also abstract parts, since these parts are bound by the dependence relations of a causal 
sequence. The temporal duration of an event is thus a potential example of a distinct 
moment of unity whose parts are moments. I argue (below) that authentic existence is 
another example in Being and Time. 
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distinguish between the complex unity of parts that belong together, and the distinct, 

simple unity of a whole seen as an individual. But because there are different kinds of 

parts, Husserl is right to point out that collections need not enjoy a simple unity, distinct 

from the articulated unity of parts that belong together, in order to be genuine wholes. 

Nonetheless, there is conceptual room for the possibility of a whole composed of 

interdependent parts that also enjoys a distinct sense of unity when the whole is 

manifested as an individual. These are the conceptual resources available to Heidegger in 

Being and Time. Let’s look at how they help make sense of his methodological remarks 

about authenticity.  

 

3. Unity in Being and Time 

 

Heidegger’s debt to Husserl, when it comes to the concepts of part and whole, is 

unmistakable. Heidegger makes extensive use of the distinction between pieces and 

moments in Being and Time. At the outset of his “Preparatory Fundamental Analysis of 

Dasein”, Heidegger stipulates that the basic ontological structure of Dasein “is something 

‘a priori’; it is not pieced together, but is primordially and constantly a whole. It affords 

us, however, various ways of looking at the moments which are constitutive for it” (SZ: 

41). Similarly, being-in-the-world “cannot be broken up into its contents which may be 

pieced together,” even though it has “several constitutive moments in its structure” (SZ: 

53). For Heidegger, the care structure is a whole whose parts are moments in Husserl’s 
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sense: existence, facticity and falling necessarily depend on each other, and cannot exist 

independently of each other. 

This suggests that the care structure is a whole that enjoys a complex unity, the 

unity that consists in the reciprocal dependence of parts. In Division I, Heidegger 

indicates that the care structure is a whole that “is not simple in its unity, but shows a 

structural articulation”(SZ 200). Reviewing the results of Division I later in the book, 

Heidegger observes, “We have seen that the care-structure does not first arise from a 

coupling together, but is articulated all the same” (SZ 317). The moments of the care 

structure have a unity that is articulated, since this unity consists in the interdependence 

of these moments. 

When in Division II Heidegger urges us “not to miss the unity of those structural 

moments which belong to [the care structure] and are possible” (SZ 232), he cannot be 

referring to the articulated unity of the moments of the care structure. He has already 

shown in Division I, on the basis of everyday, inauthentic existence, that care is a 

structure composed of moments with a form of unity that is not simple but articulated. If 

the possibility of authentic existence is unique in providing the right point of view to see 

the unity of the care structure, this must be a kind of unity different from the reciprocal 

dependence of the moments of this structure. 

In fact Heidegger indicates that the care structure can be unified in more than one 

way. In addition to its unity as a complex, articulated ontological structure, Dasein’s 

being can be unified in Dasein as an individual entity. Heidegger asks how we should 

understand the unity of the care structure: 
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How are we to conceive this unity? How can Dasein exist as a unity in the 
ways and possibilities of its being which we have mentioned? Manifestly, 
it can so exist only in such a way that it is itself this being in its essential 
possibilities—that in each case I am this entity. The ‘I’ seems to ‘hold 
together’ the totality of the structural whole. (SZ 317) 
 

This suggests that the care structure can be unified not just in virtue of the reciprocal 

dependence of its moments, but also in the self. On its face, it’s far from obvious what it 

means for Dasein to “exist as a unity” or for the self to “hold together the totality of the 

structural whole” of care. But drawing on the conceptual resources of the sources of 

Heidegger’s thinking on the nature of wholes and unity, we can look to the distinction 

made by Plato and Aristotle, and systematized by Husserl, between two kinds of unity: 

the complex, articulated unity of parts that belong together, and the simple, distinct unity 

of a whole considered as a single thing. If it is right to think that Heidegger adopts the 

conceptual resources of Husserl’s thinking on parts and wholes, then we have a 

hypothesis about the sense of unity at stake in Heidegger’s methodological considerations 

that lead him to the phenomena of authenticity, and thus about the relationship between 

authenticity and the care structure that it is meant to illuminate. The proposal is that 

authenticity is the moment of unity of the care structure. 

This proposal begins to make sense in light of Heidegger’s characterization of 

inauthentic existence as lacking unity. Recall that the hallmark of everyday, inauthentic 

comportment is a form of engagement that takes the present context or practice as the 

principal basis for orienting oneself among entities. This means that the practice dictates 

how one interprets oneself and how one interprets what there is to do in this context. But 

if one’s practical orientation comes from whatever practice one happens to be engaging 
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in at present, then one’s engagements are generally disconnected from each other. One’s 

full potential is not realized in any particular practice, and no practice makes full use of 

one’s dispositions and traits. Heidegger says that in our everyday, inauthentic mode of 

existing, our “being-in-the-world has always dispersed itself or even split itself up” (SZ 

56) in an “endless multiplicity of possibilities which offer themselves as closest to one” 

(SZ 384).  

But in describing the everyday mode of being-in-the-world as “dispersed” or 

“split up”, Heidegger does not mean to say that this mode of existing is not a whole. A 

guiding assumption of the analysis of everyday being-in-the-world is that this mode of 

existence is a whole (SZ 41). As we have seen, one of Husserl’s innovations to 

mereology was to articulate how a genuine whole need not also enjoy a distinct moment 

of unity. This is crucially important for Heidegger’s views on authenticity and 

inauthenticity. For Heidegger insists that inauthentic existing expresses the whole of 

Dasein’s way of being: “the inauthenticity of Dasein does not signify any ‘less’ being or 

any ‘lower’ degree of being. Rather it is the case that even in its fullest concretion Dasein 

can be characterized by inauthenticity” (SZ 43). The claim that being-in-the-world is 

wholly manifested in its everyday mode is consistent with the claim that being-in-the-

world also lacks unity in this mode, only if the latter unity is not a necessary condition for 

the former wholeness. It’s also important to note that it is the same structure, being-in-

the-world, that is taken both as whole and as lacking unity in its inauthentic mode. 

We have some prima facie reasons for thinking that authenticity provides insight 

into what it means for human existence to be an individual. Heidegger argues that death 
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“individualizes” Dasein (Division II, Chapter 1), and that being resolute requires taking 

responsibility for oneself as an individual (Chapter 2). But the proposal that concerns us 

now is whether authenticity serves as the moment of unity of this same structure. For 

Husserl, a moment of unity is a distinct “form-content,” a pattern or Gestalt that unifies 

the parts that make it up. Individual notes are unified together in a melody by all together 

founding a new form-content, a melodic phrase. The melody unifies the notes in the sense 

that the melody is founded on all the tones taken together and on none of them simply. 

The melodic phrase is distinct from the notes, and it is simple: the melody itself manifests 

a single pattern out of the multiplicity of notes that make it up. The possibility of 

authenticity, I want to suggest, bears these same key features: (1) it provides phenomenal 

content that is formal; (2) this phenomenal content is simple; (3) this content marks the 

unity of the parts of the care structure, but is distinct from these parts. 

First, when Dasein takes responsibility for itself in the face of its own death, it 

gains access to a distinctive mode of disclosure. Heidegger contends that in the 

experience of conscience, one experiences a call to take responsibility for oneself. 

Understanding this call of conscience authentically provides “the phenomenal content of 

what the call of conscience attests” (SZ 295). This means that taking responsibility for 

oneself involves determining, at least in part, what one is taking responsibility for—that 

is, it involves determining who one is. Thus what one takes responsibility for, in 

responding to the challenge to take responsibility for oneself, shapes who one takes 

oneself to be in the broadest possible context. In light of this broadest context of who one 

is, things show up differently than they do in the more local contexts of our everyday 
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dealings. Resolute existence “gives itself the current factical situation” (SZ 207) by 

disclosing a world. What characterizes the disclosure unique to resoluteness, however, is 

not its distinct sensible qualities or the entities that it discloses: “the ‘world’ which is 

available does not become another one ‘in its content’, nor does the circle of others get 

exchanged for a new one” (SZ 297). Instead, the same world is “now given a definite 

character” because it is seen in a new context: the context of one’s whole life that is 

revealed in resolutely anticipating death. The phenomenal content proper to anticipatory 

resoluteness is formal in the sense that it consists not in new sensible qualities or entities 

but in a novel overall pattern or Gestalt. Resolute existence discloses the same world as 

its inauthentic foil, but discloses it anew as a “’concrete situation’ of taking action” (SZ 

302).  

Second, this resulting mode of disclosure is simple. Heidegger suggests that this 

mode of disclosure is one in which “Dasein becomes accessible as simplified in a certain 

manner” (SZ 182). Whereas inauthentic existence is “dispersed” in an “endless 

multiplicity of possibilities which offer themselves as closest to one”, anticipatory 

resoluteness “brings Dasein into the simplicity of its fate” (SZ 384). It is simple in that it 

is particular: “Resoluteness, by its ontological essence, is always the resoluteness of some 

factical Dasein at a particular time” (SZ 298). And it is simple in that it is singular: the 

freedom of anticipatory resoluteness “is only in the choice of one possibility” (SZ 285).  

The third point is that anticipatory resoluteness marks the unity of the three parts 

of the care structure. Heidegger’s argument for this claim is long and complex, developed 

over the first three chapters of Division II. At the risk of gross simplification, let me 
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sketch the steps of the argument here, without offering Heidegger’s arguments for each of 

the steps.106 The only way Dasein can be a whole entity is by existing in such a way that 

the care structure is wholly disclosed, i.e. Dasein is wholly ahead of itself, wholly thrown 

in the world, and wholly engaged with entities in the world. The care structure is wholly 

disclosed in this way only when Dasein authentically presses into the possibility defined 

by death. In the call of conscience, Dasein calls on itself to take responsibility for itself 

by being resolute. Being resolute requires authentically pressing into the possibility 

defined by death. So being resolute in the face of death involves wholly disclosing the 

three parts of the care structure. Yet as we have just seen, anticipatory resoluteness also 

has a simple phenomenal content. So authentic existence both wholly discloses each part 

of the care structure and has a distinct phenomenal content. It does so as the moment of 

unity in which the parts are taken all together as a single unit. Anticipatory resoluteness is 

that mode of disclosure which manifests the whole care structure as a single phenomenon.  

This thesis is consequential for Heidegger’s phenomenological interpretation of 

human existence, because it is not obvious that the care structure is something that could 

be wholly disclosed in a single phenomenon. Its three moments are not only different, but 

seem to characterize incompatible elements. Dasein’s existentiality (being-ahead) 

involves projecting ahead into possibilities, while its facticity (being-already-in) involves 

already finding itself disposed in various ways. It is somewhat of a mystery how Dasein 

can wholly project itself ahead of its engagement in the world while also finding itself 

                                                
106 This argument is the focus of the next chapter. 
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already thrown into that same engagement; it seems an even greater mystery how these 

seemingly opposing ways of being can be manifested in one and the same phenomenon.  

Heidegger raises this very question—the question of how the various moments of 

the care structure can be manifest in a single phenomenon: “What makes this authentic 

being-a-whole of Dasein possible with regard to the unity of its articulated structural 

whole?” To this he responds, “This sort of thing is possible only in that Dasein can, 

indeed, come toward itself in its ownmost possibility…” (SZ 325). For authentic 

existence, it is not a mystery how one could manifest oneself fully by pressing ahead into 

possibilities, while at the same time be fully manifest in finding oneself already disposed 

in distinctive ways. For the authentic individual, the possibilities that one presses into are 

precisely those ways of being and acting to which one is most distinctively disposed. And 

to press into the possibilities to which one is distinctively disposed is just to be “called 

forth” into the “’concrete situation’ of taking action” (SZ 302). What is possible for the 

resolute individual coincides in fact with what she is already committed and disposed to 

do, as well as with what the concrete situation demands of her. The de re identity of 

possibility, commitment, and action is the hallmark of anticipatory resoluteness, and it is 

this formal pattern that constitutes the phenomenal content on which to carry out the 

originary ontological interpretation of Dasein. 

The relationship between anticipatory resoluteness and the care structure is the 

key to understanding the methodological importance of authenticity, and thus into its 

relevance for the overall ontological project of Being and Time. Authentic existence 

exhibits the care structure as a single phenomenon. This allows the phenomenologist to 



 128 

bear witness to this structure as a formal pattern. Heidegger thinks that doing so reveals a 

new structure: temporality. Heidegger observes that “Temporality gets experienced in a 

phenomenally originary way in Dasein’s authentic being-a-whole, in the phenomenon of 

anticipatory resoluteness” (SZ 304). The claim is that in being resolute in the face of 

death, human existence manifests a formal pattern characteristic of the structure of 

temporality. By “temporality” Heidegger introduces a novel conception of time that 

differs considerably from the ordinary conception of time. On the ordinary conception, 

past, present and future are sequential, either as a succession of identical moments or as 

an ordered sequence of moments before and after. For Heidegger, temporality is the 

nonsequential, tripartite structure of being “ecstatic” or “outside oneself” in time: the 

future is understood as the way Dasein “is coming towards itself;” the past is the “way 

that it comes back” to what it already was; the present is “letting itself be encountered by” 

the entities of the world (SZ 325-6). Anticipatory resoluteness exhibits a formal pattern 

that care shares with temporality. The parts of the care structure (projection, thrownness, 

falling) differ in character, but can coincide in fact, as what is possible, what one is 

disposed to, and what action the situation calls for all coincide in the case of authentic 

existence. Similarly, on the ecstatic conception of temporality, past, present, and future 

differ in character, but coincide in the case of anticipatory resoluteness: “Anticipation of 

one’s uttermost and ownmost possibility is coming back understandingly to one’s 

ownmost having-been” (SZ 326). This temporal pattern is inconceivable on the ordinary 

conception of time: moments in a sequence are essentially alike in character, and they 

cannot coincide. Authentic existence gains pride of place for the phenomenologist 
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because it puts on display a pattern characteristic of ecstatic temporality, a pattern that is 

not directly phenomenally accessible in everyday, inauthentic existence.  

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have tried to identify Heidegger’s reasons for focusing on 

authenticity in the second half of Being and Time. I have argued that Heidegger turns to 

authenticity on methodological grounds: authentic existence provides the right kind of 

phenomena from which the phenomenologist can offer an interpretation of Dasein’s 

distinctive way of being. In order to offer such an interpretation, the phenomenologist 

needs to focus not only on manifestations of this way of being, but on manifestations of 

this way of being as a unified whole. I have argued that the sense of “unity” that 

functions as a desideratum of this interpretation can plausibly be traced back to Husserl’s 

conception of a “moment of unity,” and that authenticity (or anticipatory resoluteness) 

functions as a moment of unity in this sense. Authentic existence manifests Dasein’s 

complex way of being as a single phenomenon, allowing the phenomenologist to bear 

witness to its formal pattern. In view of the formal pattern evidenced by authentic 

existence, the phenomenologist has access to the phenomena of originary temporality, 

which shares this pattern. Authenticity is essential to the ontological project of Being and 

Time, because without it there would be no experience on which to base a 

phenomenological account of originary temporality. Since Heidegger intends to show, on 

phenomenological grounds, that temporality provides the basic structure for Dasein’s 
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distinctive way of being, he needs to focus on authenticity to get the relevant phenomena 

in view. 
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Chapter 5 

On the Methodological Role of Authenticity in Being and Time 

Part Two: Authenticity as an Ideal 

 

 

In the last chapter, I argued that authenticity is introduced as a major theme of 

Being and Time on methodological grounds: authenticity is that mode of existence that 

manifests the care structure as a single, unified phenomenon, and an originary account of 

human existence requires proceeding from this phenomena. The present chapter 

examines the central arguments in Division Two, Chapters 1-3, which the previous 

chapter took for granted. I argue here that authenticity can play the methodological role it 

does only if it has a special normative status as an ideal for all human existence. 

This claim is important because not all interpreters agree that authenticity 

obviously has this status in Being and Time. In a recent paper, Stephan Käufer argues that 

phenomena manifested by authentic existence have a special methodological function in 

Heidegger’s phenomenological investigation into human existence in Being and Time.107 

On his reading, Heidegger needs to get Dasein as a whole entity into view in order to 

provide an ontological analysis of the entity in its entirety. Everyday existence does not 

manifest the whole of Dasein. Authentic existence does, because authentic existence 

experiences death and guilt as “limit situations”: the phenomena of death and guilt reveal 

the outer limits of human existence, and getting these limits into view ensures that one 

                                                
107 Käufer 2015. 
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has the whole of this existence in view. Although Käufer’s reading omits the distinct 

senses of unity discussed in the previous chapter, the interpretation I give in this and the 

preceding chapters is broadly in agreement with Käufer’s proposal about wholeness. 

However, Käufer also claims that these methodological considerations are independent of 

Heidegger’s substantive conception of authenticity. Käufer argues that we can understand 

the central methodological role of authenticity in the argument of Division II without 

broaching the question of whether Dasein should be authentic: 

This methodological reading is therefore compatible with a deflationist 
interpretation of authenticity. Such deflationism would argue that the 
various structures of authenticity are mere existential possibilities that are 
not met in actual experience, and that Heidegger does not think that 
authenticity is demanded of us.108 
 

Käufer is right to look at Heidegger’s concerns with wholeness to understand why he 

turns to authentic existence on methodological grounds. As I argued in the previous 

chapter, authentic existence provides the appropriate phenomena for exhibiting Dasein’s 

whole being as unified in a particular entity. In this sense, the phenomena associated with 

authentic existence play a distinct methodological role for Heidegger’s phenomenological 

inquiry into human existence. But Käufer’s account misses why Heidegger thinks 

authentic existence has this methodological priority. I argue in this chapter that 

authenticity has the methodological priority it does because it enjoys a special normative 

                                                
108 Käufer 2015: 112. Käufer does not himself endorse a deflationist interpretation of 
authenticity; he just sees it as compatible with the methodological role that authenticity 
plays in Chapters 1-3 of Division II. 
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status: it’s only because we demand authenticity of ourselves in each case that authentic 

existence provides the right phenomena for exhibiting Dasein as a whole.109 

This chapter seeks to lay the groundwork for reconstructing Heidegger’s 

argument for why we should be authentic—why authenticity functions as an ideal for us 

as existence. I argue that, if we follow the structure of Heidegger’s methodological 

argument, we are led to two existing readings of Heidegger’s conception of existential 

guilt. I review these existing accounts and conclude that we are in need of further 

clarification of the argument that establishes why authenticity is an ideal for us. 

 

1. Death and Dasein as a Whole 

 

To offer an originary ontological interpretation of Dasein, Heidegger needs to get 

Dasein as a whole entity into view. Heidegger raises the question whether it even makes 

sense to talk about getting the whole of Dasein into view (SZ 232). He even seems to 

suggest that Dasein’s way of being precludes this possibility altogether (SZ 233).110 We 

should not understand him here as saying that an originary interpretation of Dasein is thus 

impossible, but that we have no antecedent conception of wholeness that is sure to be 

appropriate for describing the sense in which Dasein might be a whole.  

                                                
109 I argue in this paper that authenticity’s special normative status is a necessary but not 
a sufficient condition for its methodological priority. 
110 “Any entity whose essence [Essenz] is made up of existence [Existenz] is essentially 
[wesentlich] opposed to the possibility of our getting it in our grasp as an entity which is 
a whole” (SZ 233). 
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But while Heidegger does not want to assume some particular conception of 

wholeness, he does assume the general kind of wholeness that is relevant for 

characterizing Dasein—namely, he opts for temporal wholeness over spatial wholeness 

or a more abstract notion of the completeness of parts. He glosses “the whole of Dasein” 

as “this entity from its ‘beginning’ to its ‘end’” (SZ 233). Furthermore, he privileges one 

delimitation of this temporal wholeness (the end) over the other (the beginning). While 

everyday existing is “‘between’ birth and death” (SZ 233), he says that death “limits and 

determines in every case whatever wholeness is possible for Dasein” (SZ 234). The latter 

presupposition, perhaps, is just an implication of what he takes to be “essential” to 

Dasein: its ability-to-be, its capacity to press into some possible form of life that it has to 

carry out. Given that this forward-looking capacity is taken to be essential to human 

existence, the question of what “limits and determines” its wholeness is the forward-

looking limitation or end (death), rather than the antecedent limitation or beginning 

(birth).111 These are indeed presuppositions, in the sense that Heidegger takes these points 

to result from his initial characterization of Dasein’s being-in-the-world and its average 

way of existing. But as Heidegger emphasizes, his methodological aspirations are not for 

philosophy “to deny its ‘presuppositions,’” nor for it to “simply admit them;” rather 

philosophy “unfolds with more and more penetration both the presuppositions themselves 

and that for which they are presuppositions” (SZ 310). Since his characterization of 

everyday existing reveals an ontological structure that is temporally forward-looking, 

                                                
111 Heidegger later remarks that his earlier analysis of being-a-whole “has so far remained 
‘one-sided’” in omitting our being-towards-the-beginning (SZ 373). For an existential 
account of birth and “natality,” see Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition. 
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Heidegger has to show what it means for an entity with this structure to be a whole. If he 

can show what it means for this entity to be a whole, he can offer an interpretation of its 

distinctive way of being. And this interpretation should deepen our understanding of that 

way of existing that served as the starting point.112 

While Heidegger takes as presuppositions that the wholeness of Dasein is a 

temporal one, that this wholeness is limited and determined by Dasein’s end, and that this 

end is death, he does not want to prejudge what death really, substantively is, and thus 

what relationship one must be in to this end such that one can be a whole. A large part of 

Division II Chapter 1 is thus devoted to ruling out all the senses of being a whole, and 

their related senses of “end,” that are inapposite when talking about human existence. 

Heidegger says a lot more about what death is not than what it is. Death is not the end of 

all life (what he calls “perishing” (SZ 240-1)), nor is it the point at which physiological 

processes stop (the medical concept of the ‘exitus’ (SZ 241)), nor is it the end of a 

distinctively human life (“demise” (SZ 247)). In all likelihood, Heidegger is working 

with some more or less substantive conception of the proper existential concept of death. 

Yet there is broad disagreement over how his conception of the existential concept of 

death should be understood: existential death has been understood as the human condition 

of being mortal;113 the narrative ending of a life;114 the closing down of live 

possibilities;115 the failure of intelligibility;116 and the collapse of a personal, social or 

                                                
112 On the question of circularity in Heidegger’s hermeneutical method, see also (SZ 7-8, 
152-3, 314-6). 
113 Polt 1999, Sheehan 2015, Mulhall 1996 
114 Ricœur 1983, Guignon 2004, Taylor 1989 
115 Carman 2003 
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cultural way of life.117 Such wide disagreement even includes claims as basic as whether 

death is something one can live through (a breakdown of intelligibility), or whether death 

is defined as that which one cannot live through (one’s mortality or finitude).118 For my 

present purposes, I intend to remain neutral on the question of Heidegger’s substantive 

conception of death. (If anything, the sheer number and variety of competing 

interpretations suggest that the text may not admit of a conclusive answer to this 

exegetical question, and this may indicate instead that this is the wrong question to ask in 

the first place.) I propose instead that Heidegger’s main concern is with providing formal 

constraints on what death must be if it is to limit and determine “whatever wholeness is 

possible for Dasein” (SZ 234). 

Heidegger provides constraints on the possibility of Dasein’s wholeness by ruling 

out alternative conceptions of wholeness. He draws from his understanding of mereology, 

as articulated by Plato and Aristotle and refined in Husserl’s theory of parts and wholes 

(see previous chapter). Heidegger notes that different kinds of temporal wholes have 

different kinds of ends. “Genuine wholes” have ends that are internal to the process of 

which they mark the end, whereas “mere heaps” or “sums” have ends that are external to 

its process. The ripeness of a piece of fruit, to use Heidegger’s example, is internal to the 

process of ripening, in the sense that you cannot add anything to the fruit in order to make 

                                                                                                                                            
116 Haugeland 2000. 
117 Dreyfus 1991, White 2005, Blattner 1999, Lear 2006, Thomson 2013. 
118 Thomson claims Heidegger learns from Kierkegaard that death, conceived as a kind of 
“spiritual death,” is “something we can live through” (Thomson 2013: 268). As Thomson 
relates it, Hoffman once objected to Thomson’s reading: “One can stretch the meanings 
of words, but only so far: up cannot mean down; black cannot mean white, and death 
cannot mean something you can live through!” See Thomson 2013: 263. 
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the fruit ripe (except, of course, for time); at best you can speed up or slow down the 

progress of ripening, so that it comes to its end point faster or slower than it might have 

otherwise. “The fruit brings itself to ripeness,” Heidegger claims. “Nothing imaginable 

which one might contribute to it, would eliminate the unripeness of the fruit, if this entity 

did not come to ripeness of its own accord” (SZ 243). The ripeness of the fruit belongs to 

the whole process of maturation, since each stage in the process contributes to or “goes 

toward” this end. This is why Heidegger says that the fruit “is in every case already its 

‘not-yet’” (SZ 244): each stage of maturation of the fruit is defined in terms of the end of 

ripeness, and this end is what constitutes the whole process as a unified process of 

maturation.  

Contrast this kind of temporal process with one in which the end is external to the 

process. Consider a temporally extended event like the following: my faucet starts to leak 

at time t0, and leaks until the plumber visits at time tn. The event that spans t0 to tn is a 

“sum” (SZ 242) of moments in time, since it is not the case that each moment of leaking 

contributes to the end of the process, the point at which the faucet stops leaking. Instead, 

the completion of the process requires some kind of intervention from outside: someone 

needs to fix the leak, for example, or turn off the water. This is to say that the leaking of 

the faucet only “goes toward” its end in a loose sense: the end of the leak is just the 

endpoint of a process that is “utterly indifferent” to this end. By contrast, the ripeness of 

the fruit, as the end of the process of ripening, is “something constitutive” of that process 

as a whole (SZ 244). 
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This feature of the maturation of the fruit, Heidegger points out, is “formally 

analogous to Dasein” (SZ 244): ripeness belongs to the ripening fruit as its proper end 

just as death belongs to human existence as its proper end. In both cases, the end enables 

and determines the wholeness of each of these kinds of entity. Yet Heidegger makes a 

further distinction between different kinds of internal ends: some internal ends are points 

in time, and some are not. Heidegger remarks that when the fruit is ripe, the process of 

maturation “fulfills,” “completes” or “perfects” itself [sich vollenden] at that point in time 

in which the process reaches its end. This, he says, is not true of Dasein. Although Dasein 

‘goes toward’ its end in the sense that this end belongs to Dasein and enables and 

determines its wholeness, this end does not mark the point at which Dasein is fulfilled or 

perfected. Although we all die, we will not all become whole: “For the most part, Dasein 

ends in unfulfillment, or else by having disintegrated and been used up” (SZ 244). If 

Dasein can be a unified whole, it cannot be such by having reached the end that is proper 

to it, in the way that the fruit can fulfill itself in reaching its ripeness. Heidegger 

generalizes from this point: Dasein cannot be a whole by being at its end—that is, by 

reaching its end point. He seems to think it follows from this that Dasein can only be a 

whole by being “towards” (zum) its end (SZ 245). This result follows only because it is 

highly abstract: being towards the end is some way of relating to one’s end such that one 

can be a whole without being at the end. This result is also provisional, in the sense that 

he has not yet shown definitively whether such wholeness is even possible. He calls for 

an “existential clarification of being-towards-the-end” which would “give us for the first 

time an adequate basis for defining what can possibly be the sense of our talk about a 
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wholeness of Dasein, if indeed this wholeness is to be constituted by death as the ‘end’” 

(SZ 245). His task in the rest of the chapter is to establish constraints on what it could 

mean for Dasein to be towards its end such that it can be a whole. 

These reflections on the conception of wholeness appropriate for human existence 

lead to a provisional hypothesis about the characteristics of the end that would constitute 

this whole. If it is indeed possible for an entity like human existence to be a whole, then 

such being a whole must be characterizable in terms of this entity’s distinctive kind of 

being. Heidegger starts with the definition of the care structure and proceeds to “define” 

death in terms of the characteristics of the care structure (SZ 250). He sets out the 

following hypothesis: if death limits and determines what it means for Dasein to be a 

whole, and Dasein’s ontological makeup is the care structure, then death should limit and 

determine wholeness with respect to each moment of the care structure. “We must,” 

Heidegger writes, “in the first instance, make plain in a preliminary sketch how Dasein’s 

existence, facticity, and falling reveal themselves in the phenomenon of death” (SZ 250). 

Dasein’s existence, facticity, and falling are the ways Dasein is ahead of itself, already 

thrown into the world amidst entities with which Dasein is engaged. Therefore these 

moments should reveal themselves in the phenomenon of being-towards-death in the 

possibility of being wholly ahead of oneself, wholly thrown into the world and wholly 

engaged with entities in the world. This hypothesis yields only the most abstract, formal 

constraints on a possible configuration of the care structure, which Heidegger expresses 

in the following definition: death must be a possibility that is (1) ownmost, (2) non-

relational, (3) certain (4) and as such indefinite, (5) not to be outstripped (SZ 250-252, 
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258). Let me explain how Heidegger derives this provisional, formal definition of death 

from the care structure, and broadly describe what each of these features of death means. 

First, recall that human existence projects itself ahead of itself in its engagement 

with entities. This means that, in understanding oneself in terms of a particular form of 

life, say, in being a teacher, one interprets what there is to interact with within the range 

or “field of play” (SZ 145) opened up by this possibility: one sees the world in terms of 

the paraphernalia of education. For the most part, understanding oneself as a teacher, or 

in terms of some other particular form of life, means projecting some more or less distinct 

part of oneself, for example, who one is in one’s “professional life.” In asking about the 

possibility of the wholeness of the care structure, Heidegger asks us, what would it mean 

to project oneself in full, such that what one projected ahead of oneself was not just some 

part of oneself, not just this or that part of one’s life, but all of oneself, one’s whole life? 

This could mean projecting into some amalgamation of all the particular ways I 

understand myself in the different parts of my life, as a teacher, and a brother, and an 

American, and… In any case, Heidegger doesn’t need to offer some such answer in order 

to derive his formal and provisional definition of death as a possibility. Since by 

hypothesis I am wholly ahead of myself in being-towards-death, what I comport myself 

towards in this possibility (whatever it is) must be a possibility that is my own; it must 

belong to me more than any other possibility into which I project just a part of myself. 

This is what it means for this possibility to be “ownmost.”  

By the same token, this possibility belongs to me in virtue of my direct 

relationship to it. Whatever this ownmost possibility turns out to be for me, it shapes my 
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interpretation of entities by my projecting into it, rather than in virtue of comporting 

myself towards some other possibility. Often the particular way of being a teacher, or a 

brother, or an American, is dictated by the norms of standard practices and the 

expectations of others. In this case, these possible forms of life would offer ways of 

understanding myself only in virtue of my relationship to conventional practices or to 

others (see my Chapter 3). But to the extent that the possible form of life is mine, I relate 

to it directly as a possible way of understanding what matters to me in acting. When 

Dasein projects into its ownmost possibility, Heidegger reasons that “all its relations to 

any other Dasein have been dissolved” (SZ 250). This does not mean that in being 

towards death one ought to cut off one’s relations and commitments to others. What 

matters to me are my relations and commitments to others. Death as a possibility is “non-

relational” in the sense that I do not need to understand myself from (aus) the practices I 

engage in, that is, by means of what is expected of me by others or by the conventions of 

familiar practices, even though, inauthentically, I often do understand myself in terms of 

these expectations. Ultimately those expectations matter to me because of how I 

understand myself (as a teacher, a brother, an American, etc.). This follows from the fact 

that I project myself into my engagement with entities. 

Third, since I am wholly thrown into the world, no possibility of mine is 

unlimited: any way of existing that I may take up is ultimately necessarily constrained by 

my particular situation in the world. What is possible for me is always constrained by my 

historical and cultural context, my predispositions and prior attachments. This is all the 

more the case with my ownmost possibility, since this possibility is distinctively tailored 
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to the specifics that define me in particular. Death is “certain,” in the sense that the 

delimitation of this ownmost possibility is a necessary feature of its being situated in the 

historical and cultural context that is my own. The certainty of death marks the fact that 

my life, what makes me me, is necessarily shaped by this context. Yet, fourth, this 

certainty is “as such indefinite.” While it is a feature of the kind of entity I am that the 

possibility that defines me is limited by a particular historical and cultural context, this 

limitation is not full determination. No fact about me, and none of my ongoing 

commitments and life pursuits fully determine who I am and what I am to do. Death 

represents a boundary, but one within which there is room for countless possibilities. 

Finally, being in the world means engaging with entities. Typically, entities draw 

me in, offering possible courses of action in line with familiar conventions or 

expectations, and in the service of more or less narrow and specific forms of life that I 

take up as the projects of being a teacher, brother, and so on. Despite the fact that I am 

drawn into engaging with entities in every way of comporting myself, the possibilities 

that these entities afford can never “outstrip” or encompass that possibility that is 

“uttermost” (SZ 250)—the possibility of leading a life. This possibility is “not to be 

outstripped” in the sense that the context of a whole life is the broadest, most 

comprehensive context within which to make sense of entities and how they invite action. 

Other, narrower possibilities for action must fit within this broader context, whatever its 

precise outline. 

Although this characterization of death does not adjudicate between the 

competing conceptions on offer in the literature, Heidegger does not say much more in 
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the way of filling out his definition. It is possible that one’s ownmost, non-relational 

possibility is coextensive with a cultural way of life, a distinctive form of intelligibility, 

or a human lifetime. This makes sense on my reading, because the primary goal in the 

death chapter is not to offer a substantive conception of what existential death is, but to 

determine what would have to be the case if human existence were capable of relating to 

its end so as to be a whole. The account of death just canvassed is the result of a kind of 

conceptual analysis, given that death is to function as the end that allows human 

existence to be whole, and given that human existence is constituted by the care structure. 

As a result, this definition is highly abstract, merely “a formal sketch of the ontological 

structure of death” (SZ 255).119 But Heidegger still wants to find material in experience 

that confirms the structure of existential death, so that he can offer a phenomenological 

interpretation of human existence as a whole. He then considers what it would mean for 

Dasein to make manifest the whole care structure: “But being towards this possibility, as 

being-towards-death, is so to comport ourselves towards death that in this being, and for 

it, death reveals itself as a possibility. Our terminology for such being towards this 

possibility is ‘anticipation’ of this possibility” (SZ 262). Looking forward to his main 

conclusion, Heidegger connects this way of revealing the formal configuration of the care 

structure in being-towards-death with authenticity: “Anticipation turns out to be the 

                                                
119 That the formal definition of death remains highly abstract helps explain the wide 
disagreement in the literature (mentioned above) on what Heidegger’s substantive 
conception of death really is: Heidegger just doesn’t say enough to determine which, if 
any, of these conceptions he has in mind. I want to suggest that this state of general 
disagreement makes sense, because Heidegger’s primary goal in this chapter is not to 
offer a substantive conception of what death is, but to determine what would have to be 
the case if Dasein were capable of relating to its end so as to be a whole. 
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possibility of understanding one’s ownmost and uttermost ability-to-be—that is to say, 

the possibility of authentic existence” (SZ 263). Thus authenticity is the possibility of 

being a whole. This merely identifies the conclusion of the discussion; Heidegger still 

needs to argue for it. He proposes to do so by “setting forth the concrete structure of 

anticipation of death” (SZ 263). This involves filling in the formal sketch of the 

ontological structure of death with the proviso that this structure can be made manifest in 

experience: 

How are we to delimit this structure phenomenally? Manifestly, we must 
do so by determining those characteristics which must belong to an 
anticipatory disclosure so that it can become the pure understanding of 
that ownmost possibility which is non-relational and not to be 
outstripped—which is certain and, as such, indefinite. (SZ 263, emphasis 
added) 
 

The task is to say what the existential phenomena must be if they are to manifest 

comportment toward death as a possibility. This means Heidegger intends to offer 

constraints on understanding, disposedness and falling such that they disclose 

comportment towards a possibility that is ownmost, non-relational, certain but as such 

indefinite, and not to be outstripped.120   

I won’t go over the constraints on disclosure that Heidegger derives from his 

formal definition of death (SZ 263-6). My main goal is to emphasize that Heidegger’s 

characterization of the anticipation of death remains formal and provisional. It merely 
                                                
120 One may notice that discourse is absent from these constraints on disclosure derived 
from the formal definition of death. This makes sense if discourse concerns the 
meaningful interrelations among entities in the world, as I have characterized it, since 
these interrelations among entities do not directly manifest Dasein itself but only via the 
other three modes of disclosedness. Since death determines and limits the wholeness that 
Dasein can manifest in comporting itself to death, the formal definition of death offers no 
constraints on discourse. 
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constrains how Dasein would have to comport itself, how its world would have to be 

disclosed, if it were capable of manifesting its relation to its end such that it can be a 

whole as an individual. Heidegger does not claim here that such wholeness is in fact 

possible for Dasein. This is why, when Heidegger reaches the end of his characterization 

of the authentic anticipation of death, he says this mode of disclosure is “the ontological 

possibility of an existentiell being-towards-death which is authentic” (SZ 266). It 

concerns an existentiell being-towards-death since it offers necessary conditions on the 

phenomenology of being an individual that manifests its being as a whole. But it is an 

ontological possibility since this mode of disclosure is derived from the configuration of 

the care structure that would be required if Dasein were capable of being a whole as an 

individual. Heidegger does not pretend to offer a phenomenological description of such 

comportment. He does not even think one could supply such a description at this stage in 

the argument, even one that would seem to fit the formal constraints of being-towards-

death. Heidegger explicitly rules out the possibility of supplying an ideal of being a 

unified whole “with any special ‘content’, or forcing any such ideal upon it ‘from 

outside’” (SZ 266). Supplying such an account would attempt to satisfy the wholeness 

and unity requirements of an originary ontological interpretation of Dasein at the expense 

of the other requirement: ontological interpretation is originary only if it also remains 

grounded in the phenomena of Dasein—only if it allows Dasein to “show itself from 

itself.” What Heidegger needs for the originary ontological interpretation of Dasein are 

phenomena in which Dasein shows itself as a unified whole. He then suggests that we do 

have access to such phenomena: 
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The fact that an authentic ability-to-be-a-whole is ontologically possible 
for Dasein, signifies nothing, so long as a corresponding ontical ability-to-
be has not been demonstrated in Dasein itself. Does Dasein ever factically 
throw itself into such a being-towards-death? Does Dasein demand, even 
by reason of its ownmost being, an authentic ability-to-be determined by 
anticipation? 

Before answering these questions, we must investigate whether to any 
extent and in any way Dasein gives testimony, from its ownmost ability to 
be, as to a possible authenticity of its existence, so that it not only makes 
known that in an existentiell manner such authenticity is possible, but 
demands this of itself. (SZ 266-7) 
 
Heidegger announces here the shape of his argument going forward: we know the 

anticipation of death is a possibility for Dasein because we presuppose the possibility of 

this mode of comportment; we presuppose the possibility of this mode of comportment 

by demanding it of ourselves. So he has to show that we do in fact demand this of 

ourselves. This is the point in the methodological argument that begins Division II, 

Chapter 2, the chapter on conscience and guilt.  

 

2. Conscience and Guilt 

 

At the start of Chapter 2, Heidegger makes two points about the phenomenon of 

conscience that explain why it serves him well at this point in his methodological 

argument. First, he indicates that conscience is a mode of disclosedness. Conscience 

informs how the world should be interpreted in light of what there is to do in it, for 

example by reminding one of what is right and wrong to do. “Conscience gives us 

‘something’ to understand” (SZ 270), as Heidegger puts it. He tells us that, as a mode of 

disclosedness, conscience “is constituted by disposedness, understanding, falling and 
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discourse” (SZ 269), the four moments of any instance of disclosedness. This is 

especially pertinent to his overarching argument, since what was missing from his 

analysis of the anticipation of death was the phenomenal basis of such comportment. His 

account in the death chapter only offered constraints on such a mode of disclosure, rather 

than disclosive phenomena themselves that actually manifest these characteristics. If he 

can show that the disclosedness manifested in conscience matches that of anticipation in 

all its moments, he succeeds in securing a phenomenal basis for an originary 

interpretation of Dasein.  

Second, he identifies the phenomenon of conscience as a fact (Faktum). We are 

all generally familiar with the “voice of conscience,” even if we may not have a clear or 

convergent conception of what this phenomenon consists in. The claim that conscience is 

a fact is not an empirical claim. Heidegger distinguishes conscience as a Faktum from 

conscience as a Tatsache. Both are rendered in English as “fact.” While a Tatsache is a 

data point, an objective determination of a something that is occurrent, a Faktum is a 

determination of a way of existing.121 The claim is not that we have or could provide an 

“inductive empirical proof” (SZ 269) of the phenomenon of conscience in accordance 

with observable data, but that conscience is a feature of existence that we generally 

recognize as given in human life. We don’t need quantifiable data to confirm the 

existence of conscience, since conscience is a basic aspect of human experience.  
                                                
121 Heidegger introduces the distinction early in the book (See SZ 56). Here is an 
illustration of the distinction: while it may be factually accurate (tatsächlich) that 
Sichuanese cooking uses a high proportion of chilies compared to other culinary 
traditions, it is a factical (faktisch) matter whether the cuisine is spicy, since spiciness is 
not an objective determination of something occurrent but a determination that only 
makes sense within contexts of individual and cultural self-understanding. 
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Given the results of his previous chapter, if Heidegger wants to prove that being a 

whole is possible for us, he needs to show that anticipating death is a genuine possibility 

for us. He does this by appealing to a “fact of conscience” [Faktum des Gewissens] (SZ 

269), much like Kant famously appeals to a “fact of reason” [Faktum der Vernunft] in his 

Critique of Practical Reason to establish the freedom of the agent. There Kant seems to 

claim that moral obligation implies freedom. If this is right, Kant appeals to a version of 

“ought implies can” to establish that the agent must recognize his own freedom: since the 

agent has a sense of what he ought to do, he must presuppose that he can (is free to) do it. 

Kant provides the example of a moral agent who “judges that he can do something 

because he is aware that he ought to do it” (KpV 5:30), and this recognition of moral 

obligation is taken as in some sense given: “Consciousness of this fundamental law may 

be called a fact of reason because one cannot reason it out from antecedent data of 

reason” (KpV 5:31). Heidegger adopts a similar strategy. He wants to show that Dasein 

can be whole, and he has just shown that being whole amounts to anticipating death as a 

possibility. In Division II, Chapter 2, he contends that the call of conscience does not just 

instruct us to obey the (or a) moral law, but also compels us to take responsibility for 

ourselves. If taking responsibility for ourselves requires anticipating death, it follows that 

the call of conscience calls us to be whole. Since the imperative we experience in 

conscience is taken as given fact, we must presuppose that we can be whole. In this way, 

Heidegger establishes that wholeness is in fact possible for us, since it is something we 

each demand of ourselves. The phenomena he needs for his ontological analysis, 

therefore, lies in the call to authenticity that each of us experiences in conscience. If this 
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is right, then authenticity can play its intended methodological role only if authenticity 

has this special normative status for each of us. Let’s look at the argument in the 

conscience chapter to see if Heidegger has the resources to carry out this overarching 

methodological argument. 

Although conscience has had many guises, Heidegger’s conception is clearly not 

the ordinary one. Conscience on this view is an “appeal to Dasein by calling it to its 

ownmost ability-to-be-itself,” by “summoning it to its ownmost being-guilty” (SZ 269). 

He has his work cut out for him. His strategy is to look at the conception of guilt under 

more ordinary interpretations of conscience, and to outline an existential conception of 

guilt that is pre-supposed by the ordinary conception. His goal, according to the 

methodological argument I just outlined, is to show that we in fact demand authenticity 

of ourselves in the phenomenon of conscience. 

We usually think of conscience as one’s sense of right and wrong. Heidegger 

recognizes that we ordinarily interpret conscience as a “critical sense”: conscience 

“warns and reproves” about “failures and omissions which have already befallen or 

which we still have before us” (SZ 279). On occasion we regard ourselves as guilty—that 

is, as failing to live up to some normative requirement, e.g. a legal or moral principle.122 

It may be helpful to distinguish here between guilt as a feeling and guilt as a condition. 

When I hold myself responsible, I may feel guilty, experience mental anguish, beat 

                                                
122 I’m using the term “moral” here in a narrow sense to mean, roughly, other-regarding 
morality, or what Scanlon would call “what we owe to each other.” Heidegger thinks that 
the ordinary interpretation of guilt involves our being-with others. Heidegger’s strategy is 
not to give necessary and sufficient conditions for moral or legal guilt, but an account of 
the formal structure of a recognizable form of guilt. 
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myself up over what I have done. But when I hold myself responsible, guilt is also a 

condition, which we may identify as the condition under which feeling guilty is apt. This 

means of course that I can feel guilty without thinking I am guilty. (This disconnect 

between the feeling and the condition of guilt may be familiar to those who suffer from 

“survivor’s guilt,” who may know that they didn’t do anything wrong in surviving some 

tragedy but who feel bad about it all the same when they think about those who didn’t.)  

When Heidegger talks about guilt, he has in mind guilt as a condition. Heidegger 

says we can formalize moral or legal guilt in the following definition: being guilty means 

“‘being-a-ground for a lack of something in the Dasein of an other, and in such a manner 

that this very being-a-ground determines itself as “lacking in some way” in terms of that 

for which it is the ground.’ This kind of lacking is a failure to satisfy some requirement 

which applies to one’s existent being with others” (SZ 282). When I have a sense of 

being guilty in stealing from someone, I recognize that I am the ground or reason for a 

lack (of property) with respect to the person I steal from. This ground is itself lacking, in 

the sense that I regard myself as unjustified in taking this property. Finally, the sense in 

which I am unjustified in stealing makes reference to some standard that applies to my 

relations with others—i.e. the legal and perhaps moral right to private property.123 

Conscience in this ordinary sense reveals to me that, at least on occasion, I am guilty of 

violating some normative requirement. 

Heidegger distinguishes this condition of ordinary, moral or legal guilt from 

another, more fundamental sense of being guilty, which we can call “existential guilt” 

                                                
123 For a detailed analysis of this formal definition of guilt, see Wrathall 2015a: 202. 
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(following Wrathall 2015: 201). Heidegger introduces existential guilt by asserting that 

guilt in the moral or legal sense depends on it (SZ 284). The argument here seems to be 

regressive in structure: we take ordinary guilt as given and show that existential guilt is 

necessary for its possibility.124 I’ll call this the “dependence claim.” The goal of the 

argument is to show that, in conscience, we are called to own our existential guilt, and 

that owning this form of guilt is essential to authenticity. The picture of authenticity that 

emerges, furthermore, must meet the desiderata of the overall methodological argument 

that Heidegger advances over the first three chapters of Division II: what we are called to 

in conscience must amount to being a unified whole, if conscience is to provide the 

phenomenal basis for the structural account of death in Division II, Chapter 1. Although 

there are many accounts of what Heidegger means by conscience and guilt, there are two 

broad reconstructions of the argument that stress the dependence claim between ordinary 

and existential guilt and its relation to authenticity, so I will reproduce them here for 

critical discussion. 

According to the “transcendental” reading, first developed by Steven Crowell and 

Rebecca Kukla, and helpfully critiqued and amended by William Blattner, existential 

guilt names the condition of being subject to norms.125 According to Blattner, 

Heidegger’s argument in this chapter proceeds as follows. The phenomenon of moral and 

legal guilt makes clear the fact that we are generally subject to norms. Our sense of being 

guilty for violating some normative principle depends on and brings attention to the fact 
                                                
124 The term comes from Kant, who in the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics 
defines a regressive argument as one that “proceeds from that which is sought as if it 
were given, and ascends to the conditions under which alone it is possible” (4:276, note). 
125 Crowell 2001, 2007, Kukla 2002, Blattner 2015. 
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that our activities are guided by normative standards and principles: if we regard 

ourselves as guilty for forgetting a friend’s birthday, then we realize that we are beholden 

to norms surrounding friends and birthdays. Next, norms are inherently challengeable, 

“that is, their status as binding may always be called into question,”126 and to recognize 

oneself as subject to a norm is to take responsibility for the norm, to commit to it. To 

commit to a norm is to be prepared to defend it against challenge. When a norm is 

challenged one is called upon either to own the norm or to disown it, by either defending 

it or abandoning it. When a norm is challenged, this can elicit anxiety or not. Anxiety, on 

this reading, is an affective response to the recognition that no norm has legitimacy on its 

own, that none of our action-guiding commitments have an absolute foundation. Anxiety 

is a kind of breakdown of the normative structure of the world, in which “one may feel as 

if the ground is shifting under one’s feet, as if one does not know where to stand to mount 

a defense or even to consider the reasonableness of a challenge” (130). If a challenge to a 

norm elicits anxiety, then Dasein must confront its responsibility for the legitimacy of 

norms, and it can do so by owning or disowning the responsibility. If one disowns the 

responsibility, one can (and presumably most of us do) appeal to normative facts, or to 

supposed authorities, to try to legitimize norms as absolute requirements that command 

us without needing our complicity. (Another way of disowning responsibility, which 

Blattner doesn’t mention, is to resign oneself to a kind of relativism or nihilism, and the 

attitude that there are no genuine normative standards that structure our engagement in 

the world.) If one owns the responsibility for the legitimacy of the norms to which one is 

                                                
126 Blattner 2015: 125. 
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subject, one is flexible about one’s commitment to norms, in that one is willing to 

entertain challenges to these norms and honestly assess one’s commitment to them. So 

the call to authenticity is the call to take responsibility for the norms to which one is 

already subject, by entertaining challenges to these norms and defending them or 

rejecting them on this basis. 

This reading offers a plausible reconstruction of the dependence claim between 

ordinary and existential guilt. Existential guilt is the condition for the possibility of 

ordinary guilt in the sense that our “subjection to norms”127 allows us to be subject to 

particular norms and thus to hold ourselves responsible for violating them. The reading 

also connects this dependence claim with a conception of authenticity. Because in anxiety 

we can find no ultimate source of legitimacy for the norms to which we find ourselves 

beholden in conscience, we are called to take responsibility for them, and to be prepared 

to defend their legitimacy or to reject these norms. Whereas inauthentic existence 

typically rejects or hides challenges to norms, authentic existence can be “flexible” in 

entertaining challenges to the norms it recognizes and endorses. Authentic agents can 

regard existing norms as negotiable, and “imagine alternative ways of living”:128 

forgetting a friend’s birthday may be an opportunity to rethink how to show a friend that 

they are important and that their friendship matters. This presumably links authenticity to 

being an individual: by being called to defend those principles and standards that define 

who one is, one is called to commit to being who one is. 

                                                
127 Blattner 2015: 119. 
128 Blattner 2015: 132. 
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Yet the conclusion of this reconstructed argument falls short of what Heidegger 

needs in his account of conscience and guilt, given its role in the overarching 

methodological argument. Heidegger needs to show that resoluteness, the authentic 

response to one’s existential guilt, includes the manifestation of wholeness and unity. 

That way, when he shows that conscience calls us to be resolute, he will have shown that 

wholeness is demanded of us and thus possible for us. On Blattner’s transcendental 

reading, authenticity is “a sort of stretching, a loosening up, a becoming flexible” in one’s 

response to the norms that structure everyday practices, “one’s circle of intimates, one’s 

social roles, etc.”129 This new attitude changes how the world invites action and how one 

lives. Although this reading does articulate the demand to commit to being the individual 

one is, this commitment falls short of a commitment to being unified as a whole. It 

remains unclear in what sense a loosening up of one’s subjection to the norms that 

structure one’s social roles would require living in a way that manifests wholeness or 

unity.  

Perhaps this reading could analyze the relevant sense of unity and wholeness as 

diachronic consistency. At the very least, a willingness to entertain and defend those 

norms that define who one is could contribute to the consistency of one’s commitments 

over time: if I am prepared to defend what it means to be a good friend and act on this 

conception, I may achieve a level of consistency in sticking to this norm in different 

situations. But on Blattner’s account, if one is inauthentic, one is more likely to go about 

one’s business “without confronting and thereby either responding to or burying 

                                                
129 Blattner 2015: 131. 
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challenges to most of the norms that guide one’s actions.”130 This suggests that when one 

is inauthentic one will be as consistent over time as the norms to which one is beholden. 

An inflexible response to norms, at least without further clarification, is on its face more 

consistent over time, more unified, than a flexible response. The transcendental reading 

thus makes good on its reconstruction of the dependence claim and its connection to 

authenticity by thinning out the conception of authenticity so that it no longer can serve 

its function in the overall methodological argument of Division II. 

Another reading attempts to secure the necessary conception of authenticity from 

an alternative reconstruction of this same argument. On what I’ll call the “autonomy” 

reading, Mark Wrathall argues that existential guilt names the condition for being an 

autonomous self. Heidegger defines existential guilt as the following condition: “being 

the (null) ground of a nullity [einer Nichtigkeit]” (SZ 285). As Wrathall points out, the 

existential sense of guilt is structurally similar to the moral or legal sense, with some key 

differences: the reference to a standard that applies to our relations with others “drops out” 

(SZ 283) in the existential sense; existential guilt does not depend on particular 

infractions, but applies to our being; and the “lack” that characterizes moral and legal 

guilt is replaced by the more abstract notion of “notness” or “nullity.” In saying that we 

are the ground of a nullity, Heidegger is referring to the fact that we, as agents, are 

constituted by our projection into possible ways of being: being a teacher offers a 

possible form of life that we can project into, which orients us in the world such that we 

can interpret things as conducive (or adverse) to the project of education. Heidegger 

                                                
130 Blattner 2015: 130. 
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emphasizes that projection is “essentially null” in the sense that projection into a 

possibility requires not projecting into other possibilities, of turning down or having 

“waived” other possible ways of being (SZ 285). In saying that the ground that we are is 

itself null, Heidegger is referring to the fact that we are also constituted as agents by our 

thrownness: we find ourselves burdened with pre-existing commitments, dispositions, 

skills, and affinities before or as soon as we have the resources to act; we have a history, 

a culture, a conceptual framework that we have grown up in and take for granted. To the 

extent that a lot about each of us is “taken for granted,” not up to us, out of our control, 

the ground or reason for being the person that each of us is is null: ultimately, there is no 

reason why I am the person I am, no full or exhaustive explanation for my having 

adopted certain projects over others, even though we can point to choices, predispositions 

and external factors to tell parts of the story. As Wrathall argues, existential guilt thus 

bears a formal similarity to ordinary guilt: “where ordinary guilt is being an inadequate 

reason for a lack in another, existential guilt is being an inadequate reason for not being a 

different person.”131  

We can reconstruct the dependence claim in light of this conception of existential 

guilt. I am guilty in the ordinary sense by failing to live up to some normative 

requirement in particular actions or in particular traits of character. When I recognize that 

I have violated some normative requirement, conscience addresses me as guilty. For the 

condition of guilt to apply to me, I have to regard the violation of the relevant normative 

requirement as my failure. It’s only because my actions are an expression of me that my 

                                                
131 Wrathall 2015a: 206. 
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transgressions reflect guilt on me. Thus conscience reveals that I express myself in what I 

do, or in Heidegger’s jargon that I disclose the self in my dealings in the world. Because I 

lack justification for being the self that I am, and thus I cannot offer sufficient reasons for 

being this way rather than some other way, what is expressed in my action must be 

attributable to me. Thus, Wrathall says “existential guilt is the condition under which I 

become an ineliminable part of any explanation for what I do.”132 My lack of ultimate 

justification for being who I am allows me to take responsibility for what I do. 

This gloss on the dependence claim also suggests an explanation for the demand 

to authenticity. When I am called to take responsibility for my transgressions, I am also 

thereby called to take responsibility for myself as I am expressed in the action. Taking 

over responsibility for myself as I am expressed in the action means accepting “my 

ineliminable and unjustifiable role in the production of my actions.” To take 

responsibility for myself means “to commit more fully to being the individual I am—

which means that I can develop and adapt my dispositions so that they allow me to 

pursue my practical identity (the possibilities into which I project). At the same time, I 

will interpret my identity for myself, based on my dispositions.”133 Committing more 

fully to being the individual that I am thus amounts to a kind of unity among the 

moments of the care structure—that is, the coherent integration of projection and 

disposedness. Thus the argument, as Wrathall reconstructs it, shows that being authentic 

amounts to a being a unified whole, a coherent integration of projection and disposedness, 

and that integration is something that we are committed to in virtue of being agents. 
                                                
132 Wrathall 2015a: 206. 
133 Wrathall 2015a: 206. 



 158 

This account shows why existential guilt is necessary for the possibility of 

ordinary guilt, and it points to the right kind of result: owning one’s existential guilt 

means achieving wholeness among the parts of the care structure. In this respect, the 

autonomy reading fares better than the transcendental reading. An authentic response to 

the call of conscience, what Heidegger calls “resoluteness,” on the autonomy reading is a 

decision to commit more fully to being the individual that one is; and this involves 

integrating one’s disposedness with one’s projections to the greatest extent possible. If 

conscience calls us to be resolute, and resoluteness involves achieving a maximal degree 

of unity in the care structure, then the possibility of being resolute experienced in 

conscience provides the phenomenal basis that was called for at the end of the death 

chapter. It seems that this reconstruction fits the bill for Heidegger’s methodological 

argument. 

But does this reconstruction succeed in showing that conscience calls us to be 

authentic, in the sense of being a maximally integrated whole of projection and 

disposedness? This question is critical, so I will quote a full passage that articulates this 

complex argument concisely. Wrathall writes, 

[W]hen we hear the call of conscience [and become aware of our 
existential guilt], we are brought to a recognition of a constitutive fact 
about action. To act is to be answerable for what I do, that is, to perform 
bodily movements that are attributable to the self rather than the product 
of forces independent of me. And I am more answerable for what I do to 
the degree that my action is an expression of the way my projects are 
grounded in my disposedness. If this is right, then being a self is an end or 
demand internal to acting itself. Insofar as I act, I am committed to being a 
self, and the more of an ownmost self I am, the more my actions are 
attributable to me (and thus, the more clearly they count as actions). But I 
am most my own self when I am authentic. Therefore, it follows that 
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insofar as I act, I am oriented toward being authentic as an ideal of 
agency.134 (362) 
 

This elegant reconstruction connects a constitutive fact about action, that in acting we are 

called to take responsibility for what we do, with an ideal of agency, being an ownmost 

self. Being an ownmost self is not an empty or trivial ideal, because what it means to be 

an ownmost self is not just to act but to achieve a maximal degree of integration among 

one’s disposedness and one’s projections: “An authentic self, therefore, tends toward a 

stable or consistently individuated whole and ineliminable unit because its disposedness 

and projections are coherently integrated with one another.”135 This ideal is precisely 

what Heidegger needs out of his account of conscience and resoluteness. The question is 

whether accepting one’s role in the production of one’s actions implies committing 

oneself to more fully integrating one’s projection into possibilities with the ways one is 

disposed. Is there a gap in the argument that connects this constitutive fact about action to 

this ideal of agency? 

Here is where there might be a gap. On this view, bodily movements are 

attributable to the agent to the extent that the action expresses the self—that is, to the 

extent that action expresses an integration of projection and disposedness. Thus action 

comes in degrees, with some actions expressing more and some less integration. The 

ideal of agency is a maximal degree of this kind of integration in the self. The problem is 

this: If all it takes to perform an action (to express the self in acting) is to achieve some 

                                                
134 Wrathall 2015b: 362. 
135 Wrathall 2015a: 207. 
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degree of integration, then the fact that we are committed to action (to express the self in 

acting) does not imply that we are committed to maximal integration.136  

Consider the following example. Let’s say that I have a passion for travel and a 

fear of flying. On the self-expressive model of action, what I do reflects the forms of life 

that I project into, which orient me in my interpretation of the world and of my options in 

acting, as well as the ways I am predisposed to see the world as mattering given my 

history, culture, physical and psychological constitution, and so on. There are many ways 

of expressing my passion for travel and fear of flying in action, but let’s compare two 

options. Option A: Since air travel seems to be the most convenient way to travel, I put 

up with flying even though I continue to find the experience dreadful. This option 

expresses both my pursuit of travel and my fear of flying, but in a way in which the 

project of travel is only partially integrated with the way I am disposed to feel in an 

airplane. My fear of flying inflects how I travel, but plays little role in my understanding 

of what it means to travel and what travel means to me; I continue to travel despite my 

                                                
136 The objection here is analogous, and indebted, to the one offered by Paul Katsafanas 
against Christine Korsgaard’s (2009) version of Kantian constitutivism (See Katsafanas 
2013, especially 100-103). I’m not going to review this debate in a footnote, but I do 
want to highlight the similarity to the present discussion. On Katsafanas’s reconstruction, 
Korsgaard depends on the claim that an action is attributable to the agent if and only if 
the principle on which the agent acts unifies the agent. The problem as he sees it is that 
the same commitment is supposed to do double duty as a commitment to act at all (a 
commitment to any amount of unity) and a commitment to action in the fullest sense or 
degree (a commitment to perfect unity). But he thinks Korsgaard can only offer an 
argument for one or the other, and either way she wouldn’t be able to offer a coherent 
account. Katsafanas’s reconstruction may very well misrepresent the structure of 
Korsgaard’s argument, which itself is not self-evidently clear. Ultimately, I hope to show 
that the analogous argument that Heidegger relies on is not susceptible to this sort of 
worry. But first I hope to make the worry explicit in Heidegger’s case, so that it can be 
discharged. 
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fear of flying. Compare this case with Option B: Given my fear of air travel, I start to ride 

trains instead, embracing the distinctive experience of railway travel that, absent my 

dislike of air travel, would be unknown to me. In Option B, I tailor my pursuit of travel in 

light of my fear of airplanes and free myself up for the joy of discovering a whole new 

kind of travel experience. This option exemplifies the integration and co-modification of 

my projects and my disposedness, since my fear of flying allows me to reimagine what it 

means to travel and experience new places. Both options involve expressing my 

projection and disposedness together in action. If we assume Option A represents some 

minimal level of integration of these elements, and Option B represents a more fully 

integrated configuration, why think that a commitment to expressing the self in action 

implies a commitment to pursuing Option B over Option A?  

The view on the autonomy reading is not that we should prefer Option B because 

we want or are trying to express the self. Being committed to maximal integration does 

not require adopting this integration as a goal or intention in acting. Wrathall 

distinguishes between being subject to a demand from being motivated by an ideal. 

“Someone is subject to a demand so long as the significance of his or her actions is 

shaped by his or her relationship to the ideal,”137 whether or not the agent is explicitly 

trying to conform to the ideal. So if, in acting, we are subject to the demand to integrate 

projection and disposedness, we need not assume that acting requires an explicit intention 

to maximally integrate projection and disposedness. Rather, the view is that in acting we 

participate in a normative domain which is oriented toward the ideal of authenticity; this 

                                                
137 Wrathall 2015b: 359. 
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means that participating in this normative domain implies being subject to the demand to 

conform to this ideal. So the argument is not that, in trying to do anything, one must also 

try to integrate one’s disposedness with one’s projections. We don’t have to try to 

integrate projection and disposedness in order to be subject to this ideal; as long as we are 

in the normative domain of expressing the self, we are subject to the demand to conform 

to the ideal of this domain.  

The issue, however, is precisely whether being an authentic self, achieving 

maximal integration, is the ideal of the normative domain that encompasses expressing 

the self in action. Even if we grant that one can express the self more or less in action, 

and that there are actions that are more clearly actions than others, we still may wonder 

why the need to act subjects us to a demand to maximal integration rather than to any 

degree of integration.  

It seems that the transcendental reading succeeds in establishing a commitment or 

a demand to authenticity, but the conception of authenticity that it outlines falls short of 

what is needed for the methodological argument. The autonomy reading, on the other 

hand, identifies a substantive conception of authenticity that would serve its proper role 

in the methodological argument, but as it stands it is not clear how it is able to establish a 

commitment to this ideal. 

The autonomy reading founders if it attempts to derive a substantive ideal of 

authenticity from the regressive argument of the conscience chapter. To be clear, 

Wrathall draws from other elements of Heidegger’s views of action to help fill out the 

picture of the substantive ideal of authenticity. Nonetheless it remains obscure exactly 
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what Heidegger derives from the regressive argument from the fact of conscience, and 

what other commitments he appeals to in making his case. This opens up his 

reconstruction of the argument to the kind of objection I have just identified. 

In the next chapter, I will try to show that Heidegger is able to establish a 

commitment to this ideal. But before that, I want to review Heidegger’s conclusion of the 

methodological argument. 

 

3. The Conclusion of the Methodological Argument 

 

Heidegger’s methodological argument is quite complex, so I’d like to take the 

opportunity to outline it. The argument starts with the desideratum of getting Dasein as a 

whole into view in experience. This leads to a formal definition of the underlying 

structure that determines and delimits human existence as a whole entity (death). 

Heidegger thinks that we can derive necessary constraints on disclosive experience that 

manifest this structure (anticipation of death), but that we need to find such a 

manifestation in experience if we are to secure the relevant desideratum. Heidegger does 

not look to particular examples of individuals to find what he’s looking for. (Such 

examples would have been greatly appreciated by his readers, but he would have no way 

of demonstrating that these were true examples of the relevant sense of wholeness.) 

Instead he instructs us to look to that possibility that each of us demands of ourselves. 

That experience is to be found in conscience (whether we are aware of it or not). On his 

account, conscience calls us not just to take responsibility for violating particular norms 
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to which we are committed in acting, but also and primarily for our existence. To take 

responsibility for our existence requires manifesting a particular mode of disclosive 

experience (resoluteness), which, he then goes on to show, fits the constraints on 

disclosive experience that he derived from his formal definition of death (anticipation). 

Thus the fact that we demand of ourselves that we manifest anticipatory resoluteness (the 

full conception of the relevant disclosive experience, once we see these as two aspects of 

the same thing) means that we demand wholeness of ourselves. And the relevant 

conception of wholeness is what he identifies as being an ownmost self—that is, being 

authentic. 
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Chapter 6 

Why Be Authentic? 

 

 

In the last chapter, I reviewed some attempts to reconstruct Heidegger’s argument 

from the fact of conscience to the demand to authenticity. Those attempts foundered 

because they needed to derive a demand to a substantive conception of authenticity, and 

they do so on the basis of the regressive argument Heidegger offers in his conscience 

chapter. In this final chapter, I hope to pursue a similar reconstruction, but one which 

makes clear what Heidegger derives from the fact of conscience, and what he derives 

from other commitments in his view of action. The goal is nonetheless to show that we 

are subject to a demand to be authentic in the substantive sense by the very fact that we 

act and have a conscience.  

To see how to fill out the regressive argument from the fact of conscience, we can 

take as our clue the structure of Heidegger’s methodological argument. At the end of the 

conscience chapter, he takes himself to have shown that we demand resoluteness of 

ourselves; that is, we demand of ourselves that we assume responsibility for the selves 

that we are. But he notes that this does not yet mean we are committed to being authentic, 

in the substantive sense of being a whole:  

Now that resoluteness has been worked out as being-guilty, a self-
projection in which one is reticent and ready for anxiety, our investigation 
has been put in a position for defining the ontological meaning of that 
ability-to-be which we have been seeking—Dasein’s authentic ability-to-
be-a-whole … [A]s an authentic ability-to-be-a-whole, the authentic 
being-towards-death which we have deduced existentially still remains a 
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purely existential project for which Dasein’s attestation is missing. Only 
when such an attestation has been found will our investigation suffice to 
exhibit (as its problematic requires) an authentic ability-to-be-a-whole. 
(SZ 301) 
 

Heidegger clearly identifies a gap in the account he has given of resoluteness and the 

account he merely outlined of the anticipation of death. He wants to show that the two, 

from the point of view of practical experience, are the same. When, in the next chapter, 

he asks why we should think they are the same, his remarks are misleading. He suggests 

that bridging the gap requires merely seeing how the notion of resoluteness “points 

forward” (SZ 302) to the anticipation of death in its “ownmost tendency of being” (SZ 

305). This suggests that nothing further is needed for his argument for a demand to 

resoluteness to imply a commitment to anticipate death resolutely, that all we need to do 

is unpack the former to find the latter. But as I intend to argue, this suggestion is not quite 

right. For even though resoluteness and anticipation, the two aspects of his conception of 

authenticity, are one and the same from the point of view of practical experience, the 

argument for the demand to be resolute does not establish a demand to anticipate death 

(wholeness in existing) on its own. To establish the latter demand, we need to draw from 

other, established commitments of his view of action. Spelling out what these other 

elements are, and how they fit into Heidegger’s argument for the demand to authenticity, 

is critical in understanding the force and structure of that argument.  

Let’s not delay any longer getting a sense of this argument as a whole. I’ll outline 

it here, indicate where its various premises come from, and then go on to explain its steps 

in more detail below: 
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1. Conscience reveals that I am subject to a demand to take responsibility for 

myself, not just in the pangs of a guilty conscience, but insofar as I act.  

2. Taking responsibility for myself means committing to the particular form 

of life that defines me as an individual.  

3. In order to act, I must interpret entities in view of a practical, hermeneutic 

whole.  

4. The practical, hermeneutic whole that I have in view when I act for the 

sake of the form of life that defines me as an individual is my whole life, 

all that I’m about.  

5. Thus (from 1-4) I am subject to a demand to interpret entities in view of 

my whole life. 

6. When I interpret entities in view of my whole life, I express myself in 

action to the fullest extent possible. 

7. To express myself in action to the fullest extent possible is to be authentic. 

8. Thus (from 5-7) I am subject to a demand to be authentic. 

 

As I will lay out in more detail below, Premises 1 and 2 follow from Heidegger’s 

regressive argument from the fact of conscience. Premise 3 follows from his views of 

action (which we are familiar with from my Chapters 1-3). Heidegger offers an argument 

(admittedly veiled) for Premise 4 in his third chapter of Division II. Premise 6 is an 

unpacking of what Wrathall calls Heidegger’s “self-expressive” view of action. Premise 7 

offers a definition of authenticity as an ideal of self-expressive action. 
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Let’s start with a review of the regressive argument from the fact of conscience. I 

satisfy the condition of guilt in the ordinary sense when I fail to live up to some 

normative requirement in particular actions or in particular traits of character. When I 

recognize that I have violated some normative requirement, conscience addresses me as 

guilty. When, for example, my partner complains that I never take out the trash (and this 

time I admit that he is right) I experience a feeling of guilt and recognize that I am 

unjustified in my failure to share in this household chore. For the condition of guilt to 

apply to me, I have to regard the violation of the requirement to share in the household 

chores as my failure. This means that I must regard the action or the trait of character that 

is the basis for this violation as something for which I take responsibility. I also must take 

responsibility for this chore, or for sharing in the household chores more generally, in 

order to be subject to the condition of guilt for having neglected them. 

What exactly am I called to take responsibility for? According to what in the last 

chapter I called Heidegger’s “dependence claim,” existential guilt is the condition for the 

possibility of ordinary guilt. While ordinary guilt is guilt for what one has done or failed 

to do, existential guilt is guilt for one’s existence. Why think that we are responsible for 

what we do because we are responsible for our existence? In what sense are we 

responsible for our existence? I hope it’s clear that Heidegger does not mean that we 

cause or create ourselves: we are not our own parents, nor our own culture. The facts that 

we are here, and that we are in this world, are not a result of our own efforts. Nor is it the 

case that what matters to us is completely up to us. To take responsibility for our 

existence does not imply an individual’s effort, as Sartre puts it, “to be God and his own 
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foundation.”138 Instead, as Wrathall emphasizes, conscience reveals that I express myself 

in what I do. The fact that we are existentially guilty means that we cannot appeal to any 

absolute justification for being the way that we are. But as Heidegger says, “Although 

[Dasein] has not laid that basis itself, it reposes in the weight of it, which is made 

manifest to it as a burden by Dasein’s mood” (SZ 284). Our mood (Stimmung), for 

Heidegger, is that broad category of affectivity that determines the way that things show 

up as mattering to us in our engagement with entities. When I realize that I forgot to call 

my sister on her birthday, I regard myself as guilty, in part because being a brother 

matters to me. The fact that this matters to me tells me something about how I understand 

myself and about what I take being a brother to mean. I hold myself responsible for 

failing to be the kind of brother that I take “being a brother” to mean. This is because, in 

general, the way that I act with my sister is a way of carrying out the project of being a 

brother, of manifesting what I take “being a brother” to mean. So in holding myself 

responsible for failing to manifest the forms of life that I project into, I must also take 

responsibility for the fact that those forms of life express me in acting.  

This result is consequential, on Heidegger conception of action, because it’s not 

always the case that the forms of life for the sake of which I act express me. This point is 

a bit paradoxical, but it’s not unfamiliar, and we’ve encountered it before. It’s the idea 

that in our everyday existing, we often act for the sake of generic understandings of the 

                                                
138 “Ce que nous appelons ici inauthenticité, c'est en fait le projet premier ou choix 
originel que l'homme fait de lui-même en choisissant son Bien. Le projet est 
inauthentique quand le projet de l'homme est de rejoindre un En-soi-pour-soi et de 
s'identifier à lui, bref d'être Dieu et son propre fondement, et lorsque du même coup il 
pose le Bien comme préétabli.” Sartre 1983: 577. 
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point of engaging in the practice we engage in and what matters in so acting. In the 

supermarket, I start grabbing stuff that looks good, in part because I am in an 

environment whose organization orients me in such a way that I adopt a generic 

shopper’s perspective on it: I’m in it to get the good deal, the choicest items, whether or 

not I decided on this plan beforehand. In getting caught up in the business of shopping, I 

act as a shopper acts, and I express a generic understanding and attunement to what 

matters to a shopper. The person who shows up to the gallery opening in the most 

outlandish outfit may be the one who gives the best expression of the generic 

understanding of what it means to make an appearance at the opening. In these cases, 

what these agents give expression to in acting is not the agents themselves but the 

anyone-self (das Man-selbst) that is the subject of generic modes of engaging in shared 

practices. Heidegger thinks that most of our everyday way of existing is like this: for the 

most part, I don’t express myself in acting. “For the most part I myself am not the ‘who’ 

of Dasein,” that is, the self or agent for Heidegger; “the anyone-self is its who” (SZ 267). 

So how is it the case that I feel guilty about failing to live up to forms of life, if 

most of the time those forms of life aren’t expressions of me? Heidegger tackles this 

issue: my existential guilt and the call to take responsibility for it “seem to be in direct 

conflict with” the way one’s ordinary guilt is usually understood (SZ 289). Heidegger 

doesn’t dispute the fact that we often don’t experience conscience as calling us to take 

responsibility for expressing ourselves in action. Most of the time, conscience “warns” 

against or “condemns” particular actions. So when I think that I should take the trash out, 

or that I should have, I think that I should observe the relevant norm of cohabitation. If I 
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understand cohabitation in a generic way, I regard taking out the trash as simply to-be-

done, what one does. So I take that norm for granted, and focus on how my actions 

deviate from it.  

But Heidegger argues that this involves a kind of motivated ignorance. The call of 

conscience addresses me as guilty, even if I only regard myself as guilty with respect to a 

particular action that violated a norm that I regard as authoritative. The fact that the 

action reflects guilt on me means that the failed action expresses me. The failed action 

expresses me in the sense that the norm to which I am holding myself in having failed 

derives from something that matters to me. So even if I express a generic mode of 

engagement in acting, to the extent that I regard my actions as susceptible to a guilty 

conscience, I am subject to holding myself responsible for expressing myself in acting. 

When I nonetheless persist in taking the relevant norm for granted, this must be because I 

am motivated to see it as authoritative. As we saw in Chapter 3, this motivation springs 

from our need to have a form of life that we are able to carry out. If I regard a generic 

form of life as the one I carry out in action, I appeal to the authority of what an average 

practitioner does in the practice. Thus I treat that norm as authoritative and focus on 

making sure my actions fall in line with it. This is the result that Heidegger wants: 

conscience calls us out of our everyday mode of existing, but the anyone resists this call 

and tries to cover it up: 

The call [of conscience] does not require us to search gropingly for him to 
whom it appeals, nor does it require any sign by which we can recognize 
that he is or is not the one who is meant. When ‘delusions’ arise in the 
conscience, they do so not because the call has committed some oversight 
(has miscalled), but only because the call gets heard in such a way that 
instead of becoming authentically understood, it gets drawn by the 
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anyone-self into a soliloquy in which causes get pleaded, and it becomes 
perverted in its tendency to disclose. (SZ 274) 
 
So if I am made aware of the fact that I express myself in action, what then? In 

what sense is awareness of this fact a demand to take responsibility, and what does taking 

responsibility look like? In a guilty conscience I hold myself responsible. In doing so I 

am made aware of the standard to which I am holding myself, and made aware that that 

standard matters to me because it reflects or expresses what I aspire to in acting. We need 

an example: When I regard myself as guilty for failing to take out the trash, and I 

recognize that my action reflects guilt on me, I am in a position to see that I take 

cohabitation to matter to me; and not “cohabitation” generically—what matters to me is 

living with this person (the person I love and want to live with). So the guilt, as applying 

to me in respect of failing to take out the trash, calls me to what’s at stake in the norm of 

sharing household chores. What’s at stake is what I take it to mean to live with someone 

and my ability to do so. If I take this call seriously, I ask: What is it to live with someone, 

to share one’s life with someone? To answer this question requires having a sense of 

what’s important and matters to one more generally. If I take this call seriously, I am 

forced to reckon with what exactly I take to matter in living with someone, in sharing in 

household chores, with the awareness that what I take to matter is an expression of who I 

am. Thus taking the call seriously means that the form of life for the sake of which I act 

will be what defines me as an individual (or at least as an individual agent). 

Acting for the sake of the form of life that defines me as an individual is what 

Heidegger calls “resoluteness.” Resoluteness is a distinctive mode of disclosedness, 

which means that it identifies a particular formal character of understanding, 
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disposedness, falling and discourse (SZ 295). When I act resolutely, I see practices, and 

the entities that make them up, as ways of carrying out what’s important to me: I see 

otherwise mundane tasks like performing household chores as ways of expressing what 

matters to me (e.g. that I care about and respect my partner). But what matters to me, is 

genuinely at stake in what I do; it’s calling into question all the average, generic ways I 

ordinarily take things to matter. For this reason, resoluteness involves “readiness for 

anxiety”(SZ 296)—a stance of openness and poise in the face of the fact that what 

matters to me is at stake. Whereas ordinarily, things are organized by familiar practices 

into “pre-interpreted” invitations to act, in the resolute mode of disclosure, these 

meaningful interrelations are not fixed in the way they ordinarily are when one is 

preoccupied with engaging in some practice or other. Heidegger calls resolute discourse 

one marked by “reticence” or “silentness” (Verschiegenheit) (SZ 296). The everyday 

ways of expressing things in language and action are resisted; things do not lend 

themselves to being expressed in any pre-given, determinate way, but are rather open to 

distinctive, perhaps even novel modes of expression.139 Finally, resolute disclosure 

always springs from and tends toward my being lost in the public interpretation of the 

world. It is always in relation to this average mode of disclosure characteristic of falling 

that I can be resolute, as Heidegger highlights: 

To this lostness, one’s own Dasein can appeal, and this appeal can be 
understood in the way of resoluteness. But in that case this authentic 
disclosedness modifies with equal originariness both the way the ‘world’ 

                                                
139 “Anyone who keeps silent when he wants to give us to understand something, must 
‘have something to say’” (SZ 296). The fact that resolute discourse is freed from the 
everyday ways of expressing things does not require novel modes of expression, but it 
does seem to enable novelty that perhaps is not otherwise possible.  
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is discovered (and this is founded upon that disclosedness) and the way in 
which the Dasein-with of others is disclosed. The ‘world’ which is 
available does not become another one ‘in its content’, nor does the circle 
of others get exchanged for a new one; but both one’s being towards the 
available understandingly and concernfully, and one’s solicitous being-
with-others, are now given a definite character in terms of their ownmost 
ability-to-be-their-selves. (SZ 297-8) 
 

The resolute individual discloses the world of his everyday dealings in a new light. 

Resolute disclosedness always relates to entities as they are normally interpreted, and to 

shared ways of acting, but discloses them in light of those characteristics of resolute 

disclosure just canvassed.  

So far, I take myself to have shown that conscience reveals that I am subject to a 

demand to take responsibility for myself, and that this means acting for the sake of the 

form of life that defines me as an individual. But it’s important to note that it remains “up 

in the air” what exactly I am called to do or how I am to act. What resoluteness 

characterizes is the stance of acting from whatever matters to me as an individual. 

Essentially, conscience calls me to answer, through my actions, the question of what 

matters to me, and it doesn’t let me look to the public interpretation for an answer. In 

order to find an answer, I need to look at the whole context in terms of which I interpret 

something as an invitation to act. The relevant context for determining what invites action, 

given that I am acting for the sake of what matters to me as an individual, can’t be tied to 

any one practice or form of life that is derived from a practice. But I have no independent 

criterion for deciding what matters to me other than whatever matters to me in engaging 

in practices—there is no ultimate purpose or justification of my existence that I can 

appeal to. So what’s the context in terms of which I can act so as to act for the sake of 
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what matters to me as an individual? My suggestion is that it’s the context determined 

and delimited by what Heidegger identifies as death. It’s the context of my life as a whole. 

Heidegger doesn’t talk about “life as a whole” because he doesn’t want to invite a 

particular conception of life as a biological or even a biographical notion. To put things 

into the context of one’s life as a whole does not require tracing the series of events that 

got you to where you are. The concept of life here is formal in the same sense as the 

concept of death is in Heidegger’s definition of it as a possibility that is ownmost, non-

relational, certain and as such indefinite, and not-to-be-outstripped (SZ 250-252, 258; see 

previous chapter). On that definition, it was stipulated that death “limits and determines 

in every case whatever wholeness is possible for Dasein” (SZ 234), and this led to the 

hypothesis that, in being towards death, one projects all of oneself, one is wholly thrown, 

and one is fully engaged with entities. He says that the anticipation of death is the way of 

comporting oneself towards death as a possibility. I would like to suggest that 

“anticipation of death” is acting in light of the context of one’s life as a whole, where this 

context is delimited and determined by what is ownmost, non-relational, certain and as 

such indefinite, and not-to-be-outstripped.  

When the context in which I act is defined by what is most my own (“ownmost”), 

this means that what it calls me to do is distinctive of me. This does not mean that I must 

act in an unconventional, weird way. It means that what I am invited to do makes perfect 

sense given the person I am. It’s revelatory of what I care about and what matters to me. 

And when I act in such a way, things matter to me not just within the narrow context of 

what I happen to be doing at the moment; rather, engaging in the present practice matters 
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to me generally (“non-relationally”). There will be constraints on what matters to me; I 

can’t just decide what to care about out of sheer act of will; nor can I decide not to care 

(the limitation of life as a context is “certain”). Of course, this does not mean that I’m 

stuck within a determinate “life path”. The context of my life is a horizon, but within that 

horizon is an open “field of play” within which I can figure out what to do, I can readjust 

my view on things and reevaluate my commitments (this context is “as such indefinite”). 

But insofar as I am committed to expressing myself as an individual, and I need a context 

in terms of which to act, the context of my life as a whole has priority and other contexts 

of action must be understood in relation to it (“not-to-be-outstripped”). In short, the 

context of life as a whole is the context of what one is all about.  

How does this fit into Heidegger’s argument that establishes a substantive ideal of 

authenticity? In order to act, I need to interpret entities as invitations to act within some 

context in terms of which those entities stand out. If I am resolute, I can’t look to how 

those entities typically stand out as invitations to act on generic understandings of 

familiar practices. Instead I need to look at that context that will allow me to express 

myself in action. How can I see things such that they invite me to act in a way that allows 

me to carry out a form of life that is mine? Such a perspective requires me to step back 

from my myopic concerns, out of whatever business that happens to occupy me at present, 

and see things from the perspective of my whole life. In that context, entities show up as 

conducive in practices that serve to carry out a way of living that is distinctively my own. 

Seeing things from the context of my whole life, and resisting the temptation to 

understand myself in terms of the narrower contexts of current practices, means that in 
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everything I do, I express what matters to me. But if I express what matters to me in 

everything I do, then I must express myself to the fullest degree possible in acting. This is 

because, as I view the whole that is comprised of all the different practices I engage in, 

with all those other people that I interact with, and all the things that matter to me in 

those particular areas, I seek ways of engaging with entities that makes sense in that 

overarching context. Given that that’s the context of action, what I am drawn to do 

reflects that context. In other words, I am called to manifest all that I am, all that I’m 

about, in acting.  

The context of what one is all about is defined formally. This means that one 

cannot “derive” a course of action by appealing to this context. What guides action is 

whatever one cares about when one takes up a perspective on one’s whole life. But the 

precise outline and texture of that orientation is not fully determinate because the 

meaning of what one cares about is at stake in the action. This may be unsatisfying to 

someone who wants easy answers about how to act, but there is nothing else to appeal to. 

We might ask: “Does being-in-the-world have a higher authority for its ability-to-be than 

its own death?” (SZ 313) Heidegger’s answer is no. Even if acting in light of one’s 

whole life doesn’t give us easy answers, neither is it “just something that is left to our 

discretion” (SZ 313). By being called to manifest all that I’m about in action, my actions 

will be guided by that broad perspective. I won’t get caught up in trivial issues that 

concern only a small part of what matters to me, and I’ll be able to bring the insights, 

abilities, and commitments of all my engagements to each of them. 
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How does this reconstruction avoid the objection I raised in the last chapter for 

the autonomy reading? The problem there was that the argument seemed to derive a 

commitment to expressing the self as much as possible from the fact that we express 

ourselves in acting: this raises the question about why a commitment to acting 

(expressing the self at all) implies a commitment to expressing the self as much as 

possible. On my view, Heidegger derives a commitment to expressing the self from the 

fact of conscience. But he relies on a distinct but related commitment to act in light of a 

whole context that makes sense of what there is to do. The only whole context that makes 

sense of what there is to do that expresses the self, rather than the anyone self, is the 

context of a whole life. When one sees things from the context of a whole life, one 

expresses the self as much as possible. 

I have argued that, in the argument for authenticity as an ideal, what gets us from 

a demand to express the self to a demand to express the self as much as possible, is a 

distinct but related commitment to interpreting entities in light of a whole. We’ve 

encountered this demand before, but in a very different context. In Chapter 3, we saw that 

acting requires interpreting entities, and this requires seeing entities in light of a practical 

hermeneutic whole. That whole, remember, has a standard of success built into it: the 

standard of success for seeing this whole is an alignment of a practice and a project as 

constitutive means to end. Thus we are committed to finding a way to engage in shared 

practices so as to carry out and manifest a form of life. That led us to the claim that the 

only way to guarantee a successful manifestation of a form of life was if the form of life 

is derived from the practice. And so the tendency to inauthenticity.  
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In the context of the argument for authenticity as an ideal, the demand to interpret 

entities in light of a hermeneutic whole led us to the claim that one needs to see entities in 

light of one’s whole life in order to express the self in action. In this argument, the fact 

that we must interpret entities in light of a hermeneutic whole does not lead to the claim 

that we must act for the sake of generic forms of life. This is because this argument has 

already established that one acts for the sake of a form of life that is one’s own. 

Conscience blocks the slide towards the public interpretation, and doesn’t allow us the 

reassurances that the anyone promises. But it’s important to note that the standard of 

success of this hermeneutic whole is still an alignment of practices and forms of life as 

constitutive means to end. This means that in acting in light of the context of one’s life as 

a whole, one is under normative pressure to find a way of engaging in practices that 

allows one to carry out a form of life. But where the anyone promises an easy way of 

carrying out a form of life (by giving us one that we know how to carry out), the call of 

conscience doesn’t allow us this luxury. We are put in the position of having to carry out 

a form of life that we couldn’t know in advance how to carry out, since there is no 

practice with which we are familiar that is the practice of living this life. We are 

nonetheless called to do so, and we thereby incur the risk of failure. 

The upshot is that it is never guaranteed that one’s whole life is a context in which 

the practices one engages in with others will actually be able to manifest the form of life 

that is distinctively one’s own. This is because the built environment, the organization of 

the paraphernalia of the world in familiar practices, and the expectations of others within 

practices, impose their own demands on how to act. Doing things one’s own way is thus 
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inherently risky, since it is never a sure thing that what’s possible within the practice 

allows one to act in a way that is most expressive of oneself. To some extent, then, in 

doing things one’s own way, one sets oneself up for the possibility of failure by not doing 

what’s expected in the practice. 

The prospects for human agency on Heidegger’s view thus appear to be mixed. 

Either we can get assurances that we can carry out a form of life successfully, or, on mere 

faith that we can, we can express ourselves to the fullest degree possible. If it’s a kind of 

trade-off, why then is authenticity the ideal, and inauthenticity a state of “fallenness”? 

The answer: Only an authentic way of life demonstrates a commitment to both aspects of 

our agency: a commitment to “having our being to be” and “having it as in each case 

mine”, a commitment to success in carrying out a way of life (however uncertain that is), 

and a commitment to doing so in a way that expresses who we are. The fact that doing 

the latter means that we can’t be sure of the former is less of a compromise than what is, 

as Heidegger says, “a sober understanding of what are factically the basic possibilities for 

Dasein” (SZ 310). But along with this sober understanding can come the “unshakable joy” 

in trying out a way of living and seeing what happens. 
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