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Abstract

The principal aim of this thesis is to mobilize the conceptual apparatus
of the philosophy of Martin Heidegger in order to recuperate an
understanding of life as it is concretely known and experienced in the
immediacy of its actual being-lived-out, or simply, to develop a
distinctly Heideggerian conception of primordial phenomenal life. I
argue that the basic elements of a more originary interpretation of life
are already present in embryo in Heidegger’s work, i.e., that Heidegger
provides us with invaluable resources for understanding life in a more
rigorous way despite the fact that he himself, given his grounding
question, is unable to recognize, embrace and exploit them. These
elements and resources function on a register organized by the ancient
notions of desire, pursuit, provocation, need, want, hardship and
survival. Accordingly the challenge is to uncover and lay bare the basic
phenomena of which these notions are only the most natural and
familiar expressions along with, and just as importantly, the ‘logic” of
this expression. The central axis around which this analysis turns is the
Heideggerian image of a primal world-earth strife, the origin and
ground of which are now seen to lie at the heart of the distinctively
human way to be itself, as something constitutive of and thus essential
to our very humanity.

Moreover, such a reappropriation of Heideggerian thought
naturally and unavoidably forces a revaluation of certain major themes
of that thought. In particular I show how this displacement of the strife
onto the being of the human can function as an alternative explanation
for the origin, essence and inner movement of technology, one that places
the so-called “history of Being’ in abeyance and for that reason re-opens
the possibility for the human to take its destiny back into its own hands,
that is, to reassume responsibility for its own history.
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Introduction

I. Toward a general theory of accumulation

It is necessary to begin with a brief statement concerning the broader
problem with which this project is concerned and which, despite its
being only sporadically addressed in the main body of the text,
articulates its proper context of intelligibility. This problem has to do, in
a word, with the phenomenon of accumulation, or, to employ the
expression favoured by Bataille, of productive expenditure. Not only is
this the defining problem of our time - that is, for us who live in the
increasingly savage and volatile era of late capitalism — but in addition
it is the main impetus of the thought of the philosopher with whom the
present study is principally engaged: Martin Heidegger. For if it is clear
that the various stages and strands of Heidegger’s philosophy are
linked together and consolidated by the master theme of ‘being’, in one
permutation or another, it is no less obvious that this philosophy
reaches its apogee and completion, its inner realization, in the
meditation on the question concerning technology and the brutal logic
of the Ge-stell, the ‘en-framing’, as a blind, ruthless and unremitting
accumulating-inventorying carried out for the sake of nothing but

further inventorying, along with its deleterious and potentially



catastrophic effects: the sacking and plundering of the earth, the
reduction of beings as such and as a whole to stock to be mastered and
manipulated at will, and above all the chronic and very likely
irremediable thoughtlessness of the human species and its near-total
abandonment of its own sovereign essence. Moreover, Heidegger
succeeds in reformulating this problem in a radically novel and deeply
incisive way: in particular, his work has yielded the crucial insight that
the inner logic of productive expenditure is anterior and exterior to any
and every factically contingent arrangement of social relations and
productive forces, that is, that accumulation qua en-framing does not
stem from any particular form of life and therefore cannot be checked or
reversed by any mere social or political transformation - and
accordingly that what is most necessary today is not revolution (and not
even a revolution at the level of production itself) but rather a complete
ontological reorientation, a total spiritual-existential renewal of our
historical Dasein.!

At the same time, however, it must be conceded that such a total
spiritual renewal is precisely what Heidegger’s philosophy, as the pure

thinking of the truth of Being, has proven incapable of engendering or

! A view which he shares with a number of contemporaneous thinkers
inspired by Weber, including Bataille and, from the Frankfurt School,

Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse.



sustaining; it allows for a necessary inversion of the problem, but only
at the cost of precluding the very sort of resolution it itself demands. For
while Heidegger accurately identifies the essence of the danger that
confronts us — viz., an accumulationism that is far more primordial,
chronologically but also logically, than mere capital accumulation — he
nevertheless thinks the origin and movement of this danger
metaphysically, with the double result that, first, the Ge-stell is
understood most precisely as a kind of gift (Geschenk), i.e., something for
which there may be grounds for concern but certainly not for
condemnation, and least of all for active resistance, and second, and
consequently, the possibility of the renewal is made to lie not with
humanity itself, in some untapped superabundance of strength
concealed within its own being (however abstract and however
implausible its practical realization), but rather and exclusively in a
kind of crypto-religious eschaton and parousia, a cosmic-destinal
rebirth for which humanity might dedicate itself to laying the
groundwork but ultimately in whose spontaneous irruption it would
itself be passively implicated. In short, there is a structural and
permanent incommensurability between philosophy’s problem and its
concept; as the pure thinking of the truth of Being, Heideggerian
thought is unable to live up to the urgency of its own demands.

This is the guiding problem and task that together constitute, if you

like, the plane or ‘image’ of the present undertaking, the open horizon



of its enquiry and the end toward which it is finally directed — viz., to
understand the phenomenon of accumulationism, of something like en-
framing as the logic of all actual or ontic accumulation, yet entirely
independently of the kinds of troubling eschatological or ‘mysterio-
logical” notions with which that concept is traditionally and doctrinally
bound up in Heidegger’s thought (in particular, everything pertaining
to the withdrawal, abandonment and forgetting of a something, an x, that
we wrongly but inevitably persist in calling ‘Being’). What follows can
therefore be said to constitute a propaedeutic (one of several) to a
general ontological theory of accumulation. Part of what I wish to
demonstrate here is that it is none other than Heidegger himself who
provides some of the most powerful and invaluable conceptual
resources for such a future theory — in essence, that Heidegger can and

must be read against himself in this particular respect.

II. Toward a phenomenology of life

It is important to keep this plane constantly in view, even if only at the
periphery, insofar as it means that the specific subject matter to which
this enquiry is almost entirely devoted — viz., the twofold question of life
and earth in relation to Heideggerian philosophy — does not here fall
within the remit of concern for which it seems most obviously and

immediately relevant: viz.,, that of ecological and environmental



philosophy, deep ecology and the like. More precisely: while it may
very well turn out that the ideas explored and developed here have
some use or ramifications for ecological, etc. philosophy, nevertheless
this is not the angle from which the themes of life and earth are
approached. Rather the interest is principally ontological and
secondarily politico-economic, and the latter only and precisely insofar
as it might be grounded by the former — that is, it is ultimately a
question of whether and to what extent these themes serve to illuminate
the origin and essence of a certain logic of production.

The particular task I have attempted here is a re-reading of
Heidegger through the prism of a notion of life that, as it happens, is not
at all the life with which we are by now all too familiar and which we
commonly associate with certain well-known texts and passages. Rather
I have had in mind a more germinal and inchoate sense of life, a life that
is always lurking in the crevices and interstices of those texts (and
others less obvious) and that occasionally breaks loose and destabilizes
the entire conceptual edifice, even if it always and eventually succumbs
to it again in the end - a life, in short, that must be extracted and
reconstituted. My argument, in nuce, is this: that there is in Heidegger’s
philosophy a certain dormant and concealed — indeed even repressed —
image of life that, once recovered and dusted off, is capable of taking
over a significant share of the work normally assigned to another and

far more elusive notion, one whose identity is dissolved and dispersed



in a prolific and open-ended series of signifiers (Sein, Seyn, Geheimnis,
Geviert, Ritsel, Ereignis..., etc.) and which is known by one of these
signifiers in particular only insofar as it cannot be spoken of in any
other way. In other words, phenomena that are usually understood to
be governed by the autonomous movement and inner logic of this
anonymous something, this ‘Being’, may now be treated as functions of a
certain kind of life.

Let me be more specific: by life I mean neither a particular socio-
historical construct, the target-object of certain historically contingent
power/truth regimes (e.g., life as the correlate of a ‘biopolitics’), nor the
sort of ‘Life’ that has, tracing a different but equally influential (and, to
be sure, important) arc, been interpreted ontologically as chaos,
creativity, virtuality, multiplicity, differance, etc. (Life as a description
of the flux and flow of the real as such). In other words, I do not here
intend life as a possible object of consciousness, something ‘out there’ in
the world that could double as the subject matter for a theoretical
reflection. Rather by life I mean something that is at once a form of
experience and a mode of being, that is, life as it is actually given to and
apprehended by the living (although by no means necessarily
thematically) in the course of its actually and concretely being lived out —
in short, a thoroughly phenomenological conception of life, life as
phenomenal or actually lived life.

Such a conception implies three things. First, and on the one hand,



inasmuch as phenomenology is ontology (or the method of ontology),
the notion of phenomenal life here signifies life as such, the very being of
life, which is simply to say, denotes universal life as the life of the whole
of the living qua living, from plants and simple organisms all the way
up through the so-called higher animals and indeed the human itself
(that is, life neither in the sense of ‘animality” as opposed to ‘humanity’
nor as a mere synonym for ‘existence’, i.e., ‘being-in-the-world’, as the
name for the exclusively human way of being). Second, and on the other
hand, inasmuch as we perceive and understand this universal life only
and precisely because we ourselves also live it, to investigate pheno-
menal life, to undertake an onto-phenomenological interrogation of life,
is ipso facto to interrogate ourselves as living beings. That is to say, the
ontology of life must necessarily be an ontology of ourselves, a self-
interrogation of and by that entity that is distinguished by the fact that,
insofar as it is possessed of an understanding of being and hence of a
constant and constitutional concern for its own being, it can and indeed
must have the being of its own life at issue for it, i.e., can and must become
an issue for itself not only with respect to its existence but also and
equally with respect to its life. Accordingly, and third and finally, the
project of a phenomenology of life implies a dual investigation into the
being of universal life as we ourselves, as really and essentially living
beings, actually live it, as well as into our own human way of being in

its totality insofar as we are that entity that does not merely exist but



rather ‘lives as existent’” (a key Heideggerian expression the precise
meaning of which we shall examine in some detail below).

What I am suggesting, then, is that Heidegger not only makes
possible the thinking of such a phenomenal life, but also (and more
importantly, since the notion of phenomenal life will turn out, in the
end, and despite important conceptual modifications, to be a very old
and traditional one), openly flirts with it in several places, and in that
way carves out various points of insertion that, for a variety of reasons,
he himself is unable or unwilling to exploit. My aim here is to seize onto
these points and loosen them up, to isolate and re-construct this nascent,
partial and fragmented idea of life in order to assess its theoretical
capabilities and its consequences for certain aspects of Heideggerian
thought.

To sketch out this reconstruction in a few words: I shall attempt to
show that phenomenal life is best understood as a mode of being at
once commensurate with and yet irreducible to existence, that is, as an
autonomous modality of In-sein, ‘in-being’, that unfolds in the midst of
an equally irreducible extraworldly zone, sphere or dimension of
openness that I shall call earth. Expressed in a handy and by now
familiar formula, we may say that life is something like the sheer living-
out or living-through of an originary being-in-the-earth. What 1 am
proposing, in other words, is that we attempt to think the meaning of

actually lived life by means of an expansion of the horizon of



phenomenality or manifestation itself, or more precisely, by means of an
operation that would constitute the doubling or partitioning of the ‘Da’,
the ‘there’ or ‘clearing’, in which we always already dwell, and in that
sense the doubling of our own being itself.

I am aware of the many objections that can and will be raised
against such an endeavour. It will immediately be pointed out that
Heidegger is perhaps the philosopher who went further than any other
in ‘destructing’ the very idea of something like an originary human
(because universal) life. For Heidegger, it will rightly be said, the
human can be thought of as ‘living’ or ‘alive’ only through a prior
negation or suspension of its properly human essence - its residing in
the open of Being, its existence — and by treating it instead as just
another being that appears within this open itself, viz., as an animal, a
life-thing endowed with life-properties. But this is obviously to reverse
the order of ontological priority: existence does not supervene on life, is
not ultimately resolvable into ‘vital” states and processes, and precisely
because all such states and processes can only first emerge as such
within the open of existence; life, in other words, can never account for
existence just because it is existence that accounts for life. We are thus
confronted with the paradox that to investigate the being of life through
the living-being of the human is necessarily to deny the human its
humanitas, its ownmost humanly way to be. Put differently, the very

idea of a Heideggerian life-phenomenology appears self-contradictory,



seems to entail a renunciation of the guiding premise of Heideggerian
thought.

In addition, fundamental questions will no doubt be raised
pertaining not only to structural configuration of this extraworldly life
but more importantly and problematically to its sheer possibility and
even intelligibility. For how indeed could the extraworldly disclose
itself in the first place if not in an intraworldly manner? And conversely,
how could one ever purport to step ‘outside’ the world in order to
access the domain of life? The suspicion arises that we are dealing either
with a clever but ultimately vacuous indulgence in word-play, or else
with an elementary failure to grasp the all-encompassing and totalizing
scope of worldly existence.

These difficulties (and others) will be addressed in due time. For
now the following will suffice. Regarding the latter set of concerns, I
think it can be shown that there is no real contradiction — even along
Heideggerian lines — in admitting two (or several) equiprimordial zones
or domains of manifestation, and not even in accessing them, provided
we take care to delineate our terms and concepts with precision and do
not slip back into familiar but faulty ways of thinking. As for the
former, more exegetical concerns, they amount to little more than a
restatement of the problem, for the question here is precisely that of the
possibility of a non-objective sort of life, i.e.,, a life that does not

presuppose the horizon of the world and therefore a ‘being-in-the-
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world” as its condition of possibility. The guiding motivation here is
nothing less than a basic intuition of life — in other words, the fact that
life is precisely not the sort of thing about which we might ponder, in
the cool detachment of a scientific attitude, whether it implicates us or
not. Rather we know immediately (if non-thetically) that life is
something much more than an extrinsic and reductive determination
that arises out of an illegitimate self-thingification, and for no other
reason than that we live it, that we are this living, that such living is

constitutive of our human being.

III. Summary of chapters

The following investigation can be divided into two parts. Part One
(Chapters 1-4) offers a series of slightly askance and abrasive readings
of a number of key texts, ranging from the earliest Freiburg lectures up
through the essays on the fourfold and dwelling from the 1950s, in a
twofold attempt, first, to identify and recover two key moments where
Heidegger’s thought unwittingly turns against itself and opens itself up
to something like universal (phenomenal) life (in the latter, to a
universalizable human life), and second, to show how in both cases
these openings are swiftly and efficiently closed up and covered over by
means of the same silent gesture of reappropriation through which the

life-dimension in question is subsumed under the strict order and logic
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of the world as the zone of being.

Chapter 1 examines the early concept of factical life, but not, as is
often done, from the perspective of its later incarnation as existence, but
rather with an eye to its most precise and essential sense-content as this
is determined by the specific problem-nexus for which factical life is
held to constitute the most proper subject of analysis. I argue that when
factical life is viewed in this fashion, from the point of view of its origin
rather than its destination, it turns out, contrary to our usual ways of
thinking, to be something like universal life as the unitary openness of
the es lebt/weltet, the ‘it lives/worlds’. As the it lives/worlds, factical life
comprises a single life-continuum ranging from the primitive ‘orectic’ or
desiring life of plants and animals all the way up through the highly
complex ‘apophantic’-existential life of human beings. From this it
follows, first, that plant and animal life belongs to the very same
openness or ‘in-ness’, to one and the same being-in-the-world, as human
life (i.e., that animal and human life are separated only by a difference
of degree, not of kind), and second, that to desire there necessarily
corresponds a mode of revealing that is not a be-ing (i.e., that desire
apprehends..., but it does not apprehend beings).

Chapter 2 attempts to unravel the mystery of how and why the
unity and universality of life begin to dissolve around the time of the
writing of Being and Time and why the it lives/worlds is eventually

sundered completely into the antitheses of living and worlding in the
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now-notorious WS 1929-30 lectures, The Fundamental Concepts of
Metaphysics. Here I show how the shifting of the overall problem-
horizon of philosophy in the direction of the being-question, i.e., toward
fundamental ontology, is responsible for the restriction of being-in-the-
world to human beings exclusively and the redefining of ‘life” as world-
poverty (Weltarmut). We now see, contrary to the position of the early
lectures, that being-manifestation and orectic-manifestation cannot
constitute end points of the same life-spectrum, in which case it
becomes a problem as to whether and how ‘life” can still be said to be
open at all — an in-ness or in-being in any meaningful sense — inasmuch
as Heidegger does not seem to allow for anything like an extraworldly
zone or dimension of manifestation.

Chapter 3 argues that Heidegger unintentionally introduces, in the
1935-6 essay ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’, a certain pre-thematic
phenomenal understanding of life by way of the concept of earth. Earth
is seen to possess a dual sense: on the one hand, and conceptually, as
the boundary-setting law of the self-arising of beings into the open, and
on the other, and intuitively, as precisely the sort of autonomous,
extraworldly zone or sphere of openness that the WS 1929-30 lectures
refused to acknowledge. Thus life is here given (never explicitly, to be
sure), not as something purely negative, as the lack or privation of
world, but rather in an entirely positive way as the particular form of in-

ness corresponding to this extraworldly dimension — a distinctly earthly
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mode of in-being, or simply, a ‘being-in-the-earth’. The form of
manifestation peculiar to the earth-dimension emerges, again not as a
being-apprehending, but now as a kind of assailing, withdrawing and
provoking, from which it follows that life qua being-in-the-earth is
characterized not by comportment toward beings as such but rather by
experiences of want, worry, hardship, privation, fear, uncertainty,
insecurity and the like. At this stage, the precise relationship between
(1) the possibility of an orectic mode of in-being, (2) the earth as an
autonomous dimension of the open, (3) the life-experiences of need,
want, hardship, etc. — how all of these pieces fit together into a unitary
and coherent whole - is still unclear and is precisely what needs to be
worked out.

Chapter 4 demonstrates how this latent sense of a kind of earthly
life is lost in Heidegger’s later work insofar as the earth is eventually
reabsorbed into the restricted economy of the world as one of the four
primal world-powers or world-attributes. I then go on to suggest, and
for this very reason, that the quasi-soteriological (and much overused)
notion of ‘dwelling on the earth’ is of little use to environment-
conscious philosophers inasmuch as the state of the earth itself, and
hence of our relations to it, is always and necessarily determined by and
through a certain worldly destining exclusively.

Part Two (Chapters 5 and 6) takes up the challenge of imagining

how these various threads might be woven together in order to fashion
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a self-standing and workable (if nonetheless rudimentary) concept of
universal phenomenal life; it then goes on to explore the implications of
such a life for certain aspects of Heideggerian thought, in particular,
aspects pertaining to the origin and essence of technology.

Chapter 5 explicitly links the notion of orectic in-being with the
image of the earth as the open zone of assault and provocation in order
to produce a more complete picture of being-in-the-earth, i.e., originary
phenomenal life, as a pursuing of what manifests itself as ‘compatible’
within an earth-zone defined accordingly by the revealing and
concealing of the compatible and the facilitation or hindering of its
attainment. Here I provide a rough sketch, first, of pure being-in-the-
earth and of the pure earth itself as the zone of life, and second, of the
unity of existence-and-life in its pure state, or in itself, in the course of
which I engage with both the instinct-intentionality theory of Husserl
and the life-phenomenological work of Renaud Barbaras. One of the key
discoveries to emerge from this chapter is that the phenomenon of need
(necessity, hardship, privation, etc.) is nowhere to be found either in
pure being-in-the-earth or pure living existence.

Chapter 6 analyzes the being of unitary living existence in its
‘natural’ or ‘average everyday’ as opposed to its pure state, that is, the
way in which living existence has itself for itself in its full living-existing
way to be, how living existence is at issue for itself as a living existence.

Here I make the case that need in fact constitutes something like a form
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or ‘category’ of experience, in a quasi-Kantian sense, peculiar to living
existence as such — in other words, that need, although phenomenally
real, is at bottom nothing more or less than a function of the structural
make-up of the unity of being-in-the-world and being-in-the-earth in
and as a unitary horizon of manifestation. I then go on to consider how
we might reinterpret the ground of what Heidegger calls ‘en-framing’,
the Ge-stell, as the essence of technology, not as following from the
abandonment and forgetting of ‘Being’ but rather and only from out of
the internal conflictual relation between life and existence and the
production of (perceived) need to which it necessarily gives rise (i.e., the
self-interpretation of living existence as a fundamental and insatiable
neediness). Accordingly, technology is interpreted as the sum of those
strategies of accumulation, systematization, conveniencization and the
like that the human mobilizes in the attempt to negate or neutralize
these (perceived) needs.

In the conclusion I take these ideas further and reflect on the
present state of the globalized-capitalized North as increasingly
approximating something like a pure world — which is to say, a world
totally devoid of an earth-dimension, a zone of pure existence. I
consider what it might mean to mitigate this situation (and how such
mitigation might be achieved) without resorting to facile and worn-out

platitudes about ‘dwelling’, ‘letting be” and the like.
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Part One

Heidegger’s Contribution to a

Phenomenology of Universal Life



Chapter 1

Factical Life as Universal Life

I. The need to return to the original problem-nexus

and sense-content of factical life

In discussing Heidegger’s philosophical work during the 1920s (the so-
called “phenomenological decade’), it is tempting to read the early texts
and lecture courses projectively, in such a way as to anticipate
subsequent developments, and to interpret basic concepts in light of
their later incarnations. John van Buren, for example, argues that
Heidegger was devoted from the outset to the project of working out a
novel approach to the question of the meaning of being by way of an
interrogation of the originary horizon of factical life. As van Buren puts
it, that which all the sundry figures and traditions on which the young
Heidegger drew for inspiration consolidated and ‘made thematic for
him was the horizon of concrete, historical life in terms of which he

could radically re-think the traditional question of being’.! From this it

! John van Buren, ‘The young Heidegger and phenomenology’, in

Dreyfus and Wrathall (eds.), Heidegger Reexamined, Vol. 1: Dasein,
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follows that the ultimate meaning or ‘sense-content” of factical life was
determined originally from out of the being-question — in other words,
that insofar as the particular problem for which factical life was thought
to constitute the most proper subject matter for interrogation was the
meaning of being, life could only have amounted to something like the
site or “place’ (Ort) of the disclosure of being.

Accordingly, when van Buren goes on to propose a modest realign-
ment of the usual timeline of Heidegger’s philosophical trajectory, to
the effect that most of the themes of his later period were already
worked out by the time of the writing of Being and Time, and that the
latter text therefore belongs more properly to the post-'Wendung’s than
the pre-Wendung Heidegger, he does not in any way disturb the
foundation on which this realignment rests, viz., the ‘basic intention” of
the thinking of being itself; what is at stake is only when and how the
various subthemes within this basic intention are taken up and brought
to mature expression. It is not the case, for example, that Heidegger’s

thought “‘underwent a miraculous conversion from a purely human-

Authenticity, and Death (London: Routledge, 2002), 6.

2]bid., 8. Heidegger’s ‘genuine beginning’ was ‘the “place” (Ort) of
“factical life” as the “origin” of all meaning. But he understood this
place of life precisely as the “there” of being’.

3 The term that Heidegger himself preferred to the so-called ‘Kehre’.
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centred philosophy to a purely Being-centred one’s; rather the being-
question was present all alongs (indeed this is confirmed by Heidegger
himself in his 1963 essay, ‘My Way to Phenomenology’e).

Now this story is certainly correct; there is no question that
Heidegger was interested in the problem of the meaning of being from
very early on and that the concepts of factical life and facticity prefigure
what later gets thought as the ‘existence” of the human ‘Dasein’. It is,
however, perhaps in need of qualification. One indication that things
are more complicated than they seem is that at several points in the
early works Heidegger quite unambiguously and decisively attributes

factical life — that is to say, being-in-the-world — to plants and animals.

*van Buren, op. cit., 8.

5Ibid., 30 n. 29: ‘[The] basic “intention” (Vorhaben) of his questioning
remained the same from the early 1920s onwards, namely, to ask what
“’being’ in and through life” means, or, put in other words, to think the
relation of being and factical life.”

¢ PPW, 73: ‘As I myself practiced phenomenological seeing, teaching
and learning in Husserl’s proximity after 1919...my interest leaned
anew toward the Logical Investigations, above all the sixth investigation
in the first edition. The distinction which is worked out there between
sensuous and categorical intuition revealed itself to me in its scope for

the determination of the “manifold meaning of being”.’
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But if we suppose that Heidegger was motivated by the problem of
being from the outset, such that the sense-content of factical life was
fixed as the horizon of being, then it would appear to follow that plants
and animals, precisely insofar as they live, must also and equally
partake of the place of being, that is, that plants and animals must
apprehend being as such — something that Heidegger nowhere admits
or even suggests. Plants and animals live, to be sure, but they do not
have being; by contrast, the human lives, and in living is the place of
being. For this reason, then, life cannot be understood originally or
primarily as the ‘there” of being.

It is obvious that the fixation on the problem of being grows more
intense over time, that the intensity of the early interest in the being of
factical life does not correspond to an equally intense interest in the
meaning of being itself in and for life. If we therefore suppose that the
problem of the meaning of being took root only gradually, which is no
doubt the case, then we should have to conclude that the problem of the
being of factical life is just to that extent independent of the problem of
the meaning of being, that factical life belongs to its own problem-nexus
before it gets incorporated into the later-dominant problem-nexus of the
being-question — hence that there is another problem-nexus that is at
least as original, if not more original, than that of the meaning of being
and another determination of factical life than that of the place/there of

being. We should then have to ask: what is this initial problem-nexus
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and how does it determine the original sense-content of factical life?
That is to say, what is factical life before it gets absorbed into the all-
inclusive remit of the ground-question of being? An elucidation of this
original problem-nexus and sense-content should serve to provide the
context within which Heidegger’s views on other non-human living

beings can be made comprehensible.

II. The original problem-nexus of life: objectification

To this end let us turn to one of Heidegger’s earliest texts, his lectures
from the summer of 1920 on the theme of the ‘phenomenology of
intuition and expression’, a project that was intended at the time as a
propaedeutic to a comprehensive ‘theory of philosophical concept
formation’. Here Heidegger provides one of his most systematic
treatments as well as sustained applications of the early method of
phenomenological destruction. The object of the destruction in this case,
that which is actually to be subjected to destructing, is ‘life’ — in
particular, life as it is formulated and deployed along the two major
topical axes of ‘history’ and ‘experience’ within, respectively, the
philosophy of spirit (or culture) and so-called ‘life philosophy’ (e.g.,
Bergsonian ‘vitalism”), both of which are implicated in, and reinforced
by, contemporary biologism and its obsession with ‘development’. Life,

however, is not to be understood as merely one of a number of possible
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or feasible objects of destruction, i.e., as presenting an especially good
example of what destruction can do; rather life has a unique and
privileged status in the overall program of destruction, such that we can
even insist that destruction is first and foremost, and necessarily,

destruction of life. But in what sense exactly?

A. S5 1920: The Phenomenology of Intuition and Expression

Philosophy, Heidegger writes, ‘is always an element of factical life
experience’.” This means that life is the original and a priori horizon of
all philosophizing, which is given within life as a particular ‘enactment’
(Vollzug). It follows from this that every philosophy has intrinsically to
do with life in some way or other: ‘factical life experience belongs to the
problematic of philosophy in an entirely primordial sense’ s Insofar as every
philosophy is a manifestation of life, life always and necessarily finds
some degree of expression in every manifestation of philosophy (in
which case the very notion of Lebensphilosophie is pleonastic: all
philosophy is life philosophizing and philosophy of life). Thus it is no
exaggeration to say that for the young Heidegger the study of factical

life is philosophia prima in the strictest sense. ‘First’ here means not only

7GA 59, 36/26.

8 Ibid., 38/27.
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chronologically but above all logically; it means that factical life is the
privileged object of philosophy qua phenomenology, which then, for its
part, as the study of factical life, is elevated to the status of ‘original” or
‘primordial” science.’ In this way factical life and phenomenology are
inseparable and mutually implicating: each grounds and secures the
other’s originariness.

And yet, despite this intimacy, philosophy in fact does not attain life
in a genuinely primordial sense. Rather it is characterized by what
Heidegger calls a ‘fading of meaningfulness’ in the sense of a gradual
loss and concealment of the primordial. Fading is really a kind of
‘falling away’ from the primordial, an alienation whereby the enactment
immerses itself in and busies itself with mere ‘contents’, which are there
for it in the derivative modes of ‘availability’ or, at bottom, sheer
‘usability’. But such fallenness is not the result of some special fault of
philosophy in particular; it is rather a structural tendency of factical life
as such and thus affects all enactments qua life-enactments (e.g., science
as much as philosophy), and it is because of this congenital fading and
falling away that philosophy can only ever be said to permeate and

express life ‘in the character of the faded’.1

° Ursprungswissenschaft, Urwissenschaft. See, e.g., GA 58, 78f.
10 GA 59, 37/26f. “The content of factical life experience falls away from

the existence relation towards other contents...[This] concerns every
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Accordingly, destruction sets its sights explicitly on certain familiar
philosophical systems and interrogates them as to this ‘primordiality of
the existence relation’. Simply stated, if all philosophy necessarily
implicates life as its horizon of enactment, and if philosophy as
enactment is always already fallen away from life — which then, for its
part, fades away from the enactment of philosophy — then it is easy to
see that destruction is nothing other than a way of assessing the severity
of the gap between philosophy and life, enactment and horizon, that is,
between philosophy and that to which it belongs most intimately as its
primal source and ground. This is meant in a twofold sense. On the one
hand, inasmuch as factical life is the genuine subject matter of
philosophy and that toward which philosophy is always ultimately
directed, destruction aims to assess the self-alienation of philosophy,
that is, the pitiful situation in which philosophy ceases to deal with the
primordial and instead rents itself out to the culture-knowledge
industry, which dishes out assignments based on whatever is currently
fashionable or necessary for the preservation of tradition and which
then appropriates its products, increasingly trivial and indistinguish-
able, for itself. But on the other hand, and by the same token, insofar as

philosophy belongs to life in a special and intimate way, as that life-

content, relation and enactment of factical life experience...albeit in

different respects and different ways.’
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enactment that takes life itself as its theme, destruction aims to assess
the self-alienation of life itself, since the degree of philosophy’s self-
alienation is also and simultaneously the index of life’s separation from
its ownmost self-expressing enactment.

This, then, is the proper task and function of destruction with
respect to every philosophy: to gauge the distance between that
philosophy and life as the primordial and thereby the distance between
life and itself. Once this is understood, it becomes obvious why the
concept of life as the initial concrete object of destruction is not chosen
arbitrarily. For contemporary philosophy — both in Heidegger’s time

and in our own - is virtually mesmerized by ‘life’:

The nowadays heavily emphasized, but not unambiguous attitudinal
direction towards life-reality, life-advancement and life-intensifi-
cation, as well as the now common and much cultivated talk about
life, life-feeling, lived experience [Erlebnis] and living experience [Erleben],
are the diversely motivated characteristics of our spiritual situation...
The problematic of contemporary philosophy is centred on life as

primal phenomenon...1

Hence the entire program of phenomenological destruction must

1 1bid., 12£./8, 15/10. Cf. GA 9, 14f./12f.
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commence by taking stock of every philosophy that, whether
deliberately and explicitly or only indirectly and implicitly, begins from
the phenomenon of ‘life” as primal reality. By situating itself at the level
of the horizon itself, the site of concrete factical life as the ground zero of
all experience, phenomenology records the extent of the
incommensurability of every ‘life’-philosophy to its object and exposes
every non-primordial philosophy as sham and empty busywork.
Destruction, in short, is set in motion by the problem of the interval
between ‘life” and Iife.

From this account of the purpose and agenda of destruction, the
initial problem-horizon of thought is brought clearly into view: it is
nothing less than the reconciliation and recuperation of fallen, alienated life
via phenomenology as genuinely scientific philosophy. Life conjures up and
projects out in front of itself distorting images behind which it hides
from itself; life does not express itself but rather shrinks back and flees
from itself. Accordingly the principal aim of thought, accomplished
through the destruction, is a ruthless and tenacious iconoclasm:
philosophy smashes up these false projections, every concept that
erroneously and disingenuously lays claim to the primordial — ‘life’
being first and foremost among these — while simultaneously securing
its own ground as the site where the reconciliation can eventually occur.

But wherein lies the modus operandi of the dissimulation? What

constitutes an icon, or, from what particular projections must life be
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rescued? In what way does life camouflage and deceive itself, and how
does it problematize and comprehend itself on the basis of this self-
deception? To answer this we need to see the method of destruction in
action. Here we must content ourselves with a brief summarization of
Heidegger’s argument, only so much as is necessary for bringing the
essential point into view.

Let us consider the first topical axis: life as the ‘primal
phenomenon’ of history as it functions in the philosophy of culture or
spirit. Concerning this philosophy we can pose the following three
questions: (1) what is its problem and what is the tendency by which it is
directed toward this problem? (2) what is the meaning or total ‘sense-
complex’ of history as it operates within the context of this problem and
tendency? and lastly, (3) does this sense-complex manage to attain the
primordial in a genuine manner or does it rather, to the contrary, only
push the primordial ever further out of reach and deal instead with
mere content?

(1) The problem of the philosophy of spirit, Heidegger tells us, has to
do with absolute validity in the realm of values, that is, how ‘the
absolute validity of values, respectively of the ideas of reason of the a
priori, stands opposed to the relative, changeable being of the empirical
and factual’. In the simplest terms, how can there be universally valid
norms and values in the major spiritual domains of science, morality

and art —i.e.,, how can logic, ethics and aesthetics ever be attained — if all
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thinking, willing and feeling are relative to particular cultures and time
periods?2 Accordingly the tendency toward the problem is the drive to
secure not only that which transcends history (i.e., the fixed and
necessary as opposed to the mobile and contingent) but above all that
which governs history, ‘that which gives the historical and the empirical
its sense, prescribes its norms’, indeed ‘that to which the historical itself
is subordinate, which it serves and to which it aspires’*— in short, a
general ‘reason and value systematics as philosophy of culture’.4

(2) As for sense: ‘history” here means living history, i.e., the history of
the living spirit, or spirit as life as primal phenomenon. Life is the flux
and flow of time as opposed to the atemporality of the a priori; it is pure
creating-objectifying becoming and development. But how, in that case,
is the atemporal implicated in the vital flux? In other words, insofar as
‘life is seen as culture, as manifestation’, how is it possible ‘that this
culture formation and life enacts itself...in a bond to norm-giving
principles and values’?5In this way a fundamental tension emerges:
‘The relativity and singular uniqueness of every historical culture

formation stands opposed to the absoluteness and supra-temporal

12 Tbid., 66/51.
13 Ibid.
14 Tbid., 15/10.

15 Tbid.
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“generality” of the idea, of the value and the principle of reason; the
factical contingency of the historical stands opposed to the supra-
historical necessity of what is valid.”® This opposition, to which the
sheer, unassailable presence of the contingent gives rise, ‘calls into
question the absolute and every purported knowledge of the absolute
and its systematics’; it threatens to explode the absolute and to expose it
as a mere superstition and fraud.”

But if history is the vital flux of time, it is nevertheless, qua history,
understood as the entirety of the past, the sum of everything that ever
was, the flow just insofar as it is over and done with. Now how does
one apprehend the past as past, or conversely, how must the past be
manifest such that it can be so apprehended at all? If we consider the
matter in this light, it becomes clear that ‘history” has the sense of that
which constantly keeps itself available for an apprehending (any
apprehending at all) that it does not itself require — the sense, in essence,

of ‘a correlate of a theoretically idealizing determination that disregards

toIbid., 20/14.

17 Ibid. Does life not ‘prove that the assumption of something absolute
and something valid is amiss and entirely superfluous’, merely ‘an
unwarranted naive exaggeration of one’s own contingent historical
position, “one’s own wrong conclusion projected onto others”

(Spengler)?
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every specific present”:

The objective past: what has occurred thought as detached from any
specific relation of historical apprehension, out of a specific historical
present. ‘Thought as’: what is meant is therefore something thought,
correlate of a being-thought, not according to its being real but
according to its being a thing [Gegenstand] and being an object
[Objekt]. The thinking in this manner is a theoretical determination,
more exactly the positing of an idea, here that of history as past

being.1

Accordingly the total sense-complex can be expressed as follows: by
history as living history is meant a realm of past objectivity, objective
‘being’, over and against which stands, in an “ideally conceived relation’ (a
theoretical apprehension), an ideal and totally exterior subject or ego.

(3) Finally, regarding what Heidegger also refers to as the
phenomenological ‘dijudication”: does this sense-complex, the ideal
subject’s standing over and against a domain of pure objectivity or
‘being’, in accordance with which life qua history is accessed and
understood, come anywhere close to touching the primordiality of the

primordial? Here Heidegger establishes the criterion for judging the

18 Ibid., 65/50.
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primordiality or non-primordiality of enactments in the following
(rather cumbersome) terms: an enactment is primordial to the extent
that it requires ‘an always actual renewal in a self-worldly being-there
[Dasein]’ that ‘co-constitutes self-worldly existence [Existenz]’. In other
words, and simply: is the enactment thought from out of the context of
the genuine structural-ontological ground of concrete, factical-historical
human being-there? With respect to the sense-complex under
consideration here, the answer is: clearly not. This particular sense-
complex ‘stands furthest removed from concrete being-there [Dasein]’.1?
So far from requiring an actual renewal in self-worldly existence, the
sense-complex that pits an ideal ego-thing as absolute observer against
an always available object-matter rather repels worldly existence and in
fact threatens to ‘demolish’ it This is all the more ironic inasmuch as the
problem of absolute a priori historical validity within which it is
deployed has to do with discovering the ground precisely of human
values and norms. It is therefore “astonishing’ that, in the context of the
problem of the a priori, “exactly that concept of history is guiding which
is quite inappropriate for the philosophical basic tendency and is

remote from it’.2» And yet this is just what is required by the problem

1 Ibid., 75/57, 73/55.
20 Ibid., 86/66.

21 Ibid., 73/56.
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itself, such that the philosophy of history, given its particular
orientation toward its subject matter, is from the beginning turned back
against itself: “The sense of history posited in the problem of the a priori
persists precisely at the cost of explicitly pushing away that toward
which the problem itself is aimed’, viz., ‘the human being in its concrete,
individual historical being-there [Dasein].’»

If we now turn to the second topical axis — that of experience, ‘the
human being as something achieving, creating, experiencing life — life as
a manifold of lived experience’”— we find that we encounter the same
fundamental errors and inadequacies. Here, too, philosophy seeks an
absolute, an a priori, but this time of the rational within the chaos of the
irrational. Life is the stormy outside, the ceaseless flow of the
‘categorially unformed’ into which the ‘I’ is released and submerged; it
is the immediacy of pure consciousness prior to the spontaneous
formation of the ego by the intellect. At exactly the same time, however,
it is just this logical formation itself that is held to be the truest
expression of life. Therefore the problem is at bottom one of a self-
mediation of life, i.e., life’s coming to a theoretical apprehension and
knowledge of itself from out of the tumult of its own immediacy. One

aims for ‘a theoretical shaping, a logical, formally guided mediation of

22 Ibid., 86/66.

2 Ibid., 88/70.
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the unmediated immediate, respectively a rationalization of the
irrational, a demolition or immobilization of life in the schema of
concepts’.2

Heidegger approaches this problem group 