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The phenomenology developed by Husserl and transformed by Heidegger provided
the basic conceptual distinctions for much of twentieth century continental philosophy. In
addition to challenging customary conceptions of selfhood, language, and metaphysics,
continental philosophy has also contributed significantly to postmodern ethics and
multicultural theory by criticizing humanism and theo-logo-phallo-centrism. In the domain
of environmental philosophy, however, continental philosophy initially played a less
influential role than did Anglo-American philosophy. Soon, however, a number of
continentally-oriented philosophers questioned the metaphysical presuppositions of modern
moral philosophy, especially as "extended" to non-human beings, and began exploring
whether thinkers such as Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Merleau-Ponty could help clarify issues
pertinent to humanity's attitude toward nature.'

In what follows, I continue that exploration by examining the extent to which
Heidegger's phenomenology can contribute to environmental philosophy. His theoretical
approach to preserving nature differs from the Anglo-American one in two major and
intertwined ways. First, his approach cannot be adequately conceived in terms of the debate
between anthropocentrists, who say that inherent value belongs only to humans and that
nature has only instrumental value, and biocentrists, who say that nature itself has inherent
value with which human values are continuous. Although Heidegger's thought is sometimes
described as anthropocentric, he himself sharply criticized anthropocentrism. Yet he was no
biocentrist, because he believed that humankind is discontinuous with nature as understood
by physics, chemistry, biology, and psychology. Second, Heidegger's approach to preserving
nature is not axiological, but ontological. That is, he does not propose to discover some
property in natural beings that is "inherently valuable." Indeed, he maintains that the very
concept of "value" arose along with the power-hungry modern subject. Hence, extending

value to non-human beings encompasses them within the same subjectivity that is central to



technological modernity.” Heidegger's approach to limiting humanity's destructive treatment
of nature was ontological. In his view, for something "to be" means for it to manifest itself, in
the sense of being interpreted, understood, or appropriated by human Dasein. Dasein's
encounter with beings occurs in the temporal-historical clearing opened up through Dasein.
Because Dasein neither produces nor owns this clearing, but rather exists only insofar as it has
been appropriated as this clearing, Dasein is summoned to "let beings be," by allowing them
to manifest themselves in their various kinds of intelligibility.

In his early work, which sought access to Being as such by analyzing the Being of
human Dasein, Heidegger indicated that nature primarily manifests itself as a resource for
human ends, and secondarily as an object for the natural sciences. He hinted at other modes
of nature's Being, but did not adequately develop them. By the 1930s, concerned about the
perceived subjectivism and anthropocentrism of his early work, he approached Being without
engaging in extensive analysis of Dasein's Being, although he always emphasized the close
relation between Being and human Dasein. His later phenomenology, ever more
hermeneutical in orientation, amounted to a radical uncovering of insights gained by the
phenomenological ontology of previous great thinkers, above all Aristotle.” Heidegger

interpreted crucial Aristotelian concepts, such as physis, energeia, dynamis, kinesis, and

metabole, in ways that offer fruitful alternatives to traditional readings of Aristotle. Recently,
in an essay attempting to demonstrate Heidegger's pertinence for environmental philosophy,
Nancy J. Holland maintains that Heidegger's version of Aristotle's view of nature differs
dramatically from the modern scientific view, which objectifies nature. Holland does not
point out, however, that much of contemporary environmentalism endorses the scientific view
of nature, including the idea that humans are simply one species among others. Hence, there
is no easy way to reconcile Heidegger's view of nature and humankind with the
environmentalists' view. Even more troubling for those attempting such a reconciliation is
Thomas J. Sheehan's contention that Heidegger himself concludes that there is no alternative
to the nihilism of the scientific/technological understanding of Being. According to Sheehan,
Heidegger's talk of a "new beginning," a post-metaphysical and non-domineering encounter

with beings, is internally inconsistent with his own thought.



Early Heidegger's Phenomenological Analysis of Nature as Human Resource

Despite his debt to Husserl, whose account of "categorial intuition" in Logical
Investigations foreshadowed his own understanding of Being, Heidegger redefined
phenomenology in his own way." Agreeing with Husserl that phenomenology's
methodological aim was to get back to "the matters [die Sachen] themselves," Heidegger
maintained that the matters most in need of disclosure and simultaneously most difficult to

disclose were ontological. In Being and Time, he defined phenomenology by first analyzing

the term into its roots, phenomenon and logos.

Phenomenon, he writes, "means that which shows itself in itself, the manifest." (BT,51;

SZ,28) > Ordinarily, what show themselves are beings of various kind, accessible to what Kant
called "empirical intuition." But beings are not what Heidegger has in mind by the
phenomenological concept of "phenomenon," which concerns "that which already shows itself
in the appearance prior to the 'phenomenon' as ordinarily understood and as accompanying it
in every case...." (BT, 54-55; SZ,31) Kant maintained that space and time--the pure forms of
intuition—are phenomena that appear prior to the appearance of objects of experience.
Typically, space and time are not noticed as such; instead, attention is given to things
appearing within the horizons opened up by space and time. A true phenomenon, then, does
not show itself directly, but instead makes it possible for beings as such to appear.

Heidegger defines logos, the other element of phenomenology, as "discourse" (Rede),
which Aristotle explained as apophainesthai. "The logos lets something be seen (phainesthai),
namely, what the discourse is about... Discourse 'lets [something] be seen' apo...that itself of
which the discourse is [about]." (BT, 56; SZ, 32) This letting be seen makes possible truth,
aletheia, which Heidegger defines not as "correctness" in judgment, but instead as taking
something out of its hiddenness or dis-covering it. Synthesizing his analysis of phenomenon
and logos, Heidegger defines phenomenology as "To let be seen from itself that which shows
itself, just as its shows itself from itself." (BT, 58; SZ, 34) But what needs to be show itself
through phenomenology is not what primarily shows itself, i.e., various kinds of beings, but
instead that which lies hidden: Being. Although concealed from ordinary view, Being

"belongs essentially to what thus first and for the most part shows itself [beings], so much so



as to constitute its meaning and ground." (BT, 59; SZ, 35) According to Heidegger, "This
Being can be covered up so extensively that it becomes forgotten and no question arises
about it or about its meaning." (BT, 59; SZ, 35) Seeking to uncover what has been hidden in
the Western tradition—Being—, phenomenology amounts to ontology, correctly understood.
Indeed, philosophy itself is "universal phenomenological ontology..." (BT, 62; SZ, 38)

Early Heidegger maintained that human Dasein's temporality constitutes the "world"
in which beings can manifest or present themselves insofar as they are interpreted "as"
something. To speak of the "Being of beings," then, means to speak of how beings reveal
themselves in the clearing within which human Dasein's interpretative activity occurs.
Synonyms for "clearing" (Lichtung) include: the "world", "absencing" (Abwesen), and
"nothingness." Seen from later Heidegger's perspective, this clearing—and not the Being of
beings--constitutes the central topic of his thinking. Indeed, he maintained that metaphysics
has long asked: "What is the Being of beings?", but phenomenological ontology asks: "What is
Being as such?" By "as such," Heidegger meant the conditions needed for beings "to be", in

the sense of manifesting themselves in their intelligibility or in their availability to Dasein.

Beings manifest themselves in limited ways to animals, Heidegger maintained, but
only the interpretative comportment of human Dasein is capable of disclosing the complex
intelligibility and meaningfulness of beings.” Early Heidegger, influenced by Kant,
emphasized the intrinsic relation between manifesting or Being (Anwesen) and the
transcendental temporality or absencing (Abwesen) necessary for such manifesting. Being
tends to conceal itself; indeed, beings can appear as beings only insofar as attention is turned
away from Being and toward the beings that appear. The work of metaphysicians, which
involves uncovering and describing the Being of beings, has been so difficult precisely
because of this self-concealing aspect of the Being of entities . Even more hidden, however, is
the condition for such manifesting, namely, the clearing, understood first as Dasein's
transcendence, and later as Ereignis, a term that Sheehan translates as "opening up the open

"

[the clearing]." Ereignis constitutes the "third term" that makes possible the reciprocal

relation between manifesting and the interpretative behavior that allows manifesting to occur.’



So hidden is the clearing/Ereignis that thinkers of the stature of Plato and Aristotle
overlooked it. Heidegger used phenomenology to point out the primal
"phenomena" —Being, understanding, and the clearing—by virtue of which our encounter
with secondary "phenomena" —beings—can take place. A particularly powerful
phenomenological method is needed to disclose Being and the clearing, because of their own
tendency to conceal themselves. Early Heidegger used "formal indication" to describe the
demanding phenomenological practice which Dasein employs as an inquirer to address its
own self-concealing Being as transcendental temporality.*

If early Heidegger said that beings could not "be" apart from the temporal-historical
clearing constituted by human Dasein, later Heidegger added that beings cannot "be" apart
from language (logos), which he equated with Ereignis, the opening within which beings
become accessible to human Dasein's interpretative activity. It is from this concept of
language that Jacques Derrida derives his claim that there is nothing "outside the text." Such
notions disturb those environmentalists who insist that nature is robustly real, independently
of being known, perceived, encountered, or spoken of by humans.” Heidegger himself
expended a great deal of effort attempting to clarify the relation between the seeming
"independence" of beings, on the one hand, and the fact that they can "be" only within the
temporal-historical world, on the other. As I have explained elsewhere, Heidegger developed
a "realism" regarding beings, and an "idealism" regarding Being." That is, Dasein does not
invent or create nature, as in some kind of subjective idealism, but instead is dependent on
nature. Nevertheless, insofar as a being may be said "to be," it must revealed as something,
that is, as intelligible, as meaningful, as useful. In 1929, Heidegger wrote: "Although being
[seiend] in the midst of beings and surrounded by them, Dasein—as existing—has always
already surpassed nature."'' The apparent "alreadiness" of natural beings and their resistance
to human intervention are basic features of beings that Dasein discloses in encountering them.

Criticizing the naive realism of natural science, early Heidegger argued that the
interpretation of beings as "present-at-hand" objects independent of human experience
derives from the more primordial everyday experience of beings as ready-to-hand tools or

instruments for human purposes. In disclosing not just artifacts, but natural beings as ready-



to-hand, e.g., the forest as timber and the wind as power for windmills, everyday human
Dasein discloses beings as they are "in themselves." (BT,100-101; SZ, 70-71) The priority
assigned by Heidegger to productivity and to the instrumental understanding of Being led

Hubert Dreyfus to depict Being and Time as one of the final stages in productionist

metaphysics, of which later Heidegger was to become so critical.””

At first glance, the claim that "in themselves" (an sich) beings are instruments for
human use seems to be a throwback to primitive anthropocentrism. In contrast, scientists say
that a tool is "in itself" an object formed of materials shaped according to certain
specifications. The use to which a tool is put is secondary to its primary ontological status as
a material artifact. Conceding the point made here, Heidegger writes: "That the world does
not 'consist' [besteht] of the ready-to-hand shows itself in the fact (among others) that
whenever the world is lit up... [e.g., when tools break down, get in the way, or get lost] the
ready-to-hand becomes deprived of its worldhood so that Being-just-present-at-hand comes
to the fore." (BT, 106; SZ, 75) For tools to function as tools, neither their Being nor the
world in which they are involved may become explicitly manifest. The "inconspicuousness"
and "unobtrusiveness" of tools are positive ontological traits that characterize the" Being-in-
itself" of beings ready-to-hand. In saying that "the world lights up," Heidegger means in part
that we become more aware of the Being of tools as things intertwined in complex sets of
reference relationships ("the worldhood of the world"). As such awareness arises, the tool
shows itself more as (and thus "becomes") an object present-at-hand; our capacity for
working with it as a tool diminishes; we understood what it "is" differently. In other words,
for tools to show up as tools, their Being as ready-to-hand must conceal itself or "hold itself
in." This self-concealing or "holding-in" is what Heidegger means by saying that readiness-
to-hand constitutes how things are "in themselves."

For Dasein to encounter beings as beings, Dasein must have an a priori understanding

of the Being of the beings in question. Drawing on Aristotle, Heidegger maintained that

Dasein's temporal mode of Being, existence, involves a two-fold movement (kinesis) of excess

and regress.” Always already, prior to any empirical encounter with beings, Dasein exceeds,

steps beyond, or transcends itself and moves toward Being. This movement constitutes the



clearing in terms of which Being can be understood. Simultaneously, however, Being
withdraws, conceals, or effaces itself, such that Dasein regresses or moves back toward the
beings whose Being has been thus understood. Ordinarily, Dasein is unaware that such
ontological motion and understanding make possible our everyday dealings with beings.
Wrongly assuming that all understanding is at the level of beings, Dasein typically conceals
not only the ontological difference between Being and beings, but also the clearing in which
Dasein can encounter beings as such. Dasein's everyday "pre-ontological" understanding
leads us to encounter beings—including natural beings—primarily either as tools or as raw
material. Bruce V. Foltz maintains, however, that strategic and methodological factors help
to explain why Heidegger emphasizes this instrumental understanding of Being. In his
insightful book on Heidegger and environmental ethics, Foltz writes:

the primacy of the practical in this case (and elsewhere) is intended

strategically to emphasize our involvement with nature and how

involvement alone discloses it as meaningful —thereby dislodging the

detached stance of theoria and "beholding" from their long dominance in
nl4

the Western understanding of nature.

As Foltz and others have noted, Being and Time does not reduce nature to the

either/or of instruments or scientific objects, but instead alludes to (but does not explore)
alternative modes of nature's Being, including the romantic. In 1929, Heidegger referred to
nature in "a primordial sense" that cannot be understood either as readiness-to-hand or in
terms of virtually any human relationship.” Later Heidegger's idea of the self-concealing
"earth," and his analysis of central concepts in Aristotle's thought seem to have been efforts to
reveal this primordial nature. In a moment, we will see the extent to which Heidegger's
Aristotle-analysis can be read as consistent with environmental philosophy's concern to justify
protecting nature from needless exploitation.

First, however, let us discuss briefly another aspect of Heidegger's early thought that is
important for environmental philosophy, namely, his claim that Dasein's Being is care. In
part, this claim emphasizes that Dasein is not a disembodied intellect, but instead radically

finite, embodied, Being-in-the-world for whom beings matter. Dasein cares for itself when it



frees itself from inauthenticity (self-deceptive and self-disowning flight into beings), and

when it frees itself for authenticity (affirmation that one is the mortal, temporal, historical
openness in which beings can manifest themselves). Dasein cares for other beings when it lets
them be, in the sense of allowing them to manifest themselves in terms of their own inherent
possibilities. Dasein exists not for itself alone, but instead in the service of the Being of
beings. By defining human Dasein in this away, Heidegger sought to go beyond the
"humanism" that defines humanity as existing solely for itself.

In 1941, he quoted an old Greek saying, meleta to pan, "Take into care beings in the
whole." ' Taking beings into care means not only intervening ontically to preserve them, but
more importantly holding open the clearing in which they can show up as beings. The
former kind of caring may be misguided unless the latter kind takes place appropriately. In
1946, describing Dasein as the "shepherd of Being," Heidegger urged people not to disclose
beings exclusively as raw material for modern technology. '’ Allegedly, there are aspects of
earth (nature) that cannot be brought to light within the world of modern science and
technology. Recognition of this fact, so it has been argued, may provide the basis for a
respect for natural beings, a respect lacking in the modern technological disclosure of nature.

Avristotle's Pre-Technological Disclosure of Beings

By the 1930s, Heidegger developed in more detail his contention that the Western
understanding of Being had declined since its great beginning in ancient Greek thought.
Asserting that modernity was the nihilistic culmination of the ever-increasing self-
concealment of Being, Heidegger claimed that the powerful, but constricted technological
understanding of Being was turning the earth into a gigantic factory and humanity into the
most important raw material. To prepare the way for a "new beginning" that would disclose
beings in alternative ways, he contrasted the early Greek understanding of Being with the
nihilistic modern understanding. Ostensibly, Western history began when ancient Greek
Dasein was appropriated or opened up (vereignet) as the site through which beings can "be"
in the sense of being disclosed. This appropriation involved violence. "Humankind,"

Heidegger wrote in 1935,



is forced into such Dasein, hurled into the affliction of such Being, because
the overpowering order as such, in order to appear in its power, requires a
place, a scene of disclosure. The essence of Dasein opens up to us only
when understood through this need compelled by Being itself. [....] [A]t
the site of its appearing, omnipotent Being (literally) violates [vergewaltigt,
from vergewaltigen, to do violence to, to rape] Dasein...."*
According to Heidegger, early Greek thinkers experienced the violence and
strangeness involved in humankind's effort to know and to shape physis, usually translated as

"nature." At times, however, Heidegger virtually equated physis with ousia: Being, presencing,

manifesting. Central to physis is kinesis, the movement by which a living being brings itself

into presence by continually going back into itself in order to unfold itself. Despite his
genius, Aristotle did not fully understand the relation between presencing and human Dasein;

nor did he recognize the necessity for the temporal clearing (Ereignis, Lichtung) in which

that reciprocal relation could hold. Heidegger attempted to read Aristotle in a manner that
would reveal aspects of the clearing. Hence, he drew on Aristotle's concept of kinesis to
explain how the "movement" of human temporality opens the clearing in which beings can be
encountered as beings. Heidegger believed that the decline of the West began when Plato

interpreted Being as constant presence (Anwesenheit), eidos, the eternally unchanging form.

Entirely concealed in this ontology is the clearing, the no-thingness or the nihil within which
such eidos can first make itself available or intelligible to human Dasein. According to
Heidegger, millennia of obliviousness to the nihil makes possible the most fundamental kind
of nihilism.

Not surprisingly, in view of Plato and Aristotle's own use of metaphors drawing on
handcraft-production, the Romans interpreted Greek philosophy as productionist
metaphysics: "to be" means "to be produced," for example, to cause something merely
potential to be actualized. Metaphysics became the quest for Being, now defined as the
ultimate cause, ground, or foundation for beings. Never fully revealed to the ancient Greeks,
and now more hidden than ever, is the clearing that makes possible Dasein's interpretative

encounter with beings. With the wedding of Christian philosophy to baleful Latin translations
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of crucial Greek philosophical terms, the ultimate ground became the self-producing God.
Later, Descartes turned human reason itself into that ground, by asserting that for something
"to be" means for it to be representable as a clear and distinct idea of the human subject.
Because only quantifiable phenomena are thus representable, Being became identified with
the objects of the mathematical sciences. Nature was thus deprived of any status apart from
that of an object for scientific analysis or raw material for modern technology. Certainly,
nature is left with no "inherent worth" or "intrinsic value," in the parlance of contemporary

environmental ethics.

Heidegger, Aristotle, and Environmental Philosophy

Recently, Nancy J. Holland has argued that in his lecture-course, Aristotle’s

Metaphysics © 1-3, Heidegger not only sketches the origins of the technological

understanding of Being, but also provides ‘“an alternative account of the relation between
Dasein and the natural world, based on a different understanding of [B]eing, an alternative
with arguably important implications for contemporary ecological questions.”” This
alternative reconciles the relative independence and integrity of beings with the fact that
beings “are” only insofar as they manifest themselves within the clearing constituted through
Dasein. Holland would presumably agree that because Dasein does not itself create the
clearing, but instead is appropriated as it, Dasein is obligated to “care” for beings in part by
letting them present themselves in ways that accord with their own inherent possibilities.

In his course on Aristotle, Heidegger focused not on physis, but rather on the

meaning of two terms profoundly related to it, namely, energeia and dynamis, usually

translated as actuality and potentiality. He emphasized that dynamis means force and
capability, as well as possibility. Aristotle himself defined_dynamis as “the origin of change,
an origin which as such is in being other than the one which is itself changing, or, if the
originary being and the changing are the same, then they are so each in a different

9920

respect. Heidegger, however, refused to concede that producing (Herstellen) is the key

for understanding dynamis as the origin of change.”’ Moreover, he emphasized another,
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little- noticed aspect of dynamis, namely, Ertragsamkeit, or “bearance," meaning both
bearing-fruit and bearing-with or enduring and resisting. “Bearance refers to dynamis as the
foundation for what withstands any attempt to change for the worse or to destroy.” This
sense of bearance, as Holland points out, may be discerned in Heidegger’s later concept of
“earth,” which “shatters every attempt to penetrate into it.” Even the scientific-technological
will to mastery is impotent in the face of the self-concealing, enduring earth.”

The other aspect of bearance involves the_dynamis in its “for doing, for producing:
in the orientation toward what is to be produced, there is the reference to what can be
produced.” That which is produced is the ergon, or product. Aristotle’s opponents, the
Megarians, maintain that the actuality (energeia) of the work is nothing other than what has
been produced, what “is” really there. For the Megarians, power resides only in the act of
power, that is, they equate Being with what is “present” in the sense of a being (ergon) whose
production is complete. Although there is some truth in saying that the actuality of artifacts
lies in their being the final product of productivity, this is not an adequate way to characterize
all modes of Being, including the natural and the divine. Moreover, the Megarians' exclusive
focus on what is present or actual concealed not only the complex movement (kinesis) of
living beings that go back into themselves in order to bring forth other aspects of themselves,

but also the human kinesis by virtue of which Dasein holds open the temporal-linguistic

clearing in which physis--presencing, self-manifesting self-unfolding--can itself be revealed
as such. As Holland comments, the Megarians' error of equating Being with the ergon

is later compounded by the evolution of our understanding of nature itself,

first, as the object or result of an act of (divine) creation, and then as the

merely “present-at-hand,” the object of scientific investigation or

technological manipulation.”

Heidegger noted that bearance as endurance plays not only a negative role, but a
constructive one as well. For Greek thinking, the limits imposed by material are crucial in the
formation of a being. The grain of the wood figures into the production of a cabinet. For
the technological understanding of Being, in contrast, natural beings--the earth--are treated as

if they involved no inherent limits whatsoever.



12

The birch tree never oversteps its possibility. The colony of bees dwells in
its possibility. It is first the will which arranges itself everywhere in
technology that devours the earth in the exhaustion and consumption and
change of the artificial. Technology drives the earth beyond the
developed sphere of its possibility into such things which are no longer a
possibility and are thus the impossible.*
Elsewhere, Heidegger wrote: "The earth can show itself only as an object of assault....

Nature appears everywhere... as the object of technology."”’

Today, all things are
“challenged forth” to be interchangeable raw material. The technological understanding of
Being involves a disastrous combination of subjective idealism and naive realism. On the one
hand, modern man reduces everything to the status of an object for the cognizing subject. In
modernity, the subject has swallowed everything up; all things are interpreted, valued, and
assessed according to the subject's drive for power and security. Eventually, as industrialism
comes to fulfillment in the technological age, even the subject-object distinction is itself
overcome insofar as everything is transformed into interchangeable raw material.”®

On the other hand, having forgotten its capacity for understanding the Being of
beings, modern humankind adheres to a naive realism, according to which humans are one
species among others. Heidegger regretted that modern humankind interpret itself as a clever
animal striving to control all other beings in order to enhance human power, security, and
comfort. Time and again, he insisted that humans cannot be conceived merely as one being
among others, and certainly not as animals. ®  His anti-natural conception of humankind
had the virtue of allowing him to distinguish his thought from the racism of National
Socialism, even though he supported this movement in hopes that it would save the West from
nihilism. For some environmentalists, however, Heidegger's refusal to conceive of humankind
as simply another species imbedded in the organic "web of life" puts him in the camp of
anthropocentric humanism, which conceives of nature primarily instrumentally.”

Still, Holland maintains, Heidegger's defense of the integrity of natural beings
provides the basis for defending them from exploitation by modern technology. She

maintains that "we must respect the natural world in its own terms, acknowledging the limits as
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well as potential of its ‘bearance.”” A little later, she writes: “The actuality [of a being] is
independent of perception, but the perceptibility is not. This is what underlies Heidegger’s
doctrine of what one might call ‘metaphysical respect.””” Such respect arises from
acknowledging the relative independence and integrity of beings, which may be what
Heidegger had in mind when he once spoke of their "dignity" (Wirde) in distinction from
their "value."” Although such respect might form the basis for an environmental ethic, critics
would expect Heidegger to define both the meaning of and the basis for such "dignity."
Philosophers have not yet agreed whether one can successfully identify and defend any
property —ontical or ontological —which would require us to accord "inherent worth" even to
humans, much less to animals and plants, not to mention the ecosystems, mountains, and
rivers regarded as so worthy by many environmentalists. Heidegger's brief accounts of the
"dignity" of living beings usually focus on their Being as physis. But for him, physis
somehow means both the manifesting (Being) of beings within the clearing, and the process
whereby an organism unfolds its own structure in the life-process. In my view, Heidegger
never adequately reconciles these two aspects of physis.** Critics charge that by virtually
equating them, Heidegger ends up in a kind of "ontological aestheticism," which celebrates
the beauty of the self-manifesting of beings at the expense of their merely "ontical"
characteristics.” Whether or not such a critique is justified, greater clarity is needed regarding
Heidegger's conception of physis.

Obstacles to an Eco-Friendly Interpretation of Heidegger's Phenomenology

Heidegger often said that humankind may undergo a transformation that will initiate
a non-domineering way of disclosing beings. Some commentators, however, contend that
such a transformation would be inconsistent with the basic thrust of Heidegger's thought. As
noted earlier, Thomas J. Sheehan asserts that Heidegger himself saw no escape from the
nihilism of technological modernity.” For Heidegger, nihilism has two senses: nihilism I and
nihilism II. Nihilism I refers to the collapse of a culture's guiding values, beliefs, and ideals.
Nihilism II refers to a culture's obliviousness about the nihil, the clearing, Ereignis, in which
can take place Dasein's interpretative/practical encounter with beings. Ereignis cannot be

grasped by the human intellect, which is capable only of comprehending beings as beings.
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Allegedly, nihilism II makes possible nihilism 1, i.e., the obscuration of Ereignis makes Dasein
blind to its ontologically unique endowment. Consequently, Dasein interprets itself merely as
the clever animal seeking control of everything through modern science and technology.
Sheehan argues, however, that in Heidegger's own view, Aristotle's thought ultimately leads to
nihilism I. Moreover, even if a few philosophers point toward Ereignis, thereby minimally
easing nihilism II, this fact cannot in and of itself influence nihilism 1. Dasein's capacity for
(perhaps) completely disclosing beings is not incompatible with the fact that Dasein is not
only blind to Ereignis, but incapable of comprehending it even when a sideways glance is
caught of it. The ethical, political, and social challenges posed by the looming possibility of
the total disclosure of beings must be met with means other than those used by Heideggerians
meditating upon Ereignis.

At one time, Heidegger did seem to think that disclosing nihilism II could transform
nihilism I. In fact, he defended his involvement with National Socialism as part of his own
philosophical effort to overcome (itberwinden) nihilism. Later on, however, having
abandoned this disastrous political engagement, he spoke not of Uberwindung, but rather of
Verwindung. As Sheehan comments, Verwinding involves not the overcoming of nihilism I,
but instead of "a 'freeing' of oneself from social and cultural nihilism by seeing its rootedness
in a deeper and unsurpassable 'nihilism' that is in fact the human condition."”’ If Sheehan is
right, Heidegger's well-known utterance that "only a god can save us now" is best read
ironically, given his views about the inevitability of Dasein interpreting beings ever more
completely. Moreover, his talk of a dispensation (Geschick) that may enable Dasein to
interpret beings in a non-domineering way is best read as an instance of mythologizing that
has been described as Heidegger's "private religion."”

Sheehan observes that understanding everything as raw material is possible only
insofar as Dasein still exists within the clearing that makes beings available to Dasein.
Heidegger remarked: "Even if the contemporary and closest humankind, technologized and
equipped to the outmost, is in a planetary condition for which the general distinction between
'war and peace' belongs to things gone by, even than humanity still lives 'poetically' on this

earth..." He immediately adds, however, the following: "...but he lives in essential opposition
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(Gegenwesen) to poetry and hence without need and therefore inaccessible for its essence."

Here, Heidegger gives with one hand what he takes away with another. True, modernity does
disclose the Being of beings, but not the poetizing mode of Being heralded by Holderlin, nor
the self-blossoming mode of Being—physis—revealed by Aristotle. To experience an
alternative way of disclosing beings, Heidegger maintained, humankind must become attuned
to its own profound lack, its ontological need. Self-assertive humankind discloses all beings
as flexible raw material without any internal limits. Such disclosure is a nihilism that
correlates with humanism, "the ideology which asserts that human [B]eing is fulfilled in
abetting the limitless availability and intelligibility of everything that is."*

At times, Heidegger suggested that humankind reject modernity and become open for
a new mode of ontological understanding that enables Dasein to become rooted again in the
earth. Elsewhere, however, he asserted —for example, in his essay, "Uber die Linie," dedicated
to Ernst Junger--that there is no alternative to the technological disclosure of Being, which
involves the correlation between nature as raw material and Dasein as the Gestalt of the
worker-soldier using such raw material in the quest for ever greater power, security, and
comfort.  Many commentators on Heidegger conclude that the technological disclosure of
beings decreases Daein's overall capacity for ontological disclosure. Sheehan maintains,
however, that far from offering a constricted disclosure of beings, modern science may reveal
them more thoroughly than ever before. Hence, he asks: "Why are they correlative in an
apparently zero-sum way, such that the increase in the power and domination of the Gestalt of
the worker would necessarily entail the decrease in the power of appropriation [Ereignis]?"*
The scientific-technological disclosure of beings has made possible extraordinary
improvements in human well bieng, but that disclosure also poses enormous social, ethical,
political, and political problems, which some people claim is leading to nihilism, in the sense
of nihilism I. Nevertheless, the technological disclosure of beings does not reflect a
constriction in the clearing/Ereignis. In other words, the history of Being from the pre-
Socratics to the present day cannot be understood in terms of growing obliviousness to the

clearing; instead, the clearing makes possible the rise of modern science and technology.
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Heidegger assigns to human Dasein an extraordinary position, outside the great chain
of being and cosmos, even outside of Being itself, but inside the "truth" (Ereignis, clearing) of
Being. Heidegger rendered Parmenides' famous saying, "Being and thinking are the same"

(to_gar auto noein estin te kai einai), as "There is a reciprocal bond between apprehension

[Dasein's ontological understanding] and Being.""

This "guiding principle of Western
philosophy" names Ereignis, that is, the groundless opening that makes possible Dasein's
interpretative encounter with beings. Heidegger stated: "We always say too little about 'Being

itself' when, in saying 'Being,' we leave out presence to the human essence and thereby fail to

recognize that this [human] essence itself goes to make up 'Being'."* If Dasein is essentially
openness for the self-manifesting of beings, beings themselves are inherently inclined to
make themselves completely accessible to human Dasein. As Sheehan says, "entities are
ontologically 'ad hominem'."* Hence, nihilism I (technological modernity) arises not
because Ereignis conceals itself, but instead because Ereignis occurs at all:

Insofar as the essence of entities entails their presence to human cognition

and will, it also entails that they are disposed to be picked up and used, to

be reshaped as poioumena—and endlessly so. The endless accessibility of

the real is at the core of the Greek-Western vision of [B]eing, which from

the pre-Socratics up to Heidegger, has affirmed the infinity of the

intelligibility (and thus the transformatibility) of to on, an infinity that is

correlative to the infinite reach of nous."*

If Sheehan is right, there is no basis in Heidegger's own ontology for his critical
portrayal of modern technology as a highly attenuated disclosure of beings. Contrary to
Heidegger's yearning for the post- or non-technological era of the fourfold (earth and sky,
gods and mortals), and contrary to some environmentalist's longing for an era before modern
technology, Sheehan argues that

we would be doing [B]eing-itself no favors if we just let entities 'be' in the

sense of leaving them pristine and untouched, perhaps even unknown. To

let entities be means to let them be present, that is, to take them as endlessly

engagable. And we do that by endlessly engaging them..., and yes, by
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letting them be submitted to the domination of the worker in the inevitable
humanization of nature and the naturalization of man."

In effect, Sheehan is saying that from their own side beings "want" to be disclosed and
utilized by humankind. Ereignis itself entails this. Moreover, according to Aristotle, insofar
as humans pursue their desire to know, they are seeking to become godlike. Humans can
become godlike, because they share to some extent in God's own nature. Writes Sheehan:

But this means that, whether or not the project is ever actually fulfilled,
Aristotle has opened up to human beings the possibility of the total
knowledge (and along with that knowledge, the control) of everything that
is insofar as it is. Aristotle's theology is the first technology, and modern
technology is only the last theology. The "death of God" begins with the
first sentence of the Metaphysics, and after it nihilism will be only a
mopping up exercise.... [H]enceforth in Western thought theos, the highest
instance of physis, will be a symbol for the goal and scope of technology:
the humanization of nature and the naturalization of man.*

In this exegetical tour de force, Sheehan concludes that the ontological kernel of
Heidegger's thought is consistent with Marxism and liberalism, the progressive ideologies
according to which humankind is both capable of and entitled to transform nature in infinite
ways. Clearly, this conclusion would be palatable neither to most Heideggerians, nor to most
environmentalists, for whom progress amounts to an ideological justification for the
exploitation of nature. In Sheehan's view, however, Heidegger's dislike for modernity
reflected personal and political considerations that cannot be reconciled with the gist of his
thought. Sheehan seeks to rescue Heidegger from neo-Christian eschatology, according to
which Being will one day reveal itself again, thereby saving humankind from technological
nihilism.”  According to Sheehan, the real eschaton concerns "the ultimate, unsurpassable

50 .
" Humankind

factum," that humankind lives "into and out of appropriation [Ereignis]...
must come to terms with both the insecurity and power imposed by this destiny, i.e., nihilism
II, obliviousness to the clearing/Ereignis. Philosophers may learn something profound from

Heidegger's discussion of the clearing, but, writes Sheehan, "the future of the humanization of
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nature and naturalization of man, is decided not in classrooms or philosophy conference, nor

in libraries or texts. It is being decided in the hills and in the streets, in the boardrooms and

n51

the maquilas.

Conclusion

Sheehan is the leading exegete of Heidegger's Aristotle-interpretation. For this
reason, readers must take seriously his striking conclusions that nihilism II cannot be
overcome, that Heidegger's thought is ultimately irreconcilable with a nostalgic and anti-
anthropocentric environmentalism, and that Western history involves not decline, but instead
the gradual (progressive!) unfolding of the extraordinary ontical power with which
humankind has been inexplicably endowed. Many Heideggerians, particularly those who
affirm Heidegger's pertinence for environmental philosophy, however, would complain that
Sheehan either ignores or minimizes aspects of Heidegger's thought that suggest the
possibility of a non-domineering disclosure of nature.” Moreover, even if such
Heideggerians concede that later Heidegger mythologizes Being (which supposedly reveals
itself, hides itself, initiates new beginnings, etc.), they could argue that his analysis of early
Greek thinking reveals an alternative conception of Being than the technological one. The
fact that the technological understanding of Being happens to prevail currently does not
mean either that it is inevitable or enduring.

Presumably, the excesses of the technological disclosure of beings could be tempered
by acknowledging two things: first, following Aristotle, that living beings tend both to
preserve and to unfold themselves according to their own internal possibilities; and second,
that humans have a responsibility to respect the integrity and relative independence of natural
beings, even though often using those beings in order to serve human ends. If the Kantian
doctrine of respect for persons is based on insight into human existence, as Heidegger's
himself suggested, then respect for animals, plants, and even ecosystems may be based on
insight into their own modes of Being. The fact that plants, animals, and ecosystems "show
up" as beings only through Dasein's interpretative activity does not give Dasein a license to
treat such beings in any way whatsoever, any more than the fact that other persons show up

through such activity gives Dasein license to treat persons without due respect. Endowed with
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great disclosive capacities, Dasein is also burdened with unparalleled responsibilities to "care"
for beings.

Although he agreed that modern technology culminates Aristotle's metaphysics,
Heidegger also maintained at times that the technological disclosure of beings is as narrow as
it is powerful. In regard to how living beings are disclosed by natural science and machine
technology, Heidegger stated that

an original reference to things is missing .... We feel that what zoology

and botany investigate concerning animals and plants and how they
investigate it may be correct. But are they still animals and plants? Are
they not machines duly prepared beforehand of which one afterwards even
admits that they are "cleverer than we are"?”

In other words, Heidegger would contest the conclusion that the technological
disclosure of beings exhausts their possibilities, even if such disclosure enables "infinite"
shaping and altering of such beings. In a world other than the technological world, beings
can "be" other than as scientific objects or raw material. Beings still need Dasein as the site
for their self-manifesting, but can any particular world make possible a totalizing disclosure
of beings?

Even if Heidegger did insist that the technological disclosure of Being is merely
partial, however, Sheehan is right about this: the fact that Dasein was thrown into the clearing
at the beginning of Western history offers no reason to expect that Dasein will be thrown into
a different— post-technological, non-domineering—clearing in the future. Instead, there are
far better grounds for thinking that "this is it." If so, the progressive reading of Western
history, according to which humankind will eventually achieve a godlike power over beings,
would make more sense than Heidegger's reading of history as a decline into the nihilism II
that makes nihilism I possible. Additionally, as I noted earlier, Heidegger's insistence not
only on the pre-eminence of human Dasein among all beings, but also on the fact that Dasein
cannot be conceived as an animal, poses grave problems for many of those who want to enlist
his thought for environmentalism. Finally, the fact that he so readily used his thought to

support National Socialism should alert Greens to the dangers posed by ecofascism.™
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In closing, let me suggest that Sheehan's effort to reconcile a progressive reading of
history, from Aristotle to modern technology, with Heidegger's phenomenological ontology
might be transformed by re-introducing a certain conception of Spirit, panentheism, which
Sheehan—like most moderns--prefers to exclude. According to panentheism, Spirit
manifests itself in evolutionary processes in terms of an enormously complex hierarchy,
which includes material nature and consciousness, but Spirit is not exhausted by any such
manifestation. Spirit is the clearing, understood as absolute non-duality. Appropriating
Dasein as the agent that will interpret beings, Spirit fulfills itself in the historical process by
which humans (and comparable beings elsewhere) discover and actualize their own incipient
divine powers. Such a conception, which I cannot develop here, emphasizes that the
transcendent dimension of Spirit accompanies its immanent dimension. According to the
perennial wisdom, compassion—including compassion for all sentient beings-- spontaneously
arises with increasing wisdom. A wiser humankind would treat all sentient being less brutally
than we do today. The capacity for technological control over beings does not constitute
wisdom, but neither does wisdom involve denying that such power may or even ought to be
the destiny of our species. Sharing with Nietzsche and other moderns an antipathy for the
otherworldliness of the onto-theological tradition, Heidegger reduced Spirit's transcendence
to the radical finitude of Western Dasein. In doing so, however, he—like other
moderns —limited the possibility of a serious dialogue among contemporary cosmologists,

environmental philosophers, and teachers from diverse spiritual traditions.”
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