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ABSTRACT

Martin Heidegger came to see the history of Western metaphysics as a series of
ontotheological epochs. These epochs, he argues, culminate in the age informed by the
metaphysics of Friedrich Nietzsche. According to this ontotheological paradigm, entities are
nothing more than meaningless resources to be optimized. This paper argues that this is the
source of the environmental crises we face. In order to see our way through and beyond this
nihilistic ontotheological age, we must recognize the ontological source of all existence, that
which Heidegger called being as such. The philosophical tradition of phenomenology offers us
an ideal method for cultivating an openness to and an appreciation of the existence of any
particular entity as an instantiation of the inexhaustibly meaningful being as such. By being
appropriately open, we come to have a more authentic relationship to the world and the entities
within it, including ourselves. Since any ethics is built upon ontology, reorienting our ontological
perspectives in this way makes possible the development of an environmental ethic that can help

us resolve the ethical dilemmas we face on the environmental front.
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Chapter 1

Introduction:

The Philosophical Roots of the Eco-Crisis and an Eco-Phenomenological Solution

What follows is, at bottom, a plea for hope. Or perhaps it is more accurately a hope that we
might have a reason to be hopeful. In environmentalism, optimism is hard to come by and even
harder to sustain. Edward Abbey, one of the field’s most important figures, was an
environmentalist so pessimistic about our chances for remedying the problems we face that he
reportedly had a habit of simply tossing his beer cans out the car window, leaving a trail of litter
in his wake. I want to believe that the despair he too often gave in to was simply childish, that the
conclusion that efforts in this field are inevitably meaningless is wrong, that things can get better
before they get to a point at which we would not even want to save whatever world would be
left. In my own experience, though, attempts to go “green” tend to have an aftertaste of
stupefying ineffectuality, tinged with a hint of inauthenticity. What I will try to articulate is an
approach to the environmental crisis that, I hope, will provide a means for truly escaping the

lifestyles that are accused of causing, perpetuating, and intensifying the problems.

1.1 Factory Farming

The claim that many trends in environmentalism are fundamentally impotent will undoubtedly
draw defensive criticism, and rightfully so. The proper place to begin, then, is to show how even

the most well-intentioned solutions will ultimately be ineffectual if they fail to appreciate the



source of the problems. To that end, we might explore the factory farming industry." There is
much for the environmentalist to take aim at when criticizing these farms, or “Concentrated
Animal Feeding Operations,” as the Environmental Protection Agency prefers to call them.
There is the enormous amount of pollution generated by such operations, not to mention the
often deplorable treatment of animals. That said, there is much room for debate as to the proper
ground on which to formulate an effective criticism, even if we set aside the vague,
sentimentalist approaches (for example, the belief that somehow the bare fact that these are
living, breathing beings is an adequate response in and of itself to inquiries regarding why such
are farms are unethical). This is concerning because if we cannot be sure of exactly what is
morally problematic, we are not likely to posit a lasting and effective solution, and the same
moral transgressions, even if discontinued in one way, are likely to simply manifest themselves

in another form.

For instance, a popular utilitarian approach to factory farms is to suggest that where their
operators err is in failing to recognize that animals are capable of suffering, that factory farms
often cause unnecessary suffering, and that these facts have to be taken into account in their
design and daily management. To this end, Temple Grandin has made many suggestions to the
meat industry aimed at decreasing the pain, both physical and emotional, that animals suffer on
factory farms. What is more, many of those who run such facilities have taken up these
suggestions. One improvement of this sort is a restraining chute system that uses a conveyer to

move cattle to the slaughter room. Her design keeps the cows in a more natural position than

' While some might consider the question of the status of non-human animals to be a separate debate, I think that
ultimately the problems we face on that front are a symptom of the same pathosis that gives rise to the problems of,
for example, climate change, deforestation, and pollution. A fuller account of this will be offered below, but, put
briefly, these issues all have to do with the way humanity understands its essence, the nature of reality, and the
existence of other entities.



other systems, thereby making them less anxious, fearful or physically uncomfortable.” This
restraining system is now widely used in North America. Moreover, when the cows have reached
their (truly) final destination, the handlers may opt to follow Grandin’s recommendations,
informed by a number of scientific studies, on the most effective means to minimize the animal’s

conscious suffering during slaughter.’

While I welcome the practical effects of Grandin’s efforts and applaud her
accomplishments in getting companies like MacDonald’s to improve the welfare of animals,
there is something disconcerting about this approach. The source of this uneasiness may initially
be difficult to identify. The feeling, however, can be made palpable by looking at the language
used by Grandin in making some of her suggestions. She says, for instance, that when moving
animals around the farm, it is best to keep them from becoming agitated. “Calm cattle and pigs
are easier to handle and move than excited animals. Animals that become agitated and excited
bunch together and are more difficult to separate and sort.”™ Or again, when discussing the use of
electric prods, Grandin says that they “should be used sparingly to move livestock. They must
never be wired directly to house current. A transformer must be used. Pigs require lower voltages
than cattle. A doorbell transformer works well for pigs. Low prod voltages will help reduce both
PSE and blood spots in the meat.” These and numerous similar comments give the impression
that the motivation behind making these improvements to the welfare of the animals lies in
ensuring the most efficient and productive farm possible, and the most profitable product

possible, rather than the most humane farm possible. Her point is that having cattle that do not

* Grandin, “Biography: Temple Grandin: Ph.D.” and Grandin, “Restraint of Livestock.”

? Grandin, “Recommended Stunning Practices.”

* Grandin, “Importance of Reducing Noise.”

> Grandin, “Using Prods and Persuaders.” PSE stands for “Pale, Soft, Exudative” and is used to describe a quality of
meat generally considered unmarketable.



fight their way to the slaughterhouse means fewer stoppages in the flow of meat production,
which in turn means that more animals can be “processed.” Never mind that it might be wrong to
use an electric prod on a pig; what matters is that if one can reduce one’s use of the prod, one

will have pork that is maximally appealing to the average Wal-Mart customer.

It would be remiss of me to accuse Grandin of being motivated primarily by the desire for
a good burger; she does in fact seem genuinely concerned with animals and the quality of their
lives.® It would be more plausible to assume that she employs such language because Grandin is
writing guidelines to be implemented by those running factory farms, who are likely to be
motivated by methods that will result in a good product. But this is precisely the problem. By
pandering to their concerns, we do not change the underlying attitudes that first make possible
the treatment of animals as mere products. MacDonald’s might, thanks to Grandin, pay lip
service to the fact that animals can feel pain, but it is likely the case that no work has been done
to persuade them that animals are anything other than their own property. The upshot of this is
that even if all the suffering could be eliminated on factory farms, or even if factory farms
themselves could be eliminated altogether, these attitudes would reappear in other modes of
mistreatment, much the way that a disease might continually show itself in new ways if all one

ever does is treat its symptoms.

Therefore, the reason this approach and others like it fail to effect any real change and
fail to feel intuitively satisfying is that such attempts at a solution are always still themselves

products of, and therefore participations in, a worldview (Weltanshauung), that is, at its core,

6 See, for example, Grandin, “Animal Welfare.” Moreover, her recommendations at times include cautions against
certain behaviors, presumably out of a concern to reduce the suffering of livestock. For example, she says, “Electric
prods should be replaced as much as possible with alternative driving aids such as flags, plastic paddles, and a stick
with plastic ribbons attached to it. An electric prod should NOT be a person's primary driving tool. It should only be
picked up and used when absolutley required to move a stubborn animal and then put back down. People should NOT
be constantly carrying electric prods.i (Grandin, {Using Prods and Persuaders.O)
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misguided. In asking the concrete, ethical questions first, those who take such an approach
neglect to see that a problem caused by a misguided metaphysical view can only be solved by a
metaphysical solution. This has led a growing number of environmental philosophers away from
the development of a practical, hands-on ethics and toward a reorienting of the metaphysical and
ontological assumptions that always underlie any ethical perspective, in the hope that this more
fundamental corrective measure will make the subsequent articulation of an ethics an easier
process. The first step, then, in righting our metaphysical perspective will be to articulate the

reigning metaphysical paradigm and the ways in which it has led to the problems we face today.

1.2 Descartes and the Subject-Object Dichotomy

Some see the scientific worldview, infused as it is with the subject-object dichotomy, as the
primary culprit behind the environmental crisis. Forms of this dichotomy actually predate the
prevalence of science; there is a longstanding tradition, going back at least as far as Biblical
times, of seeing the human being as separate from and, often superior to, the rest of nature.”
After the flood, the Lord tells Noah, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. The fear and
dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything
that creeps on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered. Every
moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, / give you

998

everything.”” This bestowal deprives all of non-human creation, in one fell swoop, of all but
instrumental value. Humankind is given unmitigated license to use things as it pleases. This

change in the status of the entirety of non-human nature converts its essence from a realm of

" Nevertheless, in what follows, I will primarily refer to the worldview being described here as the scientific-
technological worldview.
8 The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Edition, 8; emphasis added.
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potentially meaningful entities humankind encounters in the world into mere resources.’ This, in
turn, makes for a ready justification for the clear-cutting of forests, the plundering of the oceans,
the hunting to extinction of innumerable species, and many other forms of environmental
devastation. When, in the Enlightenment period, secularization came in vogue, humankind’s
prestige and rank were retained, though the origin of his distinction was relocated from God’s
favor to (supposedly) distinctively human traits, the most commonly cited being the faculty of
reason and the capacity for language. As a result, the belief that ethical regard was to be retained
for other human beings alone persisted. This makes possible, for example, René Descartes’
assertion that animals feel no pain since, as a part of mechanistic nature, they are nothing more
than machines, a belief which allowed him to participate in vivisections with a supposedly clear

. 10
conscience.

While Descartes is by no means the only example of such an attitude, I mention him in
particular as it was his positing of the cogito that helped to solidify the predominance of the
notion of the human being’s transcendence. Descartes had admirable intentions, seeking to
ground the edifice of human knowledge in something so unshakable that humankind could
confidently walk off into the sunset of epistemological progress. While it appears to him as
evident that he is sitting in his room, meditating by the fire, he acknowledges that his senses
could be deceiving him about certain aspects of the experience, or that he could be dreaming, or,
finally, that there could be an evil genius deceiving him about all that he regards as true. And

there is an irresistible appeal to his method and the conclusion at which he arrives; after all, has

? To be fair, it has been suggested that there are representatives of the Judeo-Christian tradition who would not
endorse such a view and whose variations on its teachings are not consistent with it. See, for example, the stories of
St. Francis of Assisi.

' See, for example, Descartes’ decidedly unemotional description of a vivisection of a dog and the knowledge to be
gained from it in “Description of the Human Body” (especially 314-319).

6



not each of us, at one time or another, been mistaken about our perceptions? While I can doubt
the accuracy of my sensations, I cannot, however, without some degree of madness, doubt that I
am thinking.™ If Descartes is right that this is the one unassailable and most intimately known
fact, then it seems correct to assert that we have, first and foremost, access to ourselves as
thinking things, and access to everything else only in a secondary and derivative way. Coupled
with the assumption that it is only humanity that possesses this thinking capacity, Descartes’
work served to bolster the view that the human ego is something distinctive from the rest of

nature.

As such, in his wake, we are all familiar, and indeed comfortable, with the notion of
ourselves as disembodied subjects standing over and against a world of objects, the existence of
which we are incapable of indubitably proving. Indeed, this perspective is assumed in the
sciences, all of which are premised on the notion of an impartial, non-participatory subject
capable of taking full hold of the object of study, in order to compel it to relinquish all secrets of
its essence. It would be absurd to suggest, of course, that Descartes’ legacy has us living our
lives in a constant state of deliberation as to the possible existence of an evil deceiver, but the
notion that we are participants in an inhabited and relational world is often assumed to be a layer
of experience laid down only secondarily upon the more foundational mode of existence as a

completely detached consciousness.

" Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, 12-23.



1.3 Nietzsche and the Loss of Meaning

Friedrich Nietzsche’s work transforms this subject-object dichotomy by turning objectification
back onto the subject himself. Nietzsche, like Descartes, may be understood as having good
intentions. He sees in philosophy, and society in general, a growing movement toward the
widespread acceptance of Judeo-Christian values, a trend that, Nietzsche argues, can only
culminate in nihilism. The Judeo-Christian tradition emphasizes the importance of the spiritual
afterlife, in contrast to the physical worldly one, which comes to amount to nothing more than a
burden. On this view, our lives and the things of the world are fleeting and impermanent, lacking
the degree of reality to be found in the heavenly realm. As such, this world merits none of the
value ascribed the celestial one. Unfortunately, even that promised afterlife no longer can give
meaning to our behavior or decisions, Nietzsche believes, as the effect of the dominance of
reason after the age of Enlightenment is that, whether we realize it or not, humankind no longer
puts stock in the notion of divinity as a justification or explanation for the meaning of earthly
life.*” If the physical world has been denigrated as unimportant and valueless, the loss of belief in
the meaningfulness of an afterlife results in a human race that does not believe in anything
anymore. In other words, Nietzsche argues, in the history of western civilization, the death of

God is accompanied by the birth of nihilism.

Moreover, Nietzsche thinks that Christian values serve the weaker rather than the
stronger type of human beings, by glorifying a sympathy with and an embracing of suffering and
pity.” The notion that all of humanity is equally important or worthy has the effect of pushing

everyone closer to mediocrity. Those who have the potential for greatness, the highest type of

12 See, for example, Nietzsche, “The Antichrist,” 627, and Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 95-96.
13 See, for example, Nietzsche, “The Antichrist,” 571-574, and Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 20 and 47.
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human being, are discouraged. They are “the type that so far has almost always suffered most.”**

The Judeo-Christian religion has kept humankind as a whole from evolving into this higher type:
“[TThe sovereign religions we have had so far are among the chief causes that have kept the type
‘man’ on a lower rung — they have preserved too much of what ought to perish.”*> Worse still, in
an age increasingly obsessed with economics, people become viewed more and more as
substitutable for one another. Greatness is unique, while those who can be easily replaced have

only averageness to offer. Overall humankind becomes “diminished.”

We are not fated to follow this trajectory, however. Charting the course toward greatness,
toward the evolution into a higher type, according to Nietzsche, begins with the denouncing of
those Christian values that got us into trouble in the first place, for example, the virtue of
sympathy. Rather than pitying the weak and feeble, the higher type of humanity should focus on
strength and overcoming. By inverting “herd” values, we end up with a system that instead
celebrates those virtues that go toward the enhancement and affirmation of life.'® As Nietzsche
puts it, the “overman” will only emerge when “his life-will [is] enhanced into an unconditional
power-will. We think that hardness, forcefulness, slavery, danger in the alley and in the heart,
life in hiding, stoicism, the art of experiment and devilry of every kind, that everything evil,
terrible, tyrannical in man, everything in him that is kin to beasts of prey and serpents, serves the

. . . 17
enhancement of the species ‘man’ as much as its opposite does.”

This passage highlights
Nietzsche’s concern with “will”; at the heart of his work is the notion of the will to power, his

term for the fundamental drive of all life, the expression of energy that bears witness to an

' Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 74.

" Ibid. 74-75.

16 See for example, Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 86, 137, and 153, and Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 67.

" Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 54-55. In using “we” here, Nietzsche is referring to himself and like-minded
“opposite men,” who oppose the herd and its values and who are concerned to see humankind evolve into something
greater.



authentic affirmation of life and all that it entails."® Nietzsche’s endorsement of “devilry” and its
like aside, one might find his view uplifting. After all, how could a worldview that promotes life
and strength be bad? Moreover, it seems like he might even be on the right track. There is
something dehumanizing about the technological age, with, for example, its assembly lines,
where not just the parts but also the workers are interchangeable. Nietzsche tells us, “The value
of a man...does not reside in his utility; for it would continue to exist even if there were no one

to whom he could be of any use.”"’

This might suggest a system in which man and perhaps other living things have some sort
of intrinsic value. A closer look at the notion of will to power, however, yields a very different
conclusion. Far from venerating individual lives, if “life simply is will to power,” then the result
is that nothing has any inherent worth. “’Exploitation” does not belong to a corrupt or imperfect
and primitive society: it belongs to the essence of what lives, as a basic organic function; it is a
consequence of the will to power, which is after all the will to life.””® All life is revealed as
nothing more than forces exploiting one another, overcoming one another, growing in strength

and then dissipating, the universe having no preference for one force over another. This state of

** Ibid., 48.

' Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 469. There is some disagreement about the extent to which this text, published
posthumously from his notes, represents Nietzsche’s final stance on some issues. Some of the work is consistent
with his published texts and there even some passages in The Will to Power that greatly resemble passages from
those other works (see, for example, page 502, which contains language almost identical to that contained in the
quote from pages 54-55 of Beyond Good and Evil above). Nevertheless, differences do exist between the notes and
his more formal works, which raises the question of the legitimacy of using the book as a reference. In his English
translation of the work, Walter Kaufmann says, “These notes were not intended for publication in this
form...Altogether, this book is not comparable to the works Nietzsche finished and polished, and we do him a
disservice if we fudge the distinction between these hasty notes and his often gemlike aphorisms.” Moreover,
Kaufmann points out that the notes date from 1883 to 1888. During the last few years of this timeframe, also his last
“active” years, Nietzsche completed seven books, leading Kaufmann to conclude that “we clearly need not turn to
his notes to find what he really thought in the end.” Kaufmann believes it still worthwhile to translate the text
because it is, he says, “fascinating to look, as it were, into the workshop of a great thinker.” Ultimately, I do not find
my use of this quote inappropriate here since I intend to argue that a view of this sort represented in the quote is
inconsistent with the implications that follow from his theory of will to power. This makes moot the question of
whether or not he truly believed that humankind possesses some kind of non-instrumental value.

** Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 203.
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affairs is simply a Darwinian struggle of generation, domination, and degeneration. Other things
are valuable only insofar as they contribute to one’s own overcoming. The masterful subject of
the Cartesian tradition thus becomes a masterful economist, manipulating and controlling not just
objects, but resources. Contemporary culture is replete with examples of this way of viewing the
things around us. To borrow from the discussion above, our factory farms treat many non-human
animals as mere objects of economic value. We talk about the value of a tract of land, not in
terms of, say, aesthetics or history, but merely in terms of production. What can we get out of
this landscape? What would maximize profits most? Building a mall, a parking lot, or even a

“nature center” with a gift shop?

What is more, we are urged to think of ourselves in this way because the result of this
Nietzschean worldview is an annihilation of the subject-object dichotomy. This happens not as a
refutation of that dichotomy, but as its culmination since the human subject comes to be seen as
simply another expression of life driven by the will to power. As such, it has no intrinsic value
but is something, like everything else, to be optimized. Objectification then is turned back onto
the ego itself, dissolving any distinction between subject and object. The masterful subject turned
economist of resources turns out to be nothing but a resource himself. Therefore, we are warned
to maximize our efficiency: Are you wasting your life making the bed? Studies show that it
could take up to 90 seconds a day! But with Smart Bedding, you can cut that down to 2 seconds,
saving a potential 30 days over the course of your life!*" Are you getting enough value for your
money? Try the McDonald’s Dollar Menu: “An empty stomach shouldn’t mean emptying your

9922

wallet, too...We’ve never had so many tasty ways to get more for less.””” Maximize your time,

maximize your body, maximize your commodities by being able to fit more in a smaller space —

! Hu, “A Bedding Innovation.”
2 McDonald’s, “Dollar Menu.”
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and do all three more efficiently with the new Bowflex Home Gym — smaller than the original

and requiring only sixty minutes per week to get that enviable Bowflex body!*®

The idea that Nietzsche’s work could provide a means for respecting the intrinsic value of
things is not problematic for this reason alone. Not only does his account deny the possibility of
this, but, according to Martin Heidegger, the move to base ethics on the notion of value is itself
misguided. Heidegger, whose thought will be the primary focus of the eco-phenomenological
view defended in subsequent chapters, disagreed with Nietzsche’s call for a revaluation of values
on the grounds that arguments over what has value and which kind it has, while appearing to take
ethics and the essence of things seriously, are in fact nihilistic denials of the true source of ethical
obligation. He argues for this by, first, explaining that in order to facilitate the ordering of the
objects of the world as resources, the will to power ascribes values to things. This is an
ontological act; in setting values upon things, the will to power allows “value [to] determine all

that is in its being.”**

To define a thing’s value is simultaneously to say what the thing is in its
entirety, since such knowledge is necessary for determining the thing’s utility. Setting the value
of a thing is to set its conceptual limits, to so completely clothe the thing in claims about its
essence as to imply an understanding of what grounds that thing in its existence. For Heidegger,
this is crucial. On his account, “being as such” is that source from which any particular being

receives its existence.” It is the ontological condition for the possibility of ontic actualities.

When the will to power sets values upon things, according to Heidegger, it thereby assigns value

* Tain Thomson calls such exhortations examples of the “optimization imperative.” “For Heidegger...Nietzsche’s
legacy is our nihilistic ‘cybernetic’ epoch of ‘enframing’...which can only enact its own groundless metaphysical
presuppositions by increasingly quantifying the qualitative — reducing all intelligibility to that which can be
stockpiled as bivalent, programmable ‘information’ — and by leveling down all attempts to justify human meaning to
empty optimization imperatives like: ‘Get the most out of your potential!”” (Thomson, Heidegger on Ontotheology,
22) The notion of enframing and Nietzschean ontotheology’s focus on the quantifiable will be discussed below.

2 Heidegger, “The Word of Nietzsche,” 102, translation emended.

> A fuller account of being as such will be provided in chapters 2 and 3, along with an account of it as the basis of a
Heideggerian ethics.
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to being as such. Since implicit in the act of value-positing is the assumption that a thing has
come to be known completely, thought about entities and being as such come to an end when
value is calculated, and the essence of what is thought about escapes us. Therefore, “value does

not let being be being.””°

Instead, “[w]hen the being of whatever is, is stamped as a value and its
essence is thereby sealed off...every way to the experiencing of being itself is obliterated.””’
Thus, while it might seem that to ascribe the highest value to being as such is to show the utmost
respect for it, it is actually to degrade it. Since, for Heidegger, as will be argued in the following
chapters, being as such is the source of ethics, talk of “value” is not only ethically unproductive,
but destructive, even murderous: “thinking in terms of values is radical killing.””*® This killing is
radical because it destroys being as such itself, the root of all beings, that which is concealed
beneath the surface and gives sustenance to any existence. In that sense, it is even worse than
murderous: it not only kills what is there, but destroys the possibility of future growth.
“Devastation is more than destruction. Devastation is more unearthly than destruction.
Destruction only sweeps aside all that has grown up or been built up so far; but devastation
blocks all future growth and prevents all building. Devastation is more unearthly than mere
destruction. Mere destruction sweeps aside all things including even nothingness, while
devastation on the contrary establishes and spreads everything that blocks and prevents.””® Good

ethicists, then, will attend to their language, as Heidegger so often urges us to do, and take care

with the terms that they use, substituting, for instance, “worth,” “meaning,” or “what matters,”

** Ibid., 104, translation emended.

7 Ibid., translation emended.

** Ibid., 108.

i Heidegger, What is Called Thinking? 29-30. Heidegger tells us that Nietzsche even realizes this awful power
wielded by nihilism. “Nietzsche...had for it the simple, because thoughtful, words: ‘The wasteland grows.’ It means,
the devastation is growing wider.” Unfortunately, Nietzsche fails to see the nihilism inherent in his own
ontotheological account of eternally recurring will to power.
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for “value.” That this killing destroys the source of any possible meaning, that talk of values is in
fact a refusal to think about being as such, thereby rendering it meaningless, means, for
Heidegger, that Nietzsche’s attempt to escape nihilism fails. His revaluation of values, his
“supposed overcoming” of nihilism, is in fact “above all the consummation of nihilism.”*°
Nietzsche’s ontotheology posits every entity as a reiteration of eternally recurring will to power,
a meaningless drive with no purpose other than its own perpetuation and aggrandizement. To
cover over the nihilism inherent in this metaphysics with talk of “values” is to effect a

concealment of an ideological move that destroys and devastates and renders the potential future

growth of a meaningfulness all but impossible.

Thus, Descartes’ and Nietzsche’s philosophical investigations represents an obstacle to a
renewed and healthier relationship with the natural world. Understanding this can help us see
why the solutions we pose, rather than helping, often seem to simply become part of the
problem. Descartes undermines the notion of a fundamental relationship between the human
being and the external world, while Nietzsche’s understanding of the nature of everything,
including that human being, as will to power, firmly establishes the ideas that meaning can be

understood entirely as value and that the only kind of value things possess is instrumental.

1.4 Phenomenology as Possible Solution

At the same time, fortunately, one can identify voices throughout history that rejected these
understandings of ourselves and the world. For example, against the worldview which, in setting

the subject up against a world of objects, fragments and partitions that world into disparate and

%% Heidegger, “The Word of Nietzsche,” 104.
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analyzable units, Henry David Thoreau cautioned that we should “regard man as an inhabitant,

or a part and parcel of Nature.”*

We, he argues, are not apart, but a part. Moreover, Thoreau is
discouraged by the attitude that sees things only as commodities. After seeing his companions

hunt and kill a moose during a hiking trip in northern Maine, he reflects:

Strange that so few ever come to the woods to see how the pine lives and grows and
spires...to see its perfect success; but most are content to behold it in the shape of many
broad boards brought to market, and deem that its true success! But the pine is no more
lumber than man is, and to be made into boards and houses is no more its true and highest
use than the truest use of man is to be cut down and made into manure. There is a higher
law affecting our relation to pines as well as to men. A pine cut down, a dead pine, is no
more a pine than a dead human carcass is a man...Every creature is better alive than
dead, men and moose and pine-trees, and he who understands it aright will rather
preserve its life than destroy it.*>

b

There is more to a thing than its potential as a resource. “Pine” is not synonymous with “lumber’
and not merely for the reason that other kinds of trees may be made into lumber as well. Its
“perfect success” consists not in becoming just so many boards in one’s bigger and better home,

but rather has much to do with the way it “lives” and “grows” and “spires.”

Given Thoreau’s ill-deserved reputation as a peculiar hermit, I hasten to reassure the
reader that, in fact, his was not a lone voice crying eccentrically in the wilderness of history.
There is at least an entire tradition in continental philosophy that focuses on getting back behind
this troublesome subject-object divide, a tradition that, in some manifestations, finds beneath the
soil of the cogito a deeper and more originary layer of experiential sedimentation, the ground
which makes possible that very objective, scientific attitude. In doing so, it uncovers a new, or
rather an old, basis for ethics, one that can undercut the scientific and technological presumption

that the only virtue, if there are any at all, is efficiency. This tradition, the phenomenological one,

3! Thoreau, Walking, 5.
32 Thoreau, The Maine Woods, 163-164.
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seeks to point out humanity’s mistake, that of having reversed the order of the layers: being-in-
the-world first, and only then the possibility of ego-over-and-against-the-world. lain Thomson

describes this phenomenological intuition:

In Being and Time Heidegger argues that every human being should be understood most
fundamentally as an embodied answer to the question of the meaning of existence. We do
not come to embody the answer to this question of existence in solipsistic isolation;
rather, our self-interpretation always takes place against the background of a pre-existing
socio-cultural understanding of what-is and what matters, of intelligibility and meaning.*®

Against the view that pits consciousness against physicality, in which the mind is more
fundamentally known and the body sometimes described as a hindrance or prison, the
phenomenological account holds that human beings are constitutively embodied and participate
in a world of intelligibility that forms and informs the individual both consciously and pre-

consciously.

The founder of the phenomenological tradition, Edmund Husserl, argues that the subject-
object divide has created a crisis in the sciences and suggests that the resolution requires a new
method of investigation. In such an approach to the world, one suspends or “brackets” what he
calls the “natural attitude” in an effort to understand and lay bare the conditions for the
possibility of our ordinary interactions with the world.>* By distancing ourselves from the
various “modes” of our being in the world, Husserl suggests, we can better understand those
perspectives and what makes them possible, namely a pre-reflective consciousness that finds the
world always already there, already existing, in which one participates and with which one
interacts. As John Llewelyn describes it, “[I]n the pause of phenomenological suspension, which

is a losing of the world of objects and of the self as having fallen among them, he finds the world

3 Thomson, “Silence of the Limbs,” 1.
** Husserl, “Phenomenology,” 17-18.
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given back. It is given back not just to oneself, but to itself.”*> Husserl’s term for the dimension
found in the bracketing of the natural attitude is the Lebenswelt, or life-world, which David
Abram describes as “the world of our immediately lived experience, as we live it, prior to all our
thoughts about it...reality as it engages us before being analyzed.”*® It is the “world that we
count on” and yet which is “[e]asily overlooked.”’ This is a world of bodies, a community of
entities the human being is not only capable of accessing, but, in an essential sense, is unable to
withdraw from. Thus, taking direct aim at Kantian metaphysics, which places an unbridgeable
divide between human rationality and the objects it encounters, phenomenology unabashedly

investigates “the things themselves,” which populate the life-world alongside us.*®

Adopting any particular mode of being-in-the-world can only be accomplished on the
basis of this life-world. The scientific perspective is no exception. The fact that the scientist
presupposes that the objective worldview is the most fundamental is precisely what Husserl
identifies as the cause of science’s crisis.>® For this reason, Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes
Husserl’s return to the “things themselves” as a “foreswearing of science.”*® While this is
perhaps an exaggeration, Husserl’s phenomenological turn is a clear rejection of any claim

science might make to the throne of disciplines or to have, in the final analysis, the last word on

** Llewelyn, “Any Future Phenomenological Ecology,” 62.

%% Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous, 40.

> Ibid.

** In Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant argues that our access to things is limited to our perceptions of those
things. Between the perceptions and the things that give rise to our perceptions is the impassible boundary of
subjectivity. Kant terms that which we have access to the “phenomena,” while he refers to the “things in
themselves” as the “noumena.” Throwing down the gauntlet with his phenomenological battle cry, “To the things
themselves!” Husserl challenges the subject-object dichotomy that underlies this Kantian understanding of
metaphysics.

%% Husserl, “Phenomenology,” 9-11.

* Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, ix.
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truth, metaphysics, or ontology.*' Merleau-Ponty denounces the degree to which science does
not understand itself as rooted in “pre-science.” For example, he says, “[Physics] must recognize
as legitimate an analysis of the procedures through which the universe of measures and
operations is constituted starting from the life world considered as the source, eventually as the

99542

universal source.”" Nor does science realize, because of its failure to appreciate this, its

fundamental inability to answer the “question of the meaning of being.””**

He affirms the right of
the sciences to provide us with one manner of access to the world, but chides their presumption
to diminish or reject outright other modes of meaningful interaction with it: “It is striking to see
Einstein disqualify as “psychology” the experience that we have of the simultaneous through the
perception of another and the intersection of our perceptual horizons and those of others: for him
there could be no question of giving ontological value to this experience because it is purely a
knowledge by anticipation or by principle and is formed without operations, without effective
measurings. This is to postulate that what is is not that upon which we have an openness, but

2944

only that upon which we can operate.””" By dismissing as ontologically irrelevant any entity that

is not measurable or calculable, science effectively makes a claim about what is real. Merleau-

*! Accounts of Husserl’s career suggest that he was concerned not with doing away with the sciences or of
discrediting them as legitimate sources of some types of knowledge, but rather that he sought to more properly
situate them under the governance of philosophy in order that we might better understand both their limits and
importance. That is, he attempted to use phenomenology to show the way in which the scientific attitude
presupposes and is only possible through a more fundamental and preconscious participation in the life-world. As
such, philosophy stands as the leading discipline, which can help science understand its own relevance and meaning.
See, for example, Moran and Mooney, “Edmund Husserl: Introduction” p. 60. They state, “Husserl developed the
idea of phenomenology...systematically as the foundational science of all sciences, as a revival of ‘first
philosophy.”” See also Thomson, Heidegger On Ontotheology, p. 78-140, in which he argues that Heidegger’s
acceptance of the role of first Nazi Rector of Freiburg University stemmed from a desire to unify the university
based on the notion of philosophy as the torch bearer for all the other disciplines, a desire motivated, at least in part,
by this Husserlian suggestion that philosophy should be understood as the most fundamental of sciences.

*> Merleau-Ponty, Visible and the Invisible, 18.

“1Ibid., 16.

“1bid., 18.
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Ponty rejects the notion that this captures what is. “That upon which we can operate” is only a

fraction of that upon which he will argue we “have an openness.”*

Heidegger’s criticism of the worldview represented by the likes of Descartes and
Nietzsche, however, goes much deeper than this. His study of the history of Western philosophy
led him to conclude that attempts at a foundational metaphysics had always taken the form of
what he called an ontotheology. Derived from the words ontology and theology, this term is
meant to highlight the bipartite structure of the historically dominant metaphysical systems,
which each sought an answer to the question “What is an entity?” in two important ways.*® First,
he argues, these systems sought to ground our ontological knowledge in an understanding of
what is common to all entities, that is, to find the most basic of entities, that which exhibits a
kind of being in which all entities participate. Such a being grounds all others since it represents
the explanatory terminus, a point past which ontological study cannot proceed. Thomson
suggests that Thales, though not explicitly identified by Heidegger as representing the first of
this kind of metaphysician, may have been in the back of Heidegger’s mind when he describes
this approach to ontology.*” Aristotle tells us that Thales identified water as the most basic
entity: “For that of which all existing things are composed and that out of which they originally
come into being and that into which they finally perish, the substance persisting but changing in
its attributes, this they state is the element and principle of things that are...[N]ot all agree about

the number and form of such a principle, but Thales, the founder of this kind of philosophy,

* That which phenomenology holds as ontologically relevant will be discussed in more detail in chapters 2 and 3.

* Heidegger, “Kant’s Thesis About Being,” 340. For an in-depth discussion and analysis of this topic, see Thomson,
Heidegger on Ontotheology.

*" Thomson, Heidegger on Ontotheology, 31.
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declares it to be water.”*® A more modern example might be the quantum superstrings that some
p g q p g

physicists posit to form the basis for the existence of any particular thing.

The theological component of ontotheology surfaces when metaphysicians attempt to
answer the question “What is an entity?” by identifying that entity that is most in being and by
explaining the way in which it is so. It is a question of the “highest” being, the one which
explains and justifies the totality of beings. Again, though Heidegger does not name him as the
first theological metaphysician of this sort, Thomson argues that he is thinking of the kind of
philosophy done by Thales’ student, Anaximander. The latter thinker breaks from his teacher not
merely by rejecting the notion of water as the most basic entity, but by going about a
foundational metaphysics in a fundamentally different way. Focusing on not the composition of
entities, but that from which they all emanate, that which explains why they exist, he identifies
the highest being as the apeiron, the limitless or indefinite. The earliest surviving fragment of
Western philosophy says, “[ Anaximander] says that the first principle is neither water nor any
other of the things called elements, but some other nature which is indefinite, out of which come
to be all the heavens and the worlds in them. The things that are perish into the things out of
which they come to be, according to necessity, for they pay penalty and retribution to each other

*** The limitless is that which explains

for their injustice in accordance with the ordering of time.
how particular entities come to be and justifies or refuses to justify the existence of them. A more

familiar example to contemporary readers would be the God of the Judeo-Christian tradition,

who creates all things, while also vindicating their existence.

* Aristotle, Metaphysics, 9.
* Simplicius, Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, 10.
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These two approaches to the question of an entity’s existence, the ontological and the
theological, both provide a ground on the basis of which we might answer the question of an
entity’s existence. Thomson sums up the double meaning of “grounding” in ontotheology when
he says: “Ontologically, the basic entity, once generalized and so understood as the being of all
entities, grounds in the sense of ‘giving the ground’ (ergriinden) to entities; ontology discovers
and sets out the bedrock beneath which the metaphysician’s investigations cannot ‘penetrate’...
Theologically, the highest (or supreme) entity, also understood as the being of entities, grounds
in the sense of ‘founding’ (begriinden) entities, ‘establishing’ the source from which all entities

ultimately issue and by which they can subsequently be ‘justified.””*

Heidegger argues that
Western civilization unfolds as a series of ontotheological attempts at metaphysics, some of
which become so widespread as to constitute an epoch. By telling us what and how things,
including ourselves, exist, each ontotheology secures the intelligibility of the age in which it
governs, that is, they provide the groundwork on which humankind can structure and order its

world. According to this account, then, humankind’s understanding of the being of entities is

temporary and historically contingent, a view known as ontological historicity.>"

For Heidegger, the successive ontotheological epochs do culminate, however, in the age
dominated by the metaphysics of Nietzsche, the currently reigning ontotheological epoch, in
which entities are conceived as eternally recurring will to power. The ontological component in
this ontotheology is represented by will to power which, as we saw above, is his term for the
driving cosmic force that seeks nothing more than overcoming. There is no more basic
ontological component, will to power being at the heart of every thing. He also put forth the idea

that all that has occurred will happen again, that the cycle of all possible events continuously

*% Thomson, Heidegger on Ontotheology, 17.
> Ibid., 8-9.
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replays itself over and over. This notion, that “of the unconditional and infinitely repeated
circular course of all things,” represents the theological aspect of this ontotheology.>” This is to
see the eternally recurring cycle of events as the highest and most complete entity, as existence
viewed from without, a whole which justifies individual things, Nietzsche thinks, in our
affirmation of it: “amor fati [love of fate]: that one wants nothing to be different, not forward,

not backward, not in all eternity.”

One of the problems with these ontotheological metaphysical accounts, Heidegger
argues, is that they privilege presence, the persisting appearance of things, and neglect the role
that absence, withdrawal, and nothingness play in being.>* A persistingly present entity is
available for exhaustive study, while something that perpetually eludes us, at least in part, is
never an epistemological possession. By being perceptive to the phenomenon of ontological
historicity, that is, in noticing that humankind’s understanding of what being is changes over the
course of time, Heidegger also discovers the alternative to the metaphysical tradition. The very
fact that our understanding of what things are is capable of transformation indicates that
existence is not grounded in a static presence of entities capable of being exhaustively
conceptualized, but is instead grounded in something that defies conceptualization, that resists
our attempts to wrap our cognitive fingers around it. Each ontotheological epoch, on the other
hand, eclipses and denies what Heidegger calls being as such, the very ground of the possibility
for each epoch and the possibility, too, of transcending them. Heidegger’s discovery of the
ontotheological tradition and his reasons for being critical of it are so crucial that Thomson

argues that his work cannot be properly understood except on its basis. He contends,

32 Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, 273-274.

> Ibid., 258.

>* Nietzsche’s ontotheology is a counterexample to this; he does not privilege presence, but instead, becoming.
Nevertheless, his metaphysics also fails according to Heidegger, for the reasons stated, and results only in nihilism.
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“Heidegger’s understanding of ontotheology needs to be recognized as the crucial philosophical
background of his later thought. For...deprived of this philosophical background, later views
such as Heidegger’s critique of technology can easily appear arbitrary and indefensible, but when
this background is restored, the full depth and significance of those views beings to emerge with
new clarity.” That is, the full impact his criticism of the worldview born of Nietzsche’s
philosophy, how we might go beyond that worldview, and what he sees as replacing it, can only
be felt if his characterization of the tradition of metaphysics as ontotheology is set down first. An
appropriation of Heidegger’s work such as the present one, then, especially one based on his
mature views, requires that his work on ontotheology and its relation to his notion of being as

such be first understood.

1.5 Eco-Phenomenological Appropriations

Given that many philosophical problems are solved by rediscovering and reappropriating the
work of our philosophical ancestors, enlisting the phenomenological tradition’s help with our
contemporary environmental crises should seem doubly suited. That is, since phenomenology is
the philosophy of retrieval which seeks to recover a forgotten and fundamental mode of being in
the world, a reappropriation of its insights for the environmental movement puts us in the
position of retrieving the retrievers, of reclaiming the reclaimers, as our prophets. In the present
work, I would like to describe an attempt to do just that, specifically by relying on the work on
the phenomenologists Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. What makes the employment of both of

these thinkers especially appealing is that they offer us different descriptions of the same thing,

> Thomson, Heidegger on Ontotheology, 3.
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being as such, or, as Merleau-Ponty referred to it, flesh. There is thus reason to hope that if
Heidegger’s thought falls short in some respect, Merleau-Ponty’s texts might offer us a means
for resolving the difficulty, and vice-versa. For example, Heidegger, insofar as he actually
addresses the question of ethics, takes us farther along the road toward an ethic than Merleau-
Ponty does, but the latter’s emphasis on the permeable membrane of our own flesh may provide
a more robust means for overcoming the subject-object divide. Indeed, in the sense that these
thinkers offer us two different descriptions of the same fundamental ontological concept, and
since Merleau-Ponty in fact saw himself as developing more fully Heidegger’s thought on this
concept, it is in the very spirit of their work to look to them both for guidance. That is, their
understanding of the essence of existence entails an endorsement of an openness to richness of
the possibilities for being. We find then, that Merleau-Ponty is committed to a robust
interdisciplinarity, while Heidegger critiques technology not only for its understanding of the

being of things, but for its insistence on being the only way of understanding the being of things.

I am not the first to suggest that environmental philosophers turn to this tradition. For
example, J. M. Howarth thinks phenomenology a fruitful starting place for a new understanding
of our relationship to the world and, especially, a new understanding of the science of
relationships, ecology. Arguing against what she calls modernism, which is in essence the
scientific-technological attitude discussed above, she says that modernist enterprises, scientific
ones included, claim to be neutral, but are actually value-laden. Modernism must be, if it is to
determine what is worth investigating from a scientific perspective or what is worth developing
from a technological perspective. Because it does not acknowledge that it is dependent upon
value, it does not realize the need to reflect on these values from time to time to consider and

reconsider their true worth. As such, according to modernism, scientific and technological

24



attitudes and behavior that have deleterious consequences are, while unfortunate, not considered
to be unethical and are therefore nothing to repent. On the other hand, a move toward a post-
modernist phenomenological view can help us to see that the effects of science and technology
are more than simply unavoidable, however much unintended and undesirable, that instead such
results are both preventable and unnecessary, if we only realize the values that their causes

implicitly endorse:

Post-modern thought, by revealing modernism to be an interpretation, can expose and
explore these assumptions of what is valuable. Modernism, because it claimed to be
descriptive, disguised from itself and so failed to examine its underlying prescriptions or
value.

In that it brings that same challenge to modernism, phenomenology is post-
modern. Where it differs from much post-modern thought is that, when it strips away this
‘modernist’ picture which it regards as an abstraction from, an interpretation of, how the
world really is, it finds, or seeks to reveal, structure, meaning, even value in our
everyday, pre-theoretical inter-relations with the world. These interactions are not
interpretations, but rather what all interpretations are interpretations of.>®

Howarth’s discussion suffers by her use of the term “interpretation,” entirely inadequate to do
justice to the significance of what she is trying to describe, namely the fact that reality can and
does disclose itself in a variety of ways. What is important about what she says, though, is the
recognition that contingency countenances alternatives for this disclosing and that any paradigm
that seeks to represent itself as having a monopoly on the tools for describing such revealing

makes a grave mistake.

Alison Stone too suggests that this approach to rethinking environmental philosophy,
which she calls “philosophy of nature,” may prove worthwhile since it is radical in the sense that
it “thinks of nature neither as the totality of material objects and processes, nor as all those

material objects and processes which are free from deliberate human interference, but

> Howarth, “The Crisis of Ecology,” 23.
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as...identical to being.”’

To explain this, Stone refers to Friedrich Holderlin’s suggestion that
there is a fundamental unity underlying any differentiation, including the subject-object
dichotomy, which sustains and makes that differentiation possible.’® She considers two criticisms
that could be made of the idea that continental philosophy has much to offer to environmental
thought. First, some might argue that by characterizing the problem as one of faulty metaphysical
assumptions misses the mark, since few, if any, who behave in an environmentally destructive
way first consider what metaphysical beliefs they hold in order to then see what outward
behaviors are justified by those beliefs. That is, some claim that most environmental problems
are actually not the result of deep thought about the nature of the human ego and its relation to
things outside of it, but rather quite ordinary, shallow thinking about the best way to achieve
economic goals. To dismiss this criticism, Stone appeals to Horkheimer and Adorno’s discussion
of “instrumental rationality,” a mode of thinking that arises out of the desire to dominate nature
and in which one calculatively works toward ends the worth of which has not been considered.
On the basis of this, she claims that even when our actions are not obviously and consciously
based on our understanding of the nature of reality, a closer examination of them can reveal

those metaphysical assumptions to be subconsciously guiding and implicitly justifying what we

dO 59

Stone also discusses the claim that continental philosophy, while capable of making some
interesting comments on the metaphysical underpinnings of our thought, is unhelpful in the
realm of concrete, practical environmental discussions, since it involves no corresponding

concrete ethical directives. She responds by conceding the point, but remaining optimistic about

37 Stone, “Introduction,” 286.
¥ 1bid., 289.
3 1bid., 287-288.
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the possibilities, even if indirect, for a helpful role for the tradition: “Still, perhaps we could say
that the contribution of continental philosophy of nature to environmental thought is not that it
directly entails particular ethical obligations and policies, but that it orients us to think critically
about the dominant ways in which policy options are being framed and to consider what general
metaphysical and ethical assumptions might underlie these ways of framing options. We could
also reflect on what kinds of new options might enter the scene if different metaphysical
assumptions stood in the background of the discussion.”® While I think Stone is right, and
acknowledge that her discussion is only meant as a preliminary one that points in the direction
that continental philosophers must explore, I believe much more can and should be said about

how to negotiate the divide between our worldview and our daily actions.

1.6 Subsequent Chapters

The overarching purpose in this paper will be to describe, on the basis of a phenomenological
understanding of the human being and her relationship to the things of the world, an ethics that
can be applied to the concerns we face on the environmental front. In other words, this work
attempts to describe an eco-phenomenology. As a first step toward doing so, I will offer in the
next chapter a discussion of Heidegger’s notion of being as such and Merleau-Ponty’s notion of
flesh, since it is from the ontological position that an ethical one can be derived. Following this,
in chapter 3, I will examine Heidegger’s claims about ethics itself. Although Merleau-Ponty’s
writings contain little that directly addresses the question of ethics, a normative stance can be

derived on the basis of his ontological claims. More importantly, I believe his work, especially

50 1bid., 288.
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on the notion of the embodied subject, can help supplement and round out the eco-Heideggerian
approach.

Ultimately, though, ethics is a practical discipline. The strength of the theoretical claims
made in chapters 2 and 3 will be significantly undermined if it cannot be shown how they might
provide guidance in making concrete decisions about actual ethical dilemmas with regard to the
environment. In chapter 4, then, I show how these eco-phenomenological approach can be used
in ethical deliberation by applying it to actual cases. I will attempt to do this by selecting a
particular environmental concern and showing how phenomenological thought might inform our
policy and actions on that front. While any environmental concern would be appropriate, I have
chosen to examine the issues surrounding nano- and bio-technologies. For some, the dangers
posed by most modern technologies are of a different nature than those we faced in the past. Bill
Joy, for example, expresses anxiety over what he classifies as the “21*-century technologies —
genetics, nanotechnology, and robotics (GNR)” and calls for a relinquishment of the
development of these technologies, on the basis that some of them could signal the end of the
human race.®' Joy worries that since we are working toward the development of superintelligent,
self-replicating machines, we are actually working toward developing a species of entities that,
in light of the evolutionary principles of adaptability, strength, and survival, will eventually
displace or even destroy us. “Given the incredible power of these new technologies, shouldn’t we
be asking how we can best coexist with them? And if our own extinction is a likely, or even
possible, outcome of our technological development, shouldn’t we proceed with great

97962

caution?””” He also points to the predictions by some that humans might live forever and do

%! Joy, “Future Doesn’t Need Us,” 221.

%2 Ibid., 223. One might wonder how seriously we should take such concerns. How likely is it that a species of
superior, self-replicating robots will ever be created? Joy, one of the founders of Sun Microsystems and an early
pioneer of computer programming, thinks that rates of computing technology improvement, the availability of GNR
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away with their troublesome bodies by creating a way to download an individual’s
consciousness. Far from assuring our continued survival, this, for Joy, signals an end to the
human race as much as does the dystopian scenario of being evolutionarily ousted by robots of
our own rueful creation. “[I]f we are downloaded into our technology, what are the chances that
we will thereafter be ourselves or even human? It seems to me far more likely that a robotic
existence would not be like a human one in any sense that we understand, that the robots would
in no sense be our children, that on this path our humanity may well be lost.”*

Some argue that concerns over these technologies are overreactions to unrealistic fictive
accounts of its potential likelihood, and point to stories like Michael Crichton’s Prey, in which
self-replicating predatory nanobots seemingly capable of learning and adapting turn on and kill
their human creators, as an example of unscientific fear mongering. Yet I think there are good
reasons to be circumspect, not least of which is the fact that some who criticize the calls for
caution in some cases concede their opponents’ claims that there is ground for concern. Ray
Kurzweil acknowledges the risks cited by Joy, but argues that the benefits of such technology,
including medical advances, solutions to food and water shortages and environmental issues, and
security and data storage and transmission improvements, outweigh those risks.”* Max More
argues that such relinquishment is not only not feasible, but also not desirable, since it would
leave us vulnerable to those who have no such ethical qualms about nano- and bio-research and

who might use it for evil.® Not only, however, can we respond by pointing out that Joy’s type of

technologies to small groups or individuals, the possibility for creation of self-replication and actively evolving
artificial systems, and long-standing human desires including the creation of machines to do our work for us and
immortality, indicate that the fears he expresses are quite real and should be alarming. Indeed, Joy is not the only
one to find the possibility of such futuristic ideas compelling. Even some of those who nevertheless endorse the
development of such technologies acknowledge the validity of Joy’s concerns. See, for example, Kurzweil,
“Promise and Peril.”

% Ibid.

6% Kurzweil, “Promise and Peril,” 233-238.

63 More, “Embrace, Don’t Relinquish,” 238-244.
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concerns are implicitly acknowledged by such techno-pioneers, but I think there is much we can
say about the validity of Joy’s hesitancy. Wrapped up in and held enrapt by technology, we often
fail to see the way in which it represents a speeding train whose control is rapidly falling from
our hands. The more we lose our grip on it, the faster it goes, and the faster it goes, the harder it
becomes to control it, such that our experience with technology, in light of our current
Weltanshauung, is caught in a positive feedback loop of ever increasing danger. Joy says:
“Perhaps it is always hard to see the bigger impact while you are in the vortex of a change.
Failing to understand the consequences of our inventions while we are in the rapture of discovery
and innovation seems to be a common fault of scientists and technologists; we have long been
driven by the overarching desire to know that is the nature of science’s question, not stopping to
notice that the progress to newer and more powerful technologies can take on a life of its own.”®
Moreover, Joy’s concerns about what kind of humanity would be left in the wake of the
use of some nano- and bio-technologies echoes concerns that Heidegger had regarding
technology and the slipping away of the human essence.®’ Joy is right to worry what would be
human about us if we were to do something like download ourselves onto our harddrives. If, as
will be argued, our phenomenological participation in the world, which includes a fleshy
embodiedness, is an essential part of what makes us human, then it is difficult to imagine, as Joy
says, what our phenomenological experience as we now know it would have in common with the
experience of a disembodied consciousness stored in the manner of any other datum. The
suggestion here is not that Heidegger or Merleau-Ponty were Luddites or that their thought
entails an avoidance or relinquishment of technology. Chapter 4 explores these issues in more

detail and articulates a manner in which we can use these technologies, but not be used by them,

% Joy, “Future Doesn’t Need Us,” 222.
%7 Heidegger’s conception of the human essence and his concerns over its possible extinction will be discussed in
chapters 2 and 4.
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and thereby bring Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty’s ontological insights to bear directly on our

lives.
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Chapter 2

Ontology

2.1 Stealing Off with Heidegger

In “Why Do I Stay in the Provinces?” Heidegger fondly recalls an elderly rural woman who has
recently died. He praises her memory and contrasts it with the memory and integrity, or lack
thereof, of popular media, through which one is often easily misunderstood by a fickle public.
We get the sense that the old woman remembered things that truly mattered and remembered
them with a faithfulness that befit their import. She would not have been one to change a story to
suit her interests, to exaggerate the unimportant, or to purposely forget something painful or
inconvenient. He says that she would tell him stories of the village from years ago, colored with
phrases and words that had so fallen from use that the youth of the area did not know them. On
the night she died, she sent her regards to him. Heidegger’s mention of the old woman might be
understood as simply quaint, if not for one strange comment he makes about her frequent visits
to see him in his cabin: “She wanted to look in from time to time, as she put it, to see whether I
was still there or whether ‘someone’ had stolen me off unawares.”®® What does this mean? And
why would Heidegger find what seems on the surface to be an empty or silly comment important

enough to include in his philosophical writings?

It might be easiest to explain the comment by reference to the woman’s age. He tells us
that, at the time she would make these fieldtrips to see him, she was 83 years old. Youth
sometimes characterizes what many people say at such an age as confused, out of place, or

simply meaningless. Though admittedly somewhat unsympathetic to her, perhaps we should just

% Heidegger, “Why Do I Stay?” 18.

32



assume the old woman was going a bit batty and prone to irrational fears. Perchance she
subscribed to a belief in a German version of the chupacabra. What then do we make of
Heidegger’s mention of her? That question too might be easily disposed of. Written the year he
resigned from Freiburg University, his flights to the comfort of his mountain cabin might be seen
as a response to his failed rectorship. He was apparently under surveillance by the Nazi party at
that point, which likely made a retreat from the public eye all the more appealing.®® Moreover,
explaining his refusal of two offers for professorship in Berlin by extolling the praises of country
life might be one way of heading off potential rumors that he was not up to the work required.
Perhaps we might go so far as to suggest that he had some intimation of the plunge his reputation
would take in the future. At any rate, “Why Do I Stay in the Provinces?” speaks with a voice
incontestably fond of the simple, the old, the bucolic. One editor says of it, “Note the marked
combination of city-phobia, provincialism, and ‘kitsch.’”’® Throughout, he goes to great lengths
to portray himself as a compatriot of the farmers, rather than as one of the area’s urban visitors.
So why not just chalk the discussion of the old woman up to Heidegger’s obvious nostalgia for

the simpler life?

The problem has to do with the notion of conversance, the art of true saying. Throughout
the essay, Heidegger is keen to contrast the idle talk of the city folk and the “literati’s dishonest
chatter” with the deep, meaningful sayings of the farmers.”* He beseeches us to take seriously the
life of the country folk, rather than show interest in it simply because doing so may be in fashion.
“Only then will it speak to us once more.””” Given this, it seems irresponsible to accept the

conclusion that Heidegger would have included a meaningless or empty comment from one of

% Heidegger, “Der Spiegel Interview,” 313-324.

70 Stassen, “Notes,” 306. This author disagrees with Stassen’s obvious disdain for the essay.
"I Heidegger, “Why Do I Stay?” 17.

7 Ibid., 18.
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the farmers. The irony is that the rural dwellers that populate the essay do not do much talking
and, when they do, they do not seem to speak about anything of more than local importance.
Relaxing with some of them after the day’s work is done, Heidegger notes that they “mostly say

nothing at all.””’®

At some point someone might mention the weather or a sick relative or the birth
of a new farm animal. Heidegger goes so far as to end the essay with the simple gesture of a man
who, in placing his hand on the philosopher’s shoulder and gently shaking his head, seems to say
more to him about the professorship in Berlin than anyone who might have made long and
cogent arguments about the merits of taking the position. Of the talk of the weather or the
conditions on the farm, we can begin to see its import if we remember that Heidegger is a
phenomenologist. The talk of the farmers, and indeed their silence too, bespeaks their pre-
reflective engagement with their world, that is, the strength of the almost inextricable depth of
the bond of their attunement to the earthly world.”* Their comments about the weather are rooted
in the soil of their work in a way that the city-dweller’s talk about the weather, as a way of
making conversation to pass the time or to avoid awkwardness, is not. The old woman’s
comment about someone stealing off with Heidegger is, however, not as easy to explain. Doing

so will require a lengthy detour, since it requires understanding Heidegger’s notion of the human

essence, our relationship to being as such, and his fears about technologization.

" Ibid., 17.

7 More will be said later on about silence and the ways in which silence speaks. Moreover, it will be argued in
chapter three that, for Heidegger, language is to be understood more broadly as comportment, which will be key to
understanding his ethical position. That discussion will help us to understand more fully why Heidegger attaches
such importance to the old man’s head shake.
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2.2 Being and Here-Being

One of the recurring themes of Heidegger’s later work is a deep concern for mankind in the face
of a growing danger. There are, for example, discussions of the deplorable state of the university,
numerous references to the atomic and hydrogen bombs, criticisms of mankind’s overzealous
and thoughtless use of natural resources, and recognition of the plight of homelessness.” All of
these worries, however, are not the primary object of his concern, though in one way or another,
they are all symptoms of the threat he perceives. In “What Are Poets For?”” he describes it this
way: “The wholesome and sound withdraws. The world becomes without healing, unholy. Not
only does the holy, as the track to the godhead, thereby remain concealed; even the track to the
holy, the hale and whole, seems to be effaced. That is, unless there are still some mortals capable
of seeing the threat of the unhealable, the unholy, as such. They would have to discern the
danger that is assailing man. The danger consists in the threat that assaults man’s nature in his
relation to being itself, and not in accidental perils. This danger is the danger.”’® The danger that
trumps all others is one that puts at risk “man’s nature in his relation to being itself.” In order to
avail ourselves of Heidegger’s warnings, then, we need to acquaint ourselves with the human
being, as Heidegger sees her. One other passage may be helpful in setting out on an investigation

of this:

[T]he approaching tide of technological revolution in the atomic age could so captivate,
bewitch, dazzle, and beguile man that calculative thinking may someday come to be
accepted and practiced as the only way of thinking.

What great danger then might move upon us? Then there might go hand in hand
with the greatest ingenuity in calculative planning and inventing indifference toward
meditative thinking, total thoughtlessness. And then? Then man would have denied and

7> See, for example, “Age of the World,” 152, “Building Dwelling Thinking,” 159, “Memorial Address,” 52, “The
Question Concerning Technology,” 21, “The Thing,” 164 and 168, “What Are Poets For?” 109 and 112-114, “The
Word of Nietzsche,” 37 and 100, and “Der Spiegel Interview,” 315 and 325.

7% Heidegger, “What Are Poets For?” 115, translation emended.
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thrown away his own special nature — that he is a meditative being. Therefore, the issue is
the saving of man’s essential nature. Therefore, the issue is keeping meditative thinking
alive.””

The last two lines indicate that “meditative thinking” is a key aspect of the essence of mankind.
It is contrasted with “calculative thinking” which for Heidegger names that mindset that
recognizes only that which can be counted or measured, that sees only quantity, not quality, and
in which questions about the existence of things become issues of number alone. “The
calculative process of resolving beings into what has been counted counts as the explanation of

their being.””®

Yet, in doing so, in setting the limits of the meaning of existence at the concept of
quantity, it fails to recognize that to understand existence in this way is only one possibility
among many others, and that all of those possibilities are partial reflections of the ultimate
ground of being. “[Calculative thinking] is unable to foresee that everything calculable by
calculation — prior to the sum-totals and products that it produces by calculation in each case — is
already a whole, a whole whose unity indeed belongs to the incalculable that withdraws itself
and its uncanniness from the claws of calculation.””® Calculative thinking is not only incapable

of calculating the whole, but it fails to notice the significant remainder that “withdraws” and

thereby eludes its calculations.

Meditative thinking, on the other hand, is capable of reflecting on this unquantifiable
whole since it “contemplates the meaning which reigns in everything that is,” and appreciates a
thing’s worth and possibilities for worth, over and above its instrumental value.®® It is the
thinking that holds sway when the hiker, surveying the mountain vista, perceives a

meaningfulness in the landscape that far exceeds the value that might be attached to the personal

" Heidegger, “Memorial Address,” 56.

¥ Heidegger, ““What is Metaphysics?*” 235.
”1bid., 235.

% Heidegger, “Memorial Address,” 46.

36



benefits he receives from his journey. He knows the hike provides him with necessary exercise.
It helps relax him and makes him a more efficient worker during the week. Others enjoy the area
for the hunting, the mushrooming, the bird watching, the thrill of piloting a speeding bicycle
down a bumpy, unforgiving, dirt trail. There is money to be made from parking fees and gift
shop postcards showcasing the beauty of the woods and wildflowers. But these values, though
without question to be found in the woodland scene, are not what strike the hiker most deeply in
that moment when meditative thinking takes hold. In the glare of the mid-morning sun, the roots
of trees, growing implausibly in the meager clumps of dirt on the face of the cliff, reveal
themselves in all their knotty, twisty, gnarledness. They bring together the jagged rock, out of
which they jut, with the distant sky, against whose wind they defiantly stand. Upon his descent
the hiker passes the same trees, only to find that the evening light has softened the scene; the
once hard, woody roots have taken on a gentle hue he has perhaps never before observed, the
long shadows reveal a belonging-togetherness of sky, tree, and rock that before had been hidden.
A late retiring bird alights upon a root, her short, quiet melody quickly carried off by the pleasant
evening breeze. Meditative appreciation of the scene is that sense the hiker has that a failure to
fully capture the scene in words would not be due merely to the fact that it changed so between
morning and night, nor to a defect in his skill with words, nor, finally, to a deficiency in the

particular language he employs.

The meditative thinker-hiker is able to “contemplate the meaning that reigns” in what he
has seen. While the landscape and his experience in it abound with particular, nameable values,
there is a meaningfulness in the trees that is not, and cannot ever be, exhausted by his
descriptions of it. There is an ineffable worth that holds within it the promise that these trees, this

sky, these rocks will tomorrow show themselves in another way, will prove to have a worth not
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apprehended before. This is a meaningfulness that both needs and does not need our meditative
thinker-hiker, is both independent of him and utterly entwined with him. Of course, meditative
thinking does not only occur when one is out appreciating the charms of nature. As a
phenomenological function of the human being, it is a way of being in the world (and for
Heidegger, as we will see, the most important way of being in the world). Thus, one can be a
meditative thinker, for example, while at work or entertaining friends or doing the domestic
chores. The Black Forest country folk so admired by Heidegger in “Why Do I Stay in the

Provinces?”” undoubtedly approach all or most aspects of their lives from this mindset.

The capacity for meditative thinking is, Heidegger tells us, distinctive to human beings.
He does not mean that, in addition to the attributes we share with other animals, we also boast of
this unique feature, as if what made the human being human were merely animality plus the
addition of some character trait. The difference between other entities in the world, including
animals, and the human being, is one of kind, not degree. Therefore, he says, “Of all the beings
that are, presumably the most difficult to think about are living creatures, because on the one
hand they are in a certain way most closely akin to us, and on the other they are at the same time

. 81
separated from our ek-sistent essence by an abyss.”

He hyphenates “ek-sistent” to underscore
the etymology of the word: the human being does not just exist, but “stands-out.” This is the not

the boastful claim of someone with an over-inflated sense of the human being’s greatness in

comparison to other beings. In what sense, then, and into what, does the human being stand out?

il Heidegger, “Letter on ‘Humanism,’” 248. See also 252, 254, and 261. I will return to this notion of an essential
“abyss” between the human being and other animals in subsequent chapters, as it is often used to criticize Heidegger
by those concerned with animal ethics. My hope will be to show why Heidegger makes this claim and to argue that,
even if one does not accept this explanation as a justification, an understanding of Heidegger’s overall ethical
position should nullify any concerns there might be about his stance on animals.
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The answer has to do with the human being’s ability to ask questions, specifically
ontological ones. Why do I exist? Why does this tree, this lamppost, this dump truck, this stone,
exist? Why does anything at all exist, rather than simply nothing? In asking these questions, the
human being asks about the being of entities and about the ground of existence. “Of all beings,
only the human being, called upon by the voice of being, experiences the wonder of all wonders:
that beings are.”®® That which calls to the human being, being itself, “is not itself an entity.”®
Although our language makes it difficult for us to refer to it in any way other than as a noun, this
notion names not a particular thing or group of things, but rather “the incipient power gathering
everything to itself, which in this manner releases every being to its own self.”** Being as such is
the ground that makes possible the existence of any entity, that which allows any particular thing
to manifest itself in its being, to show itself in any particular way; being as such “gives every

9985

being the warrant to be.”” It is the whole which calculative thinking misses in its focus on

quantity.

As the ground of the possibility of all existence, it necessarily withdraws when any one
possibility for existence is realized, since, in order for one possibility to obtain, all others must
recede. Therefore, one does not perceive being as such directly. Rather, in an attunement to
beings, one can catch a glimpse of the withdrawal of being. In other words, in showing itself in
individual entities, being as such hides. In hiding, however, its tracks can be discerned over all

that is seen:

As we are drawing toward what withdraws, we ourselves are pointers pointing toward it.
We are who we are by pointing in that direction — not like an incidental adjunct but as

%2 Heidegger, ““What is Metaphysics?’” 234.
8 Heidegger, Being and Time, 26.

* Heidegger, “What Are Poets For?” 98.

% Heidegger, ““What Is Metaphysics?’” 233.
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follows: this “drawing toward” is in itself an essential and therefore constant pointing
toward what withdraws. To say “drawing toward” is to say “pointing toward what
withdraws.”

To the extent that man is drawing that way, he points toward what withdraws. As
he is pointing that way, man is the pointer. Man here is not first of all man, and then also
occasionally someone who points. No: drawn into what withdraws, drawing toward it and
thus pointing into the withdrawal, man first is man. His essential nature lies in being such
a pointer.*®

The human being is the being that points toward being’s withdrawal; this pointing is not one
activity commensurate with other human activities. The human being is only when he exists.
That is to say, the human being only truly is when he ek-sists, stands out into being as such as the
witness of its withdrawal; the human being is in his essence the one who points at what is not
there. This is why Heidegger uses the term Dasein to refer to the human being. Dasein is here-
being, the place of the event in which being is able to presence and withdraw: “[TThe human
being occurs essentially in such a way that he is the ‘there’ [das ‘Da’], that is, the clearing of
being. The ‘being’ of the Da, and only it, has the fundamental character of ek-sistence, that is, of

%7 We are now in a position to understand why

an ecstatic inherence in the truth of being.
meditative thinking, as was claimed above, is an integral part of the human being’s essence,
namely, because meditative thinking is the index finger of ek-sistant pointing, so to speak.
Meditative thinking, in being open to that which exceeds our conceptual and epistemological
frameworks, acknowledges our fundamental inability to state exhaustively a thing’s meaning. In
“contemplating the meaning that reigns in everything that is” one attests to the boundless

wellspring of meaning from which any and every particular thing owes its existence. Being as

such is that which one espies in any authentic, meditative engagement with things in the world.

% Heidegger, What is Called Thinking? 9.
87 Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism,” 248.
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And, as the meditative being capable of asking questions about existence, the human
being stands in a special relationship to being as such. Indeed, Heidegger has the scientist in the
Country Path Conversations remind one of his companions, and us as well, that “[Y]ou last
asserted that the question about the essence of the human is not a question about the human.*®
Despite his professions to often feel asea during the conversations, and despite the deflection of
responsibility for the statement, the scientist is right here. The question of the essence of the
human is also, for Heidegger, necessarily a question about being as such. This is why the
meaningfulness that reigns on the mountainside both needs and does not need our meditative
thinker-hiker. The meaningfulness is not dependant upon him; the worth of the mountain scene
does not originate in his deigning it valuable. Rather, the meaningfulness springs from being as
such. It is in appreciating the inexhaustible manifold of meaning that manifests itself in
everything that one can have an experience of being as such as the ground of that meaning. And,
yet, as the only being capable of attesting to the withdrawal in this way, being as such needs the
human being. Thus, Heidegger tells us, “In his essential unfolding within the history of being,
the human being is the being whose being as ek-sistence consists in his dwelling in the nearness

89 It remains to be seen what makes for a

of being. The human being is the neighbor of being.
good neighbor. For now, though, let us return to the danger Heidegger was so keen to warn us

against. It had to do with ensuring that mankind does not “den[y] and throw away his own

special nature — that he is a meditative being.” What could cause him to do this?

% Heidegger, Country Path Conversations, 69.
% Heidegger, “Letter on ‘Humanism,’” 261.
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2.3 The Danger of Technological Revelation

As we saw in chapter one, Heidegger faults Western philosophy’s metaphysical tradition for the
distorted worldview contemporary Dasein operates under. Specifically, the subject-object
dichotomy, especially 4 la Descartes, and the loss of meaning stemming from Nietzsche’s
attempt to evade nihilism are to blame for the current ontotheological epoch in which mankind
believes itself to be a subject standing over and against a world of objects awaiting his
manipulation and mastery and in which those objects and, indeed, even the subjects, boast of
none but instrumental value. Such a world is ripe for the rise of technology which, for
Heidegger, is the harbinger of the danger. His criticisms of technology lead some to believe he
was a Luddite. A close reading of his views, however, shows that, time and again, he is careful to
say that individual technologies are not the problem, nor would a relinquishment of the use of
technological devices solve anything.’® To see it simply as a problem concerning individual
technological devices is to deceive ourselves. “[W]e shall never experience our relationship to
the essence of technology so long as we merely conceive and push forward the technological, put
up with it, or evade it. Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology whether we

%1 Wholehearted endorsement of technology is not the answer, but

passionately affirm or deny it.
neither is disavowal and abstention. We can, instead, develop a better relationship to individual
technologies. “We can use technical devices, and yet with proper use also keep ourselves so free
of them, that we may let go of them any time. We can use technical devices as they ought to be

used, and also let them alone as something which does not affect our inner and real core. We can

affirm the unavoidable use of technical devices, and also deny them the right to dominate us, and

% For more on this, see chapter four.
°! Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 4.
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%2 Learning to do that begins with first

so to warp, confuse, and lay waste our nature.
recognizing the difference between technological devices and the essence of technology. The
two are not the same: “Technology is not equivalent to the essence of technology...Likewise, the
essence of technology is by no means anything technological.”®> A particular technological

device might represent a particular, ontic danger to particular, individual Dasein, but

technologization threatens to eliminate humankind in its entirety by destroying its essence.

“The Question Concerning Technology,” though certainly not the only place he addresses
the subject, is one of the more comprehensive treatments he gives of the danger inherent in our
use of technology. There, Heidegger admits that our initial inclination might be to balk at so
ominous a suggestion as the one above regarding technologization. He points out that, if asked
for a definition of technology, we might say that it is a “means to an end” or that it is “a human

%% Focusing first on the former definition, he argues that instrumentality has to do with

activity.
causation, since the end that determines the means can be considered a cause of whatever is
being effected.” Using a silver chalice as an example, Heidegger explains that this is one of the
four causes identified by Aristotle in his discussion of the concept. The other three consist of the
material out of which it is made (silver), the form that the object takes (chalice-shaped), and that
which combines these to create the finished product (the silversmith). And, as mentioned, the
sacrificial rites for which the chalice is made are in part responsible for the chalice’s existence.

9996

In fact, all four causes are ways of “being responsible for something else.””” The responsibility in

question is the key to understanding why technology is not an insignificant means. “[L]et us

%2 Heidegger, “Memorial Address,” 54.

% Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 4.
" Ibid.

*Ibid., 6.

% Ibid., 6-7.

43



clarify the four ways of being responsible in terms of that for which they are responsible.
According to our example, they are responsible for the silver chalice’s lying ready before us as a
sacrificial vessel. Lying before and lying ready (hypokeisthai) characterize the presencing of
something that presences. The four ways of being responsible bring something into appearance.
They let it come forth into presencing [An-wesen].”®” To let something come into presencing is
to serve an ontological role; to have a hand in how something comes to presence is to do much
more than serve some trivial and utilitarian function. While described as a bringing forth “into
appearance,” it is not to be equated with manufacturing something or making it available to
sight. Borrowing from the Greeks, Heidegger terms a “bringing forth” of an ontological sort
poiésis. “’Every occasion for whatever passes over and goes forth into presencing from that

% What is meant by this

which is not presencing is poiésis, is bringing-forth [Her-vor-bringen].
is the bringing forth of something into Dasein’s phenomenological world. This can include the
bringing forth of the silver chalice, a bringing forth that occurs through art or poetry, a bringing
forth that occurs in the course of imaginative play, a bringing forth that occurs paradigmatically
through the work of the farmer tilling the soil. Poiésis is the disclosure of an ontological
possibility. To come to presence is to be revealed to be an entity of this or that sort. Anything,

therefore that makes possible Dasein’s apprehension of an entity in some such way is a mode of

revealing.

The four ways of being responsible offered as a characterization of technology represent
a mode of revealing. They allow some possibility to arise into actuality. From the Greek for “that

which belongs to techné,” Heidegger tells us that “technology” characterizes not only the

7 1bid., 9.
% 1bid., 10.
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activities of the craftsman technology, but also those of the artist.”® “Techné belongs to bringing-
forth, to poiésis; it is something poetic...It reveals whatever does not bring itself forth and does
not yet lie here before us, whatever can look and turn now one way and now another.”**
Understood as a mode of revealing, technology is a way in which the world and the things in it
show up for Dasein.'®" Although founded in the poetic disclosure that is poiésis, modern
technology is markedly different from other modes of revealing. Techné may originally “belong”
to poiésis, “[a]nd yet the revealing that holds sway throughout modern technology does not

unfold into a bringing-forth in the sense of poiésis.”**

Instead, the disclosure granted by poiésis
is distorted into imposure. That is, in contrast to other modes of revealing, modern technology
does not let things unfold into their own, does not cultivate the patience to let things surprise us
in the way in which being as such might be glimpsed in its withdrawal through their coming to
appearance. Modern technology makes demands and imposes a pre-established ontological
understanding onto things. According to Heidegger, it demands that things show up as energy
reserves: “[T]he revealing that holds sway throughout modern technology does not unfold into a
bringing-forth in the sense of poiésis. The revealing that rules in modern technology is a
challenging [Herausfordern], which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply

energy that can be extracted and stored as such.”'®

The nature of the technological mindset is so
totalizing that everything falls prey to its challenging, including mankind. In the setting upon of

technologization as a mode of revealing, “everything, beforehand and thus subsequently, turns

irresistibly into material for self-assertive production. The earth and its atmosphere become raw
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material. Man becomes human material, which is disposed of with a view to proposed goals.”*%*

The demand, then, is that things show up as energy reserves, and the pre-established ontological
understanding that goes along with this is that this is all that things are. Heidegger uses the term
Bestand, “resource” or “standing-reserve,” to refer to the imposure of this ontological
understanding onto things in this form of revealing, which he designates as Gestell, or

. 105
“enframing.”

This ontological paradigm is a direct result of the metaphysical paradigm handed down
by Descartes and Nietzsche. The subject, looking over a world of meaningless objects awaiting
his ordering and mastery, finds that they show themselves as mere means to his ends. Those
things that are not useful at the moment can best be understood as reserves awaiting his future
needs. As discussed in chapter 1, at its extreme, even the subject contemplating the world of
objects himself becomes standing reserve. In fact, in enframing, both the subject and the object
disappear. On the surface, this claim might be heartening, as chapter one described this
dichotomy as a significant part of the problem. Alas, Heidegger tells us that, rather than a step in
the right direction, enframing represents the utmost limits of being lost with regard to
understanding the being of ourselves and other entities.'®® “The subject-object relation thus
reaches, for the first time, its pure ‘relational,’ i.e., ordering character in which both the subject
and the object are sucked up as standing-reserves. That does not mean that the subject-object

relation vanishes, but rather the opposite: it now attains to its most extreme dominance.”"®” The

1% Heidegger, “What Are Poets For?” 109.

1% Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 17-19.

1% One might say that there is a sense in which this actually is a step in the right direction. Heidegger thinks our
deliverance from the danger of technologization is not to deny or negate it, but to pass through it. The “saving
power” consists in seeing the nihilistic claim that “everything is nothing,” a meaningful ambiguity by which being
as such, which is everything and yet no thing, is recognized and appreciated. For more on this, see pages 47-49.
"7 Heidegger, “Science and Reflection,” 173.
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subject becomes no more than, indeed even less than, an object to be mastered, controlled, and

enhanced.

The dominance of the mode of revealing attained through technologization, Gestell, and
its characterization of all entities as Bestand, is why humankind’s essential nature as a meditative
thinker is threatened. Of what use is meditative thinking in a world where enframing reigns? It
can only get in the way of best ordering the standing reserve. More helpful here is calculative
thinking, in which the value of a thing is easily quantified and categorized: “[Calculative]
thinking lets all beings count only in the form of what can be set at our disposal and
consumed.”'?® Heidegger fears that we may become so accustomed to the calculative mindset
that we will forget entirely that there are other modes of revealing and therefore other ways of
seeing the world and the things in it, in other words, that we will lose our capacity for meditative
thinking. If that happens, the human being no longer shares a special relationship with being as
such, no longer is the ek-sistent pointer toward its withdrawal in poiésis. That is, the hiker
surveys the land not for some ineffable belongingness but to determine how best to parcel it out
to ensure the highest bidders. The farmer ignores the ways in which the land speaks to him in
favor of trying to force his will on it through the use of herbicides, pesticides and chemical
fertilizers. The poet gives up writing sonnets about roses, selling them instead, at egregious
markups to the masses on Valentine’s Day. If, as Heidegger asserts, our essential nature belongs
in this ability, then a world of pure calculation, enframing, and standing reserve is a world
without humankind. He points out an irony about all this. “[M]an...exalts himself to the posture
of lord of the earth. In this way the impression comes to prevail that everything man encounters

exists only insofar as it is his construct. This illusion gives rise in turn to one final delusion: It

"% Heidegger, ““What is Metaphysics?*” 235.
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seems as though man everywhere and always encounters only himself...In truth, however,
precisely nowhere does man today any longer encounter himself, i.e., his essence.”* While
William James claimed that “The trail of the human serpent is...over everything”; Heidegger
counters that not only has technology’s footprints obliterated the traces left by humanity, it has
made that entity disappear altogether, and in such a way that this mass extinction has gone

. 110
unnoticed.

In fact, to say that this is an irony noticed by Heidegger is perhaps to be too flippant
about this deceptiveness of technologization. Its insidious ability to hide the way in which
mankind is led away from his essential nature makes its spread all the more alarming. “To be
sure, men are at all times and in all places exceedingly oppressed by dangers and exigencies. But
the danger, namely, being itself endangering itself in the truth of its coming to presence, remains

»111 Elsewhere he

veiled and disguised. This disguising is what is most dangerous in the danger.
compares it to a forgetting that one has forgotten.'*> This double peril is not a coincidence but a
result of the character of technologization, which boasts of a sense of completeness in its
ontological declarations, albeit a false completeness. It lays claim to the right to set standards for
what counts as true and meaningful, dismissing as unimportant wastes of time meditative
encounters with the world. It purports to have definitively discovered the ground of ontology —
eternally recurring will-to-power — and obscures the phenomenon of ontological historicity. Led
astray by directives to make the most of themselves, their time, and their energy, people learn to

instinctively turn away from their essence, and their initial distraction from it becomes ossified

by a metaphysical paradigm that perpetually assures them that there is nothing amiss. To forget

109 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 27.
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is bad enough, but to forget that one has forgotten is worse. In the former case, one might
remember, but in the latter, a double layer of insensibility is pulled over the eyes, making it all

the less likely that one will find one’s way back to remembrance.

Therefore, the idea that technology is a mere means to an end is shown to be false when
we understand it as a mode of revealing. The second definition, that it is a “human activity,” can
now also be seen to be problematic, and, at least in part, for the same reason, namely that such a
designation masks the significance of the ontological role that technology plays. Our activities
condition the way things show up for us and help to determine how we interact with the world
and the things in it. The definition of mere “human activity,” on the other hand, gives the
impression that these activities come secondary to our understanding of the world, that they are a
result rather than a cause of that understanding, that, therefore, they do not bear any ontological

responsibility.

There is another reason that this definition fails. As a mode of revealing, as one way in
which the ground of existence presences and withdraws, as one among many possibilities for the
apprehension of a particular entity, technology is the work of being as such itself. To understand
it as a tool of our making, available for our manipulation and regulation is to fail to see that
technology is not in our control. The concern over control here is not, for example, that unbridled
technological development is inevitably the precursor to a world in which self-replicating
nanobots run amok. Rather, it is not in our control because Dasein is called by being as such to
enter into the clearing of presencing and is therefore not the master of the way in which that

presencing takes place.

Where and how does this revealing happen if it is no mere handiwork of man? We need
not look far. We need only apprehend in an unbiased way That which has already
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claimed man and has done so, so decisively that he can only be man at any given time as
the one so claimed. Wherever man opens his eyes and ears, unlocks his heart, and gives
himself over to meditating and striving, shaping and working, entreating and thanking, he
finds himself everywhere already brought into the unconcealed. The unconcealment of
the unconcealed has already come to pass whenever it calls man forth into the modes of
revealing allotted to him. When man, in his way, from within unconcealment reveals that

which presences, he merely responds to the call of unconcealment even when he

contradicts it.**®

To be sure, our denial or neglect of the ability for meditative thinking indicates that Dasein is
responsible for how he responds to the call of being as such. As alluded to above, there may be
better or worse ways of being the “neighbor of being.” But to think that modes of revealing are

within the control of Dasein is to invert the relationship he bears to being as such.

Thus Heidegger dispatches with two definitions of technology that make it out to be a
neutral, or even harmless, affair. Its potential deleterious effects on humankind’s essential ek-
sistence, that is, its potential to become so all-encompassing as to efface all other modes of
revealing and, in doing so, destroy humankind’s essence as a meditative being, and the way in
which it conceals the fact of its doing this, show technology to be something to be carefully
handled indeed. Given technology’s reach in the modern world, this might lead some to despair.
What is to be done about this grim state of affairs? How can humankind repair its damaged
essence and relationship with being as such? Shall we just relinquish all use of technology? The
ubiquity of technology argues against the likelihood that this is a practical solution. Even if it
were, however, Heidegger cautions against this, warning that “[n]egation only throws the negator
off the path.”*** This counterintuitive sentiment is voiced by the guide in Country Path
Conversations when he says, “I don’t want to go forth ‘against’ anything at all. Whoever

engages in opposition loses what is essential, regardless of whether he is victorious or

13 Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 19.

"4 Heidegger, “Age of the World,” 138.
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defeated...Everything revolutionary remains caught up in opposition. Opposition, however, is

servitude.”**®

Rebellion is perpetually engaged with its enemy. It is to be under the thumb of,
rather than free from, one’s opponent. In place of bald revolt, Heidegger calls on us to see the

way through and beyond technologization.

In doing so, Heidegger takes his cue from poetry, perhaps his most favored mode of
revealing, and Friedrich Holderlin, his favorite poet: “But where the danger is, grows/The saving

116
power also.”

When we forget (and forget that we forget) what technology is in its essence, we
are then prey to it. Technology is a mode of revealing, in which everything shows us as Bestand.
Every mode of revealing is a grant from being as such that makes possible humankind’s
fulfillment as a meditative being in the first place. “For it is granting that first conveys to man
that share in revealing which the coming-to-pass of revealing needs. As the one so needed and
used, man is given to belong to the coming-to-pass of truth.”*"” To understand what technology
is, that is, to recognize it as one mode of revealing among many, is to point toward that which
conceals itself in all revealing. To deny that meaningless quantification exhaustively disposes
with questions of ontology and, further, to remain open to other possibilities for meaning and
worth, is to fulfill one’s essence as a meditative being. Therefore, when seen for what it truly is,
technology is paradoxically both the threat and the savior. “The selfsame danger is, when it is as

the danger, the saving power.”"*®

The danger is to see everything as nothing, that is, to see being
nihilistically, as meaningless. “Being is nothing” says that entities have no worth. The saving

power is to see everything as nothing, that is, to see everything as being an endlessly meaningful

instantiation of that which is no thing, the not yet. “Being is nothing” can also say that being as
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such is the inexhaustibly rich, potential, not yet thing. “The word ‘nihilism’ indicates that nihil
(Nothing) is, and is essentially, in that which it names. Nihilism means: Nothing is befalling

»119 Nietzsche’s

everything and in every respect. ‘Everything’ means whatever is, in its entirety.
thought, the culmination of the technological mindset in the form of eternally recurring will to
power, stands as the pinnacle of nihilism, a peak that is escaped not by simply denying what will
to power says. A defiant negation of will to power ends only with the “negator” falling from its
heights. A reclamation of the mountain requires instead that one see the saving power of this
pinnacle, to transform its apex from the representation of nihilism into the representation of

meaningfulness. It is to shout, “Being is nothing!” from its crest and to hear in the echoing

vibrations, “Being is the not (yet)!”

Shouldering this view is the doctrine of ontological historicity. Nietzsche’s ontotheology
may be the danger, but to see it as a contingent and surpassable epoch in our understanding of
the being of entities is the start to envisioning a way past the reign of eternally recurring will to
power. This seeing through and past the nihilistic technological age is not a matter of installing a
new ontotheological epoch, but rather escaping metaphysics altogether by seeing it for what it is
and embracing an understanding of being that is in better accord with the essence of Dasein and
other entities. Heidegger’s notion of being as such challenges the ontotheological tradition by
being a ground that does not ground in either of the ontotheological senses; that is, being as such
names neither the most basic nor the highest being, rather it names no being at all, that which is
nothing in that it is both everything and, yet, the not yet. Whereas each ontotheology professes to

have a definitive and conclusive answer regarding the essence of the being of entities, Heidegger

" Heidegger, “The Word of Nietzsche,” 110.
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denies that an entity’s existence consists in a static presence that can be conclusively

conceptually established.

“Truth” is commonly thought to consist of “facts,” the correspondence between our
claims about an entity or state of affairs and their actual appearance in the world. Heidegger
reminds us that the ancient Greek word for truth, alétheia, is more literally translated as “un-

concealment” or “un-hiddenness.”*?°

This translation speaks to us of the concealment that is at
the heart of unconcealment; /éthe (hiddenness) is at the heart of alétheia (unhiddenness).
“Concealment deprives [alétheia] of disclosure yet does not render it [privation]; rather,
concealment preserves what is most proper to [alétheia] as its own. Considered with respect to
truth as disclosedness, concealment is then un-disclosedness and accordingly the un-truth that is
most proper to the essence of truth.”**' Hiddenness is not the antithesis, but an essential
component of, unhiddenness. What is not revealed is indispensable for our encounter with what
is revealed. This is not an epistemological doctrine. Heidegger is clear that our inability to grasp
the entirety of what presents itself, to bring all that is concealed into unconcealment, is not a
matter of imperfect and limited cognition. “The concealment of beings as a whole does not first
show up subsequently as a consequence of the fact that knowledge of beings is always
fragmentary. The concealment of beings as a whole, un-truth proper, is older than every

openedness of this or that being.”*??

While not an epistemological doctrine, it is a
phenomenological and ontological one. In having a world, Dasein conceals all the other ways the

world could show up. “In the ek-sistent freedom of Da-sein a concealing of beings as a whole
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»123 By calling into focus that which does not appear in

comes to pass. Here there is concealment.
presencing, that which defies our attempts to know it once and for all, Heidegger calls into

question the entire ontotheological tradition and points us toward the understanding of being that

must replace it.

And yet, even with Heidegger there to lead us in the right direction, in the current age, we
must remain on guard. Not yet ready to declare us cured of our metaphysical malaise, Heidegger
is optimistic, but cautiously so: “We look into the danger and see the growth of the saving
power. Through this we are not yet saved. But we are thereupon summoned to hope in the
growing light of the saving power. How can this happen? Here and now and in little things, that
we may foster the saving power in its increase. This includes holding always before our eyes the

124 That we do best to stay aware of the danger, lest we fall into the oblivious

extreme danger.
oblivion of technologization, may perhaps be clear enough. But how do we go about “foster[ing]
the saving power in its increase?” What are these “little things” that here and there may serve to
rescue us from the brink of annihilation, that will provide the foundation necessary to build a
lasting home as the neighbor of being? Attempting to answer this will require a look at how
Heidegger conceives of the phenomenological world and the things that populate it, which we
will then supplement with examination of how Merleau-Ponty might animate our understanding
of Dasein’s life amongst them, all of which will aid us in formulating an ethic consistent with
these phenomenological insights. For the present, let us return to the old rural woman with whom
we opened the chapter, as we now sta