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1. A question that is doubly fundamental for Heidegger

According to Heidegger, the question of Being is the absolutely fundamental question of philosophy, but also of existence itself. No one before Heidegger had truly defended this very strong thesis, but it has the advantage of linking the most primordial question of philosophy to the question that man [suppress: himself] is for himself, as soon as he finds himself confronted with the question of Being and its meaning. However, Heidegger’s more complete and rather mischievous thesis is that the question of Being is one before which both man and philosophy tend to flee, for it is a destabilizing question, a question that tends to dissolve every certitude.


The oblivion of Being thus constitutes the point of departure of this anamnetic thinking (and all the great philosophies since Parmenides and Plato are philosophies of anamnesis, of recollection). The author of Being and Time (SZ)
 seems to impute this oblivion to an inauthentic form of existence, but it is an oblivion that has dominated Western thought so extensively that the later Heidegger will eventually see it as the effect of a historical destiny, the destiny of metaphysics. But whether it be in the form of an explicit repetition of the question of Being in SZ, or in the form of Andenken (“thoughtful recollection”) in his later philosophy, Heidegger’s goal is always to call thought and existence back to their essential question, the question of Being.

2. The readers’ irritation

The readers of SZ themselves have been disconcerted by the breadth and simplicity of this thesis. They have rather been fascinated by the power of Heidegger’s reflections on time, death, anxiety, and the “they.” Proceeding from these radical experiences of finitude, Heidegger’s thought seemed to many of them to be largely antimetaphysical, so they did not immediately see the necessity of taking up again the question of Being posed by Aristotle. Most phenomenologists who have wished to extend Heidegger’s philosophical efforts have expressly challenged the priority that he bestows anew to the theme of Being. This is particularly evident in Levinas, who asked quite early whether ontology was truly the fundamental discipline of philosophy—a critique of Heidegger that in fact took aim at the ontological ambition of the entire tradition, an ambition that was totalizing and, in Levinas’ eyes, totalitarian. Levinas was followed by Derrida, whose thought of deconstruction was also, if not above all, a destruction of the question of Being. If Heidegger teaches us so very well to decode the language of metaphysics, does he not oblige us to deconstruct the question of Being itself—and the dream of a finally full presence of meaning or of the truth of Being (as aletheia or Ereignis), which Heidegger never gave up?
 Jean-Luc Marion inherits this distancing when he speaks of Heidegger’s “construction” of the question of Being. The author of God Without Being (1982) also tries to promote a “phenomenology without Being,” founded on the idea of givenness, which he judges to be even more primordial than that of Being. This is all as if the very last Heidegger (the Heidegger of the es gibt and of its giving without reason) was turned against the Heidegger who had maintained the still all-too-metaphysical priority of the question of Being.


This critique of the priority of ontology in French phenomenology echoed an analogous suspicion that had long been formulated in Germany, even if its inspirations were often quite different. In some articles published in the late twenties, which are important since they were one of the first philosophical reactions to SZ, Georg Misch claimed to fear a relapse into metaphysics—that is, for Misch, a step back in comparison to Dilthey’s historicism—in Heidegger’s resurrection of the question of Being. Heidegger’s most prominent student in Germany, Hans-Georg Gadamer, still spoke, it is true, of an “ontological turn” in hermeneutics, but he did not propose to revive the question of Being per se, but to emphasize the essentially linguistic nature of our experience of the world (“there is no understanding of Being without language”). So what inspired Gadamer was not the primacy of the question of Being, but the Heideggerian analysis of understanding and language. Summing up a rather widespread feeling, Klaus Held has spoken of a question whose evidence does not impose itself on the phenomenological gaze—for Being is never given as such in intuition—and which testifies only to the somewhat peculiar attraction that the thought of the Stagirite (if not Scholasticism) always exerted on Heidegger. And these were the most gentle critiques! Need we mention the more malicious and polemical ones? One thinks, of course, of Adorno, whose virulent and vitriolic pamphlets never ceased to stigmatize the jargon of the question of Being—a futile, crypto-mystical question that would betray, in his eyes, a flight from social reality, and that had not sufficiently meditated on Hegel’s teaching that Being is equivalent to the uttermost void and the absence of thought …. For his part, Ernst Tugendhat, an ex-student of Heidegger known for his rejection of the Heideggerian concept of truth, appealed to analytic philosophy in declaring that the question of Being had no object and remained without any real philosophical pertinence.


A singular paradox: for all that the question of Being seemed primordial to Heidegger, it has seemed superfluous to the majority of his heirs—after a first, rather “philontological” wave that is somewhat forgotten today (Sartre,
 Jaspers, Marcel, etc.). Is the question of Being essential to phenomenology and philosophy, or is it not? Is it, still more fundamentally, the most urgent question of human existence?

3. The vigilance of a question is more important than the answer

These criticisms did nothing but confirm in Heidegger’s eyes that the oblivion of Being was endemic, even among his closest students. Exasperated, he asked in a letter to Hermann Mörchen: dear friend, “can you name for me a single study that has truly taken up my question of the meaning of Being as a question, that has considered it critically, either in order to affirm it or in order to reject it?”


For this, first of all, is the question of Being for Heidegger—the irresistible urgency of a question. Nur dies, “this only,” one would like to add, borrowing a phrase from Aus der Erfahrung des Denkens (1947)
 which faintly echoes the last sighs of Plotinus’s Enneads: monon pros monon (alone towards the One). Heidegger encountered this question at the very start of his path, in the textbooks of his professor of dogmatic theology, Carl Braig, but also in Duns Scotus. He never ceased turning the question over, in every sense, in his life’s work—which gravitates around a single unfinished book but which, with time, has taken on titanic proportions: 102 volumes are planned in the Collected Edition (GA), which Heidegger says in a draft of a preface presents only “ways, not works,” whose sole aim is “to incite [readers] to pose this question in an ever more questioning way.”


As if it were more imperative to deepen the question itself, Heidegger always deferred the response to it. This “différance” first became dramatically apparent when the third part of SZ failed to appear—“Time and Being,” where Heidegger had promised that the question of the meaning of Being would be “concretely answered” (SZ 19).


We have recently learned that Heidegger decided that the last writings to appear in the collected edition would be the “black notebooks” (schwarze Hefte) to which he consigned his most personal, and no doubt most revealing, reflections. We may have to wait a few decades for the completion of this edition before we can know the source of the unease that tormented Heidegger as he stirred up the question of Being. One can suspect, with Gadamer, that the unease was in large part religious.
 The title of the hundredth projected volume of the GA already gives us a little glimpse of its contents: Vigiliae. This Latin title also reveals that, for Heidegger at his most secret, the space of thinking was perhaps not exclusively occupied by the Greeks and the Germans.


Striking evidence for this point can be found in a short autobiographical text from 1937-38 titled “My Path Up to Now,” which slipped into GA 66:

And who would want to deny that this entire path up to now was accompanied silently [verschwiegen] by a confrontation with Christianity—a confrontation that was not and is not a “problem” taken up at random, but the preservation of the ownmost origin—of the family house, of the homeland and of my youth—and at the same time a painful detachment from it. Only someone who was so deeply rooted in an actually lived Catholic world can suspect something of the necessities that affected the path of my questioning up to now like subterranean seismic tremors.


Heidegger himself spoke very little in public about these subterranean tremors, which he preferred to keep quiet (verschweigen), and it would be presumptuous indeed to wish to speak on his behalf. But one can at least try to understand in what way these origins could have led him to revive the question of Being.

4. The formal justification of the question of Being in SZ

Why must the question of Being be revived at any cost? Although Heidegger seems to presuppose everywhere that it is the guiding question of philosophy as well as of our existence and our destiny, only occasionally does he try explicitly to justify this priority. Yet he does so in detailed fashion in his magisterial introduction to SZ, titled precisely “The Necessity, Structure, and Priority of the Question of Being.” This text would deserve a rigorous commentary. We will only recall its lessons and its main “arguments” before returning to the question that concerns us—why repeat the question of Being?—which is not, perhaps, completely resolved by this text, which remains somewhat protreptic and general.


If Heidegger speaks of a necessity, structure, and priority of the question of Being, it is because these were hardly self-evident at the time. The period was still dominated by neo-Kantianism, although its authority had begun to ebb away in the 1920s—years marked philosophically by a powerful reception of Kierkegaard’s thought, manifest in the work of Jaspers but also, and above all, in the dialectical theology of Barth and Bultmann. In what already amounted to a seismic tremor, the priority of the fundamental unrest of existence had already supplanted the epistemological and logical horizon that still predominated in the heart of neo-Kantianism—but also, Heidegger will discreetly maintain, in the heart of Husserlian phenomenology itself (whose most important textual manifestations were the Logical Investigations and the Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy). Heidegger knew this “existentialist” wave well, and he allies himself to it in his own way in the introduction to SZ; but as if he had misgivings about it and its superficial nature (as Kisiel rightly insists), he takes more inspiration from Scholasticism and the predominant transcendental philosophy in his attempt to justify the necessity of expressly taking up the question of Being.


We must revive the question of Being, writes Heidegger, because its disappearance seems to be supported by three prejudices inherited from Scholasticism that deserve to be considered more deeply: 1) Being is the most universal concept, 2) it is indefinable, and 3) it is so obvious that everyone understands it spontaneously. Here Heidegger follows the classical logic of definition (definitio fit per genus proximum et differentiam specificam)—it is hard to say if he is doing so ironically or as seriously as can be, for it is a logic that he will end up deconstructing—and appeals to authors who were hardly part of the curriculum in the day of neo-Kantianism or Kierkegaardian existentialism: Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Hegel, but also Pascal. However, Heidegger does not truly refute these prejudices (in fact, he shares them); he is content to list them in order to “recall” the reasons why the question of Being may seem superfluous. Wherein lies the “necessity for explicitly restating the question of Being” (the title of §1)? It actually derives from the third prejudice, which takes Being to be a self-evident notion. This self-evidence may be only apparent, Heidegger suggests, for what we understand by this notion is far from being evident. It seems that it is precisely on this not-so-evident evidence that Heidegger founds the “necessity” of taking up the question of Being again: “The very fact that we already live in an understanding of Being and that the meaning of Being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is necessary in principle to raise this question again.”
 A strong but somewhat hasty conclusion, for what Heidegger says about Being here holds for many of our concepts, if not all. In fact, we all live within a certain understanding of friendship, of meaning, of happiness, etc., whose sense is also somewhat veiled in darkness, but this does not demonstrate the urgency of an explicit philosophical investigation of these notions. Why distinguish the theme of Being here amidst so many others? The question thus remains intact: why should we renew the question of Being at all costs?


What militates in favor of this necessity, as Heidegger will concede a few pages later, is above all the question’s “venerable origin” and “the lack of a definite answer” to it (SZ 8-9). But this does no more than suggest the necessity of taking up the question of Being, inasmuch as the venerability of a tradition can itself be subjected to a destruction. One cannot, therefore, speak of anything more than a weak necessity, although Heidegger’s considerations on the structure and priority of the question of Being will reinforce it.


In presenting the “formal structure” (§2) of the question of Being, Heidegger claims to rely on the structure that is common to all questions and that includes three constitutive moments. Here he takes up some trains of thought that he had presented in his teaching. In a course in 1923-24 he had even distinguished no less than a dozen structural moments of every question! More significant is the fact that he had already expounded this structure without explicit reference to the question of Being.
 In fact, the theme of questioning is quite longstanding in Heidegger’s work. He dedicated one of his first lectures—to my knowledge, his very first lecture—to this theme: “Question and Judgment.” Delivered in one of Rickert’s seminars on July 10, 1915, this lecture was published only recently. It bears witness to the fact that reflection on the logical structure of questioning was one of the points of departure for Heidegger’s entire inquiry. Very early on, the philosopher asked himself whether classical propositional logic was capable of grasping what the uncertainty of a question had in view. This meaning can be fully comprehended only on the basis of the very act of questioning, that is, only if one is seized by the question oneself.
 This will also be true of the question of Being, as we will see: it cannot be comprehended unless one passes through the Being of Dasein, which will be introduced formally in SZ as the entity characterized, among other things, by its capacity to pose questions (SZ 7).


In every question, claims SZ, one can distinguish three moments: 


a) “that which is asked about,” a Gefragtes; in this case—we intimate it, but without knowing anymore what we are putting into question—the Gefragtes is Being.


b) “that which is interrogated,” a Befragtes, that is, that to which our question is addressed; we will soon learn that this is Dasein and its understanding of Being;


c) finally, there is “that which is to be found out by the asking,” an Erfragtes: what is being asked, what one wishes to know when one poses the question, the meaning or point of the question—in short, the question behind the question.


What is one trying to know when one poses the question of Being? Heidegger answers: the meaning of Being. A mysterious formula, but it will receive a rather prosaic sense in §2: the point is not, we are assured, to bring to light the meaning of existence, but solely to elucidate what is comprised in the notion of Being by bringing it to conceptual clarity (SZ 6). Although Being is the object of a vague and immediate understanding, as §1 proposed, we do not yet have any clear concept of it (SZ 8). One could get the impression that Heidegger is presenting himself here as an analytic philosopher who is quite simply trying to clarify what one ordinarily understands by the concept of Being.


If this is the point of the question of Being, one would like to know the point of it all! Even after we have elucidated the formal structure of the question of Being, the meaning of our question—why should we revive the question of Being?—remains. Is it simply a matter of clarifying the meaning of the word “Being”? If so, what is the point? Following Heidegger’s terminology: what then is the Erfragtes of the Erfragtes, the meaning of the question of the meaning of Being? One thing is certain: §2, devoted to the formal structure of the question of Being, does not really respond to this question.


Nevertheless, it has done so indirectly by making it clear—at the end of §2, and in the spirit of the 1915 lecture—that in this question, the Being of the questioner is itself affected by the question.
 Very well, but how? One divines that the question is pressing for Dasein itself—if it is true, as we soon learn, that Dasein is the being (one would have to say “entity” to reproduce the German, but here the ambiguous English expression “being,” like the French être, is better) for whom its own Being is an issue in this Being itself. Heidegger speaks here of the ontical priority of the question of Being, but he will not make this his theme until §4. As if further to defer any attack on this priority, which is the most primordial of all, Heidegger first treats the “ontological” priority of the question of Being (§3).


What Heidegger calls the ontological priority amounts to a scientific priority of the theme of Being. Heidegger’s analysis takes an almost transcendental turn here, which at the time benefited from a blinding self-evidence, but to which Heidegger gives a more ontological inflection. Neo-Kantianism itself took the fact of science as its starting point and attempted to reconstruct its logical and subjective conditions of possibility. One will see that a similar line of argument leads Heidegger to emphasize the so-called ontological priority of the question of Being.


Every science, he explains, is interested in a certain region of entities. Here it makes use of fundamental concepts, which most often are drawn from prescientific experience, but which are not themselves any sort of entity or ontical thing. Rather, says Heidegger, they are concerned with the Being of this or that area of entities. The founding concepts of mathematics, of physics, or of the human sciences necessarily call for ontological reflection: “But since every such area is itself obtained from the domain of entities themselves, this preliminary research, from which the basic concepts are drawn, signifies nothing else than an interpretation of those entities with regard to their basic state of Being” (SZ 10).


However, it is not incumbent on the sciences themselves to proceed with this ontological clarification, but on philosophy, understood as the “productive logic” of the sciences. SZ thus attributes an ambitious ontological and scientific priority to philosophy. It is philosophy’s task to elaborate the specific ontologies on which the sciences of entities are based. Husserl spoke here of regional ontologies.


But what interests Heidegger in §3, before these regional ontologies themselves, is the priority of the question of Being. For every ontological explication, such as the explication that philosophy is supposed to carry out for the positive sciences, ought to have first elucidated the meaning of Being. This clarification of the meaning of Being is consequently the first task of an ontology that wishes to be fundamental:

Ontological inquiry is indeed more primordial, as over against the ontical inquiry of the positive sciences. But it remains itself naïve and opaque if in its researches into the Being of entities it fails to discuss the meaning of Being in general. And the ontological task of a genealogy of the different possible ways of Being (which is not to be constructed deductively) is precisely of such a sort as to require that we first come to an understanding of ‘what we really mean by this expression “Being”’.


The question of Being aims therefore at ascertaining the a priori conditions not only for the possibility of the sciences which examine entities as entities of such and such a type, and, in so doing, already operate with an understanding of Being, but also for the possibility of those ontologies themselves which are prior to the ontical sciences and which provide their foundations. Basically, all ontology, no matter how rich and firmly compacted a system of categories it has at its disposal, remains blind and perverted from its ownmost aim, if it has not first adequately clarified the meaning of Being, and conceived this clarification as its fundamental task. [SZ 11]


Even if Heidegger claims to distrust a genealogical derivation, he is obviously defending the ontological priority of the question of Being by way of a reduction to ever more elementary levels of reflection. Prior to the ontical sciences there are ontologies that support them, but before these ontologies and founding them, a fundamental ontology should have cleared up the meaning of Being.

Ontical sciences
their task: the exploration of a domain of entities

Ontologies
their task: the elucidation of the fundamental concepts that circumscribe the mode of Being of these entities

Fundamental ontology
its task: the clarification of the meaning of Being as the “a priori condition of these ontologies”


The ontological priority of the question of Being in §3 points to this last level of reflection, which stands out as the most fundamental level in the philosophical order of reasons. Heidegger takes pains anew to specify what we should attempt on this level—namely, a clarification, once and for all, of “what we really mean by this expression ‘Being’.”
 If Heidegger reminds us of an analytic philosopher when he resorts to such formulas to defend the necessity of an inquiry into the meaning of Being, he presents himself somewhat like a transcendental thinker in §3 when he seeks to base the priority of the question of Being on the fact that it allows us to delimit the conditions of possibility of every inspection of an object and every scientific enterprise.


However, the reflections Heidegger devotes to the ontical priority of the question of Being in §4 demonstrate that the first fact for him may not be, as it is for the neo-Kantians, the fact of science, but rather the fact of a being that is overwhelmed by the care of its Being. “Ontical priority” means that the question (of the meaning) of Being is not only prior in the hierarchy of types of knowledge, but is also prior for a very distinctive entity called Dasein which is ontically distinguished “by the fact that in its very Being, that Being is an issue for it,” according to the celebrated formula that Heidegger had already often used in his lecture courses.
 This formula, of course, has in view the care that every individual is for himself, the care that will eventually sum up the entire Being of Dasein in §41. It is a disquiet that not only properly characterizes Dasein, but also pursues it in the most intimate recesses of its Being—as is confirmed by the fact that one of Dasein’s greatest burdens will be to relieve itself of this burden, and thus to evade the all-too-vertiginous question that it is for itself. Hence Dasein’s flight in the face of the question of its own Being. Dasein is thus most often there in the mode of being absent from itself. Heidegger sometimes speaks in this sense of a Wegsein, a Being-elsewhere, Being-far-from-itself—in short, a Dasein that is running away or that is not completely “there.”


Dasein’s oblivion of itself unmistakably derives from a flight in the face of its temporality or its mortality. This is a flight into inauthenticity, Heidegger believes, for it closes its eyes to the condition of every Dasein, the condition that provides the starting point for determining all of Dasein’s projects. Authentic Dasein—a Dasein that is authentically there, instead of being elsewhere—would be an entschlossenes Dasein (a resolute or decided Dasein, we say, but the term ​ent-schlossen in its Heideggerian sense means above all “un-locked”). Such Dasein would be resolutely open to its own Being. This, according to Heidegger, is the privileged form of self-consciousness.

5. What is the connection between the two types of priority?

In §4, this ontical priority of the question of the Being of Dasein is movingly and dramatically depicted, but one could ask what it has to do, after all, with the Seinsfrage which was in question in the opening sections. Until now, one may very well have had the feeling that it was simply a matter of conceptually clarifying what we understand by the term “Being” (§2) or of clarifying the ontological conditions of scientific procedure (§3). So let us ask directly: can we fully identify the question of the meaning of Being in general with the question of the burden that Dasein is for itself? Are they truly the same question? Isn’t Heidegger confusing Aristotle and Kierkegaard?


Here it is appropriate to distinguish the perspective of SZ from that of Heidegger’s later thought. The later Heidegger will be somewhat inclined to attenuate the question of Dasein’s care for its Being, preferring to accentuate the event of Being itself, within whose opening Da-sein holds itself. The “Letter on ‘Humanism’” will say in 1946 that the “there” of Dasein in SZ seeks only to indicate this clearing of Being.
 The notion of care has now been reinterpreted somewhat to mean care for Being. 


However, SZ could not be more explicit on this point: the ontical priority does not appear until §4 (thus rather late, and after the ontological priority), but this priority is clearly the priority of the care that Dasein’s own Being constitutes for every Dasein. For each Dasein, its Being is itself an issue—Dasein’s own Being-possible (Seinkönnen), which is awaiting disclosure (Ent-schlossenheit in the Heideggerian sense). So we must ask regarding SZ: what connection is Heidegger trying to establish between the question of the care of Dasein and the question of the meaning of Being?


Heidegger never states it in such clear-cut terms, but the nature of the connection that he is trying to establish leaves little room for doubt. Even if it is not discussed until §4, Heidegger clearly begins with Dasein as a being that is pursued by the care for its own Being—as confirmed by his early lectures on the hermeneutics of facticity. Death so deeply gnaws on Dasein in its Being that the sum moribundus (I am to die) incarnates its most intimate certainty, well before the cogito, according to a lecture course of 1925.
 I am “here,” but—curses!—only for a time. This too is meant by the title Being and Time.


But what is the link between this care, or this anxiety, and the more general question of Being as it has been posed in the venerable Aristotelian tradition? The connection consists in that, according to Heidegger, every understanding of Being will prove to be determined by this care for Dasein’s temporal Being. Heidegger finds the most eloquent indication of this in the tendency to conceive of true Being in an “atemporal” way, as permanent presence. Heidegger develops penetrating historical analyses to show to what extent this reading of Being as permanence in presence has sustained the entire history of ontology, from Parmenides’ eternally present Being, passing through the ever-identical Idea of Plato, the substance of Aristotle, the ipsum esse subsistens of the medieval God, up to the cogito that is set up as an unshakable foundation by the moderns.


On what is this singular privilege of permanence in the understanding of Being ultimately based, insinuates Heidegger, if not on a denial of the temporality of Dasein? To reawaken the question of Being is to bring to light this forgotten, repressed relation between Being and atemporality, and to ask whether the connection between true Being and time cannot be thought still more originally.

6. What is the fundamental experience for Heidegger?

We have spoken of a formal justification in order to characterize the way in which Heidegger “argues,” in the introduction to SZ, in favor of the priority of the question of Being. It is a formal and a bit ceremonious justification that does not say everything, for the fundamental question can still be asked: why is it vital to resuscitate the question of Being? In order to bring to light the meaning of a polysemic word? In order to establish a fundamental ontology which could found regional ontologies, which in turn would found the positive sciences? Or in order to rethink the Being of man on the basis of the limit-experiences of death, of anxiety, and of the resulting call of conscience?


A little of all of that, no doubt—but what is Heidegger’s truly first motivation? The text of Besinnung spoke of a silent confrontation with Christianity that accompanied the thinker’s entire trajectory. Considerations of space prevent us from reopening the complex dossier that is the question of the religious in Heidegger. It has already been the subject of an abundant secondary literature, even before the publication of GA 60, which collects some lecture courses on the phenomenology of religious experience—indispensable, no doubt, but still rather elliptical.
 We will simply try to sketch out the broadest features of the connection that there may be between this experience and our sole subject here, the justification of the question of Being.


Very early on, Heidegger was struck by an experience of Being as emergence (physis), presence (Anwesenheit), manifestation (aletheia), pure advent or event (Ereignis). But according to Heidegger, this experience is one that offers itself distinctively to man and even needs man, for without man this opening, this fulguration of Being would not take place. However, man does not control this fulguration. He is there (hence the term Da-sein), he belongs to it, for he himself is a sudden emergence, a rest-less unfolding in the opening of the present. This is Heidegger’s fundamental experience. He recalls it in an interview with Richard Wisser in 1969: “the fundamental thought of my thinking is precisely that Being, or the manifestation of Being, needs human beings and that, vice versa, human beings are only human beings if they are standing in the manifestation of Being.”


It is also clear that what is at stake here is an understanding of Being as “time,” but not as clock time. The time of Being—which the third division of SZ tried, yet still failed, to distinguish from the time of Dasein—would be attuned to Being as pure self-extending and self-unfolding, as simple advent or event. This is what the term “essence” (Wesen) comes to indicate in Heidegger, understood in a verbal sense and connoting a certain processual character. For wesen can also be a verb in German, which admittedly is very archaic in the indicative (es west), but whose form can still be heard quite clearly in certain compound verbs (verwesen, to decompose) or in the past participle of the verb “to be” (gewesen). Heidegger greatly loves this “archaism” (much like the archaism of spelling Sein, Being, in the obsolete form Seyn); it helps us recall that before our fixation on entities, there is and has always been a temporal “self-unfolding” of Being, an “essential happening” of Being that is neither a delimited thing nor an idea, but a surging in which we take part during the time of a sojourn imparted by Being.


Heidegger freely acknowledges that the emergence of Being is necessarily also the revelation of something, and thus of an entity that arises within presence and offers itself to a gaze.
 This is how things come to pass. But the thinking he calls metaphysics is a thinking that is restricted too exclusively to the entities that present themselves in this way and that can be captured and grasped. The danger (another great Heideggerian leitmotif) is that now, entities tend to be grasped solely on the basis of this dominating gaze that is brought to bear upon them. This is what came about when Plato understood Being as eidos. Without realizing it, he placed entities in the perspective of a “supervision” from which the metaphysical will to explanation and control was born; the subjectivism of modernity was only the final avatar of this will.


If the fundamental experience for Heidegger is that of Being as a free unfolding, experienced as the “wonder of wonders,” Heidegger also felt quite early on that a somewhat technical understanding of entities had gained strength on the trail of Platonism, which was taken up by epistemology (“Being cannot be understood except on the basis of its Idea, and thus, in principle, on the basis of the subjugating gaze that is brought to bear on it”). This technical understanding tended to erase the mystery and initial surging of Being, without abolishing it. One will object, no doubt, that Heidegger became interested in technology only later on. But this is not quite true. Ever since SZ, he asked himself whether the objectifying perspective of Vorhandenheit, which conceives of the thing as a res extensa, was the only way of envisaging the presence of Being. Still more fundamentally, his appeal to the early Christian experience of time (“the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night”
) was already an attempt to disrupt the countable, reassuring time of clocks. In each case, the basic question remains the same: is the technical or objectifying relation to Being the only and truly fundamental relation? Does it not stem from an oblivion, or from the covering-up of a still more original experience? Heidegger has nothing against technology or against Platonism; he simply thinks that the construction of a Being that is immediately subjected to a rationalizing point of view may tend to obscure the experience of the gratuitous gift of Being, including our own, which emerges without a why.


Hence the basically quite simple Heideggerian idea of an oblivion of Being that has supposedly marked all metaphysics. The issue here is not some thesis about a theme that has unfortunately been forgotten in the textbooks of metaphysics, but a judgment about the technical conception of Being (as Vorhandenheit, Gegenstand, or Bestand) that still bewitches our age. This conception has its reasons and its successes, but it tends to reduce Being to the order of the producible, thus disguising the more ancient unavailability of Being. If this Being says nothing to us—even post-Heideggerian philosophy, as we saw, understands nothing of it—this is because one can make nothing of it. Precisely, Heidegger replies; but this experience might remind us that not everything belongs to the order of making and calculation.


The catastrophe of this technical intelligence, for Heidegger, is that it cuts off all its connections to a higher order. It is this order, this measure (Mass) that is finally indicated by the theme of Being and its oblivion. In a world where everything ultimately depends on man, there is no more place where the divine can be—or it cannot appear except to respond to a human need for reassurance or explanation. It is now nothing more than a manmade idol, deprived of all its divine greatness. To think Being—says Heidegger in the most personal manuscripts that have appeared so far—amounts to thinking the distress of the divinity of the gods (die Not der Gottschaft der Götter)
, that is, thinking of a god that would once again be divine. According to Heidegger, the most vivid symptom of this desolation is that it isn’t even experienced as such in a world where everything works, because everything is “under control.” He speaks, then, of the distress of the lack of distress, or of an oblivion of oblivion.


One often repeats that our age is one of the disenchantment of the world. Heidegger speaks instead, following Hölderlin, of a Gottesverlassenheit, an “abandonment” of the gods, which means not only that the gods are no longer sought by us, but also that they are the ones who have abandoned us, in a sense: that is, they have abandoned us to our own technological idols, they are no longer here to keep our desire for control in check. Here Heidegger’s thought is less theophanic than one might think: a common German expression says of a person who seems to have lost his mind that he has been von allen guten Geistern verlassen, “abandoned by all the good spirits.” In French one would say that he has lost sa bonne étoile, his lucky star.


Nevertheless, the idea of an oblivion of Being surely springs from a distress that one could call religious, in the broadest and most indefinite sense of the word. Heidegger’s intent is assuredly not to offer solutions or palliatives for this affliction. At the point where we are, “only a god can save us now,” Heidegger cries with Cicero.
 To the contrary, he hopes to fan the flames of our affliction, by crying out, in the desert of the absence of distress, that the human condition lies prey to a dereliction that technical responses, the only ones that have been accepted in this day and age, can never remedy. One feels it in this heartfelt cry:

Question Be-ing! And in its silence, as the inception of the word, the god answers. You may scour all that is, but nowhere does the trace of the god appear. 

 
The formula is so daring that one asks if one has read it correctly. The reign of entities would be the reign of the absence of the god, so that only by way of the silence of Being could a god once again address us? And this is where language would originate? Far from being an isolated statement, this formula is one that Heidegger ritually reiterates in all his manuscripts of the late thirties.
 Its meaning is clear: in a world where the will to master entities has ended by driving out every experience of the imponderable, only an other thinking (Andenken) of Being may be able to safeguard the hope of the divinity of the divine. This vigil, perhaps, has everything to do with the reawakening of the question of Being. 
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