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Response

Mark Blitz

United States Information Agency

The purpose ofmy book was "to discuss the underlying meaning, possibility,
and intelligibility of the concepts and distinctions for example theory and prac

tice, wholes and parts, ends and means that ultimately control the range and

precision with which politics and morality can be
understood."

My method was

to examine the implications for these concepts and for political philosophy of

Heidegger's Being and Time. I attempted to subject Heidegger's discussion to

rigorous analysis in order to uncover its full radicalism.

Two ofmy chief conclusions were: (i) that one can find a ground for a critical

understanding of "Heidegger's conception of Being and Man
precisely"

by at

tempting "to bring Heidegger's discussion to bear on the question of the possible
subject matter and study of

politics"

and (2) that it is possible that "Plato and

Aristotle's understanding of man, rethought in light of the issues raised by Hei

degger, properly accounts for the phenomena he discusses while illuminating
areas he leaves in the

dark."

My criticism was "exploratory, not
dogmatic"

be

cause it did not "pretend to be conclusive where it is only
tentative."

I will discuss first Sherover's misinterpretation of much that I say, then indi

cate some flaws in his understanding of Heidegger, and conclude by turning to

the last half of his essay.

Let me begin by pointing out a few of the inaccuracies in Sherover's account

of my book.

(1) Sherover claims that I take "no
cognizance"

"of Heidegger's tremendous

respect before
Aristotle."

Not so: see pp. 6off., the footnote on p. 60, and the

whole book for that matter. He states as well that I mention Aristotle and Kant

"as an
afterthought"

after "claiming Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Husserl and Dil
they"

as "four prime influences on
Heidegger."

This is an odd misunderstanding

of the passage in question (p. 20), where I say that Heidegger
"develops"

themes

of the first four and then say that he also
"develops"

themes of the other two. My
point very obviously stated is that to try to write about Heidegger by writing
about his philosophical context would take us behind his immediate predeces

sors, back to Aristotle and beyond. To do justice to such a context, I said, would

require a book very different from mine. Therefore I say that I will begin with

Heidegger himself, discussing others when necessary. As it turns out, I mention

Kant and Aristotle more than any other thinkers, as the index makes clear.

Sherover and I clearly have a different view of the substance ofHeidegger's rela

tionship to Kant and Aristotle, but the importance of that relationship is manifest

and I say so.



382 Interpretation

(2) Sherover claims on p. 3 and throughout that I invoke "transcendent plato

or make other statements without "argument, justification, or even cita

tion."

In fact, I do make arguments and point to phenomena that support my sug

gestions. They may not convince Sherover, but they are there. The thrust of my

use of Plato and Aristotle is spelled out explicitly on p. 17 of my book. Sherover

either ignores what I say or forgets it as he reads on.

(3) Sherover claims that I confuse the distinction between possibility and po

tentiality. (Because he does not develop the distinction it is hard to say what he

has in mind.) As evidence he cites my pp. 1 17 and 194. But these pages are sum

maries of Being and Time. More than once Sherover claims that I am confused

and his evidence turns out to be passages where I am closely paraphrasing Hei

degger's own words. I conclude from this not that I am confused about Hei

degger or that Heidegger is confused about Heidegger, but that Sherover is con

fused about Heidegger.

(4) Sherover claims that I do not say which "traditional
analyses"

I have in

mind when I am considering the implications ofHeidegger's discussion of readi

ness to hand. (He quotes my p. 61.) But I say so clearly and by name (e.g.,

Hobbes and Machiavelli).

(5) Sherover seems surprised that I can say on p. 73 that possibility cannot be

understood as inferior to actuality or necessity. As it turns out, p. 73 is part ofmy

exposition of Heidegger's discussion of
"understanding."

I invite anyone to look

at Being and Time pp. 143-44. They will discover what Heidegger says and

why I paraphrase him as I do.

(6) Sherover on p. 5 quotes me as saying that justice, moderation and courage

cannot be understood "as Dasein's
possibilities."

What I in fact say is: "the Be

ing of entities such as justice, courage, and moderation is not exhausted (my un

derlining here) by understanding them as Dasein's
possibilities"

(pp. 92-93; see

also p. 64). My point is that none of the modes of Being Heidegger discusses in

Being and Time is sufficient to grasp justice, etc. I then briefly discuss why and

add to my discussion later in the book. Sherover misinterprets my point by leav

ing out the
"exhausted,"

acts as if the seven pages after p. 92 were not written,

and then accuses me of ex cathedra pronouncement.

(7) Sherover is incredulous that I
"insist"

that the three ecstases of temporality
are temporalized equally (p. 160). I say this because Heidegger says it, often

(e.g., p. 329). I do not deny that the future has priority in Heidegger's analysis; I
affirm it in the very passage from which Sherover quotes (see again p. 329). The

question is: is the primacy of the future the heart of what is most significant in

Heideggerian temporality, or is the heart the unity of temporality? (Is the heart of

Dasein understanding or is the heart care as a whole?) This is a matter for further

discussion. To discuss it fruitfully one should pay more attention than I think

Sherover has to Heidegger's remarks about the
ecstases'

unity and equiprimordi-

ality, to my section on Heidegger's discussion of understanding, and to my chap
ter on his discussion of death and authenticity.
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(8) Sherover accuses me ofmisapprehensions about Heidegger's view of tem

porality, after a strange paragraph on p. 370. If his point is to dispute my state

ment that the full temporality of the structures of Being does not "come to light

explicitly in Being and
Time"

then I simply ask him, or anyone, to read the final

section and particularly the final paragraph ofBeing and Time.

(9) Sherover points to my "seemingly deliberate refusal to recognize Hei

degger's continued attempt to develop Kant's transcendental turn But on

the exact page from which he has just quoted (230), I point to this very fact.

Though Sherover makes too much of "Heidegger's
Kantianism,"

about which

more later, he is clearly entitled to argue that my interpretation of the relation is

incorrect. But it is misleading to claim that I do not recognize what I do recog

nize, in this passage and others. (I refer to Kant more than to any other author.)

(10) Sherover acts as if I think that Heidegger attempted to "redo pre-Critical

speculative
theory."

But I make abundantly clear that Heidegger believed him

self to be doing something much more radical (see, e.g., p. 61). I also make

clear there that Heidegger did not treat Being as a cause. On the other hand, the

meaning of causality is a key problem in Heidegger's work in general.

(11) Sherover says that I claim that "Heidegger has nothing to say to ethics,

new or old (p.
203)."

I say no such thing. In the passage to which he refers I am

discussing the concept of authenticity. The paragraph immediately after this pas

sage continues my discussion, from a new point of analysis.

(12) Sherover's brief analysis of my treatment of Heidegger and the Nazis

seems to imply that I concluded "merely that one cannot derive from Heidegger a

political philosophy 'of the best
regime,'"

(p. 217) and did not attempt to discuss

how the author ofBeing and Time could support the Nazis. But I did discuss this,

and reached some conclusions (pp. 217-22).

(13) Sherover believes that the conclusions in my
"Conclusion"

appear 'out of

the blue.
'

This is only because he did not attend properly to the body of the book.

I could have keyed my conclusion to the rest of the book but thought it unneces

sarily pedantic.

II

Sherover's misinterpretations arise from his belief that he already knows what

is important in Heidegger and therefore knows how a discussion of Heidegger

should proceed. He thus lacks the patience both to follow a critical argument be

yond one or two steps, and to see what Heidegger himself is saying.

His obvious basic error concerning Being and Time is to identify Heidegger

too closely with Kant. He therefore fails to come to grips with what is radical in

Heidegger's thought. Anyone acquainted with Kant and Heidegger can see

Kant's importance to Being and Time. But Heidegger's questioning of Kant is

also manifest! Kant did not grasp the Being of the human subject; Kant did not



384 Interpretation

radically connect Being and time; Kant did not root morality and conscience in

an appropriate understanding of human Being. In the last analysis Kant under

stood man to be a present at hand entity: he did not bring into play the whole

nexus of death, guilt, and transcendence to world that characterizes Heidegger's

analysis. In a word, Kant did not provide an ontology ofDasein. Heidegger ex

plicitly differentiates himself from Kant often, and at length in sections 6 and 64.

Heidegger says at different times that fundamental ontology
= transcendental

knowledge = disclosing Being as transcendence = philosophy
= hermeneutic

understanding
= phenomenology. His point quite clearly is that none of these

possibilities is precisely what it hitherto has been thought to be. One should

no more argue that when Heidegger says that "Being is transcendence
schlechthin"

he is to be equated with, say, Thomas, than one should misconstrue

his connection to Kant because he talks of transcendental philosophy. Similarly,

when Heidegger says that time is more
'subjective'

and
'objective'

than any pos

sible subject or object, he has just finished saying that time is neither a subject

nor an object. It requires only elementary subtlety to recognize that Heidegger

does not believe time to be some sort of super subject but, rather, that he is at

tempting to uncover an interpretation beyond, but yet at the core of, the possibil

ity of categories such as subject and object.

I doubt that Sherover simply identifies Heidegger with Kant, but it would be

instructive to see whether he could systematically clarify the differences without

being forced to uncover a Heidegger less Kantian than the one he describes here.

(Of course, he is also free to argue that Heidegger sees nothing that Kant does

not see as or more clearly. But to make such an argument successfully he would

need to clarify why Heidegger discusses at length phenomena that Kant does not

examine fully or at all and show by pointing to specific phenomena where

Heidegger is deficient.)

Sherover's failure seriously to confront my argument also arises from the

spirit which could speak as he does of "questions which any phenomenological

approach must foreclose at the
outset."

(Let us pretend for the moment that

Sherover correctly understands transcendental analysis, phenomenology, and

Heidegger's relation to them.) Sherover appears to dismiss out of hand the possi

bility that the Greeks or any pre-Kantian can offer a genuine alternative to Hei

degger (or Kant). But this possibility cannot be dismissed out of hand. There is

nothing about the question of conditions of possibility the heart of transcen

dental philosophy according to Sherover that is in principle philosophically

unintelligible to the pre-Kantian. To sustain such a claim one would need to ex

amine the phenomena. But Sherover points to nothing in particular which was

simply beyond the
Greeks'

ken. Yet the question which he claims is foreclosed is

the question of Heidegger's justification for his own enterprise. How remarkable

if such a question were foreclosed in a book called Being and Time whose body
is an analysis of human being! How revealing if the analyses in the book dis

torted such a question! One must not subject Heidegger to hasty pieties. But one
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also must not, in looking at him, take flight from basic matters. How can we

grasp him at all without pointing to the things themselves? Rather than ignoring
'transcendental'

thinking, I attempted throughout my book to keep before me the
"Heideggerian"

and
"transcendental"

issues of finitude and the proper manner in

which to account for the prior intelligibility of entities. I concluded that "practi

cal and philosophical activity can both be understood as finite precisely in refer

ence to the fact that the intelligibility of human activity is finally rooted in the

perfection that men seek to imitate; I have held that the phenomena of openness,

striving, imitation, can be interpreted in the light of this perfection without inter

preting man as present-at-hand in the natural scientific sense, as a tool, or as an

entity that can be perfectly fulfilled. Moreover, I have argued that the phenom

ena of the prior intelligibility of entities with which we deal concretely, phenom

ena that Heidegger interprets in terms of Dasein, can be grasped sufficiently by
this alternative

analysis."

Ill

The last half of Sherover's essay might have provided a useful backdrop
against which to discuss important issues.

Unfortunately, as a discussion of political matters that claims to be rooted in

Heidegger, it is flawed in many ways. First, Sherover has said that he has "no
answer"

to the "good philosophic
questions"

of how the author ofBeing and Time

could have been 'taken
in'

by "National
Socialism."

But how could someone

with no answer to this question even begin to presume that he understands Hei

degger's relevance for politics? Even though Sherover misinterprets it, he be

lieves my discussion of Heidegger and the Nazis to have some merit. Perhaps

that discussion indicates some validity in the rest of my analysis, on which it is

based?

Second, Sherover claims Heidegger to be guiltless of
"utopianism."

In fact,

Heidegger's political judgment is both immoderately restrained and immoder

ately assertive, Its immoderate assertiveness ignores the limits placed both on

political action and on the effectiveness of philosophic understanding. Such as

sertive blindness is the very embodiment of
"utopianism."

Third, Sherover acts as if his discussion of freedom agrees with Heidegger.

But he shifts in an unwitting and un-Heideggerian manner between ontic (or

existensiell) and ontological (or existential) discussions, and once more treats

Heidegger as essentially indentical to Kant.

Fourth, Sherover has nothing to say about fate and destiny, which are central

to Heidegger's historical analysis. Fifth, he has nothing to say about Heidegger's

discussion of the
"people"

and the
"public"

and invokes
'deliberation'

without

considering the importance of readiness to hand. Being-in-the-world, dying,

guilt, resoluteness, conscience where are they in his discussion of a freedom
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and responsibility supposedly based on Heidegger? In general, Sherover's dis

cussion of the relevance of Being and Time to political philosophy has little to

say aboutBeing and Time. In contrast, I attempted to discuss the implications for

political philosophy of all these Heideggerian concepts and analyses, and did not

limit myself to the areas to which Sherover sometimes says that I did limit my

self. But, after all, I had a book and he has but a few pages, so, in fairness, we

will turn to the final topic.

As a discussion of political matters in its own right, Sherover's essay is also

unfortunately empty. As usual, it is more Kantian than Heideggerian, but it is

Kant without much hint ofKant's moral and legal toughness. Sherover makes no

distinction between social and political discussions. He says nothing of rule, hi

erarchy or production. He leaps from discussing the broadest ontological free

dom and individuality to statements about more concrete individuality. He as

serts the importance of this deep freedom without examining any alternatives to

its primacy. He says nothing about reason or the passions, referring only to de

liberation. He assumes the significance of history without seeing that much that

he calls historical or temporal in the Heideggerian sense refers to ordinary

change and variation and that where these need deeper analyses there are alterna

tives to the one he offers. He moves blithely from claims about
"temporality"

to

conclusions about everyday affairs. His discussion as a whole leads up to the tru

ism that politics should pay attention to individual responsibility, and that how it

should do this must be prudentially gauged. And yet, he in no way argues con

vincingly that this truism can be grounded in the conceptual apparatus he em

ploys. He announces the discovery that justice can be a possibility for us only if

we are free to choose it, without wondering how it must be so that it can be

choiceworthy. He simplistically assumes that the possibility of unchanging stan

dards is no problem for Heidegger. One would think that Sherover had never

heard the term
'will'

and had never heard that both it and Heidegger had a more

than accidental connection to the Nazis.

Sherover merges talk of
'values'

and
'ideals'

as if they were the same, and as

if analyses based on
'values'

were not anathema to Heidegger. He talks of legiti

macy but neither gives evidence of knowing what it means politically, nor of

how discussion of legitimate governments differs from discussion of the common

good of political communities. He suddenly applies "transcendental reason

ing"

"looking for the grounds of enabling
possibility"

in "earlier
sources"

and issues an interpretation of Plato's Crito that acts as if a discussion of "indi

vidual
consent"

and a
"right"

to resign could grasp the political or philosophical

heart of the dialogue. More, he once again jumps simplistically from ontologi

cal to mundane, acting as if such consent and "free
expression"

are unmediated

moral expressions of "transcendence as
freedom."

On the whole, the implications for political philosophy of Heidegger's Being
and Time are more challenging than readers of Sherover's essay would discover.


