
Chapter 1

Heidegger’s Life

He was (with the possible exception of Wittgenstein) the greatest

philosopher of the twentieth century. He was (with the possible

exception of Hegel) the greatest charlatan ever to claim the title of

‘philosopher’, a master of hollow verbiage masquerading as profundity.

He was an irredeemable German redneck, and, for a time, a gullible

and self-important Nazi. He was a pungent, if inevitably covert, critic of

Nazism, a discerning analyst of the ills of our age and our best hope of

a cure for them. Each of these claims has been advanced, with greater

or lesser plausibility, on Heidegger’s behalf. Who was the man who

provokes these contrasting reactions?

Martin Heidegger was born on 26 September 1889, to a poor Catholic

family in the small town of Messkirch in Baden in south-west Germany.

His father Friedrich was the cellarman and sexton of the local church. In

1903 Martin went to the high school at Konstanz, where he was

supported by a scholarship and lived in a Catholic boarding-house. He

was, by this time, being prepared for the priesthood. In 1906 he moved

to the high school in Freiburg where the church supplied him with free

board and lodging. It was here, by his own account, that his interest in

philosophy was first aroused, by a work On the Various Meanings of

Being according to Aristotle (1862), by Franz Brentano, one of the

forebears of the phenomenological movement. Later he came across

Carl Braig’s On Being: An Outline of Ontology (1896), which contained
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excerpts from Aristotle and from medieval philosophers such as

Aquinas (MWP, 74). In 1909 he left the high school and became a Jesuit

novice, but was discharged within a month owing to heart trouble and

perhaps also his lack of a spiritual vocation. He then entered Freiburg

University, and studied theology and scholastic philosophy. In 1911 he

underwent a crisis that led him to break off his training for the

priesthood and turn to the study of philosophy and the moral and

natural sciences. It was at this time that he studied modern philosophy,

especially the Logical Investigations of Edmund Husserl, the leading

figure in the phenomenological movement, whose aim was systematic

enquiry into our conscious mental processes without regard to their

non-mental causes and consequences. He graduated in 1913 with a

dissertation on The Theory of the Judgement in Psychologism, in which he

criticized, in the spirit of Husserl, attempts to analyse the logical notion

of a judgement in terms of human psychology. In 1915 his habilitation

thesis on Duns Scotus’s Theory of Categories and Meaning earned him

the right to lecture at the University.

Heidegger’s academic career was interrupted by the First World War.

In 1915 he was conscripted, but was regarded as unsuitable for combat

duties and assigned to the postal and meteorological services. In 1917

he married a Protestant, Elfriede Petri, and, shortly after the birth of

their son Jorg; in January 1919, he announced his breach with the

‘system of Catholicism’. On his discharge from the army in 1918 he had

become an unsalaried lecturer at Freiburg and an assistant to Husserl,

who had become professor at the University in 1916. Heidegger now

began to win fame as a teacher of dazzling brilliance and insight. His

lectures on Aristotle, on St Paul, on St Augustine, on phenomenology,

on the world of our everyday experience and the human being, earned

him acclaim as the ‘hidden king’ of philosophy (Arendt). In 1923 he

moved to Marburg as associate professor and there he became friends

with the theologian Rudolf Bultmann and began an enduring

relationship with Harmah Arendt. (His friendship and correspondence

with Karl Jaspers had begun in 1920.) At Marburg he extended the
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range of his lectures with courses on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Plato’s

Sophist, presocratic Greek philosophy, time, truth, Aquinas, Kant, and

Leibniz. He had not, however, published for ten years. And then in the

spring of 1927 he published his great work, Being and Time, in the

Yearbook for Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, edited by

Husserl, and also as a separate volume. His reason for publishing it at

this time was, he tells us, to meet government requirements for

appointment to a full professorship at Marburg (MWP, 80). In the

following year he succeeded Husserl to the chair at Freiburg. His

inaugural lecture, in 1929, was entitled ‘What is Metaphysics?’ – a

subject on which he lectured at greater length in the following winter

(though, in his characteristic manner, much of his course on ‘The

Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics’ is devoted to the apparently

extraneous topics of boredom and insects). In that year too he

engaged in a public debate with Ernst Cassirer on Kant’s philosophy

and published Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics. He lectured too on

the German idealists Schelling and Hegel, on the allegory of the cave in

Plato’s Republic, and on the presocratic philosophers Anaximander and

Parmenides. In 1930 he rejected an offer of a chair in Berlin. Heidegger

was deeply attached to the provincial life of southern Germany, to its

small towns and rugged landscape – he did much of his writing in a

mountain cottage at Todtnauberg, which he had built in 1923. He

disliked big cities and their social and cultural life.

The period of the Weimar Republic, from 1918 to 1933, was marked by

intense cultural activity, but also by economic distress and political

turmoil. In September 1930 Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German

Workers’ Party (NSDAP, but commonly known as ‘Nazi’) became the

second largest party in Germany. On 30 January 1933 Hitler was

appointed chancellor in a right-wing coalition. The Reichstag fire on

27 February gave him an excuse for rushing through decrees conferring

absolute power on the Nazi party. On 30 June 1934, on the pretext of

Ernst Röhm’s rebellion, he murdered his rivals Röhm’s Storm Troopers

and other inconvenient party members, such as Gregor Strasser, a ‘left-
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wing’ Nazi more opposed to capitalism than to Jews or Bolshevism.

(Josef Goebbels had earlier been a supporter of Strasser, but was

converted by Hitler in 1926 to a programme that could win the backing

of bankers and industrialists.) On 2 August 1934 Hitler was proclaimed

‘Führer of the German Reich’ (‘Leader of the German Empire’). In the

1920s Heidegger had been virtually apolitical, but by the early 1930s he

had become sympathetic to Nazism. On 21 April 1933 he was elected

rector of Freiburg University by the faculty, and on 1 May he joined the

NSDAP. On 27 May he gave his rectoral address, ‘The Self-Affirmation of

the German University’, which, though not an especially reassuring

document, is noticeably free of anti-Semitism. (He did, however, place

labour, military service, and knowledge on an equal footing as duties

of the student.) During his period as rector Heidegger co-operated

with the new regime, while trying to moderate some of its cruder

aspects. He campaigned for Germany’s withdrawal from the League of

Nations in the plebiscite of November 1933. Conflicts with the faculty

and with party officials led him to resign as rector in April 1934 and,

though he did not leave the party, he took no further significant part in

political affairs. He later claimed that he became disillusioned with

Nazism after the Röhm putsch.

Heidegger published little in the 1930s but continued to lecture,

especially on art. In 1935 he spoke, in Freiburg, on ‘The Origin of the

Work of Art’. He went to Rome in 1936 to give the first of many

lectures on Hölderlin, the cryptic philosophical poet who had been

Hegel’s room-mate at the Tubingen theological college in the late

eighteenth century. In Rome he met Karl Lowith, a former pupil of

Jewish descent, who claimed that Heidegger retained his allegiance to

Nazism (Lowith, 59–61). In the same year he began his lectures on

Nietzsche, which continued into the early 1940s and were published in

1961. Heidegger’s friends claim that these lectures contained covert

criticism of Nazism and tried to rescue Nietzsche from the use made of

him to support racist doctrines and practices. Heidegger was at this

time under surveillance by the Gestapo. From 1938 on technology
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assumed a larger role in his thought. This interest appeared in a

Freiburg lecture of 1938, ‘The Establishment of the Modern World-

Picture by Metaphysics’ and also in a seminar on Ernst Jünger’s essay

‘The Worker’. (Jünger was neither a Nazi nor anti-Semitic, but some of

his ideas, such as ‘total mobilization’, were adopted by the Nazis.)

Heidegger’s lectures in this period often refer to political events and

later to the War. He always relates them to the ‘forgetfulness of Being’

and to technology. The wilful construction of a world-empire to last for

millennia shows, he argued, a preference for quantity over quality that

is alien to genuine creators like the Greeks. Empire-building stems not

primarily from ‘dictators’ and ‘authoritarian states’, but from the

‘metaphysical essence of modernity’, the will to mastery over nature

(li. 17f.). This verdict on Nazism was delivered in the summer of 1941,

when Hitler’s power was at its height.

In the autumn of 1944 Heidegger was (humiliatingly) drafted into the

Volkssturm (the ‘People’s Storm’, something like the British Home

Guard or ‘Dad’s Army’) to help dig anti-tank ditches along the Rhine.

At the beginning of 1945 he went to Messkirch to arrange his

manuscripts and secure their safety. In June, two months after

Germany’s final collapse, he went to Freiburg and appeared before the

‘Denazification Commission’. Some officers of the French occupying

forces made contact with him, and arrangements were made for him

to meet his long-time admirer Jean-Paul Sartre. This plan miscarried,

but he corresponded with Sartre and struck up a friendship with Jean

Beaufret, the most loyal of French Heideggerians. In 1946 he was

forbidden to teach; the ban lasted until 1949. He was, however,

permitted to keep his library and was granted an emeritus

professorship by the University. This verdict was supported by the

University authorities, as well as by the French administration. It was

based in part on a report by his old friend Jaspers.

Heidegger’s career as a writer and lecturer soon revived. He presented

‘What are Poets for?’ (1946) to a small audience in memory of Rilke’s
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death twenty years earlier. He published On Humanism (1947), a letter

to Beaufret in which he distanced his own philosophy from French

existentialism. In December 1949 he gave four lectures to the Bremen

Club, and one of these, ‘The Thing’, was delivered at the Bavarian

Academy of Fine Arts in 1950. He renewed old friendships: Arendt

visited him in 1950, and his correspondence with her, and also with

Jaspers, revived. He lectured again to the Bavarian Academy in 1953,

this time on ‘The Question of Technology’. He travelled more widely

than hitherto. He lectured on ‘What is Philosophy?’ at Cérisy-la-Salle in

1955, and later on ‘Hegel and the Greeks’ (1957) at Aix-en-Provence,

where he also became friends with René Char. On his seventieth

birthday in 1959 he was made an honorary citizen of Messkirch. He

visited Greece for the first time in 1962, and again in 1967, when he

addressed the Academy of Sciences and Arts in Athens on ‘The Source

of Art and the Vocation of Thinking’. From 1966 to 1973 he gave a

series of seminars, in Le Thor in Provence and later in Zaehringen. He

attempted to justify his conduct during the Nazi era in an interview

with Der Spiegel in 1966. This was published after his death ten years

later, and bears the title ‘Only a god can save us’, a remark he made in

the interview which recalls a poem of Hölderlin: ‘In my boyhood days /

Often a god would save me / From the shouts and the rod of men’.

After the War Heidegger had steadily published works that were, for

the most part, revised versions of his lectures. In his last days he

helped to prepare a complete edition of his works, which was to

include transcripts of his lectures as well as works published earlier. He

declared his wish that no thought he had expressed in a lecture would

be lost. A volume of this edition appeared in 1975, containing the

Marburg lectures on ‘The Basic Problems of Phenomenology’ from the

summer of 1927. (The edition is not yet complete; it is projected to fill

about a hundred volumes.) Heidegger died in 1976 on 26 May, and was

buried on 28 May in the churchyard at Messkirch next to his parents. A

Catholic mass was held in his memory. The officiating priest, his

nephew Heinrich Heidegger, quoted Jeremiah 1: 7: ‘But the Lord said
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unto me, Say not, I am a child: for thou shalt go to all that I shall send

thee, and whatsoever I command thee thou shalt speak.’

Heidegger’s life is an intriguing tale of a wanderer’s return, but what

makes it more interesting than many other such lives is his status as a

thinker. No one would fret over the details of his political activity, let alone

his religious beliefs or private life, were he not a significant philosopher. To

his philosophy, then, we now turn.
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