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Continental Philosophy Test 3

Heidegger:


The fundamental goal of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time is to discover the meaning of Being. Heidegger spends time in the first introduction of the work to expound the importance of the question, and its historical tradition dating back to the ancients and Plato. In order to discover the meaning of Being, Heidegger will choose to focus his attention on one particular type of Being, and that is the being for which Being is an issue. This being, Human Being, Heidegger refers to as Dasein. It is through a careful analysis of Dasein that Heidegger will uncover the meaning of Being. 


In order to facilitate his quest for the meaning of Being, Heidegger, influenced by Husserl, relies on phenomenology as his methodology. Heidegger will be concerned with hermeneutic phenomenology as his main tool in the discovery of the meaning of Being. The actual meaning of Being is mostly hidden from view, and the ontic structures, or beings, are the phenomena, and the ontological structures, or the Being of beings, is what the hermeneutic phenomenology will hope to interpret and reveal. These overall ontological structures will yield the conditions that make Being possible, and Heidegger hopes, reveal the true answer to his question, and that is the meaning of Being.

Heidegger now turns his attention to the being which he has chosen as the subject for his phenomenological quest, namely Dasein. Heidegger explains that the essence of Dasein is his Existenz. Existenz here means an active, future-looking, dynamic comportment toward life. Existenz can take two forms, authentic and inauthentic. An authentic existence is one that is characterized by an owning, or choosing of one’s lifestyle for one’s self, as opposed to an inauthentic existence which involves some sort of fulfilling of a pre-defined goal by forces that are not one’s own. Heidegger states that these modes of Existenz manifest themselves in the phenomenological horizon he calls “average everydayness”. To build a structure for the interpretation of Being, it is a good idea to start with “empirical” or the daily events of Dasein. One ontological existential structure Heidegger now introduces to begin the interpretation of “average everydayness” is called Being-in-the-World. In keeping with the methodology described above, the ontic structures (phenomena) here are Dasein’s everyday events. The ontological structure, Being-in-the-World, is the structure that makes such events possible. This is the fundamental thrust of Heidegger’s work; first posing the question of Being, and then proceeding to discover this meaning by a systematic phenomenological study of the average behavior of a special being, namely Dasein, in an attempt to uncover the answers. 

To see how Being-in-the-World overcomes the Cartesian concepts of the Self and World we need to examine the nature of the existential structure of Being-in-the-World (BITW) closer. Strictly speaking, BITW is a unitary structure; however it makes sense to break it down into “parts” for the sake of discussion. The so-called “Worldhood of the World” is Heidegger’s attempt to explain how Dasein is “in the world”. The Cartesian concept of being in the world is somewhat like water being in a glass, that is, there is a spatial relationship of being in something. For Heidegger, BITW is described as a concerned dwelling and “tarrying along with others”. In other words, Dasein is completely absorbed in the world, and is affected by his role in it. Furthermore to speak of Dasein without a world makes no sense. While being in the world, Dasein comes across various things that are “not his own”. For Descartes, these things manifest themselves as res extensa, or extended things. These res extensa are things in and of themselves existing completely separate from all other things. Heidegger applies a phenomenological analysis to other things (not other Dasein) and draws a very different conclusion than does Descartes. For Heidegger, entities in the world manifest themselves in terms of use, or being “ready-to-hand”. For instance, a hammer would manifest itself to Dasein as a tool for building a birdhouse, or for other less constructive purposes. Included with any object that is “ready-to-hand” is a context that the tool exists in. Going back to the hammer example, we see that the hammer lives in the context of nail, wood, building, etc. Heidegger explains that we cannot think of a single tool as standing alone, rather the tool is merely a part of an overall totality. This totality is revealed to us in terms of the “in order to” relation that defines the context for which the entity belongs. These “in order to” structures all eventually refer back to a “for the sake of” which is necessarily Dasein. Therefore is it is clear that the Being of entities described by Heidegger as “readiness-to-hand” is fundamentally different than Descartes’ res extensa.

The second part of BITW is the notion of Being-with-others. Dasein is always in contact with others in some way. Even if Dasein is alone, he still cannot escape the fact that his existence is bound to others (even if he is just thinking about them). Heidegger establishes the ontological existential structure, Being-with, which makes possible the ontic structure of being with others. Being-with is a structure that is unique to Dasein, that is, it is the only being that can “be with others” in a way a chair cannot be with other chairs. In establishing this structure, Heidegger wishes to uncover the “who” in BITW. Descartes very strongly argues that the “who” in the world is the ego. This is the first successful conclusion Descartes comes to after his sessions of systematic doubt. Heidegger rejects this however and states that the ontic structures of the world simply give us no information about the “I” that does not involve “the others”. Being-with, or Mitsein, is the structure that will lead us to the answer of the “who” in the world. Heidegger comes to the startling conclusion that since Dasein is in public and interacting with the general “they” of the world, he is leveled down, averaged out, and in general subjected to the will of the “they”. The “who” then is the “they-self” or Das Man; the combination of Dasein and the “they” around him. Everyone is included in “the others” yet no one person is the “they”. This “they-self” clearly distinguishes itself from the separate ego of Descartes. 

In order to examine the true authentic aspect of the Being of Dasein, Heidegger realizes we need to gain access beyond the inauthentic attributes of the “they-self”. “Moods” play an important part in this discovery, particularly the moods of anxiety and fear. Heidegger states that these moods serve to disclose the authentic existence of Dasein. Anxiety serves to “throw Dasein back on itself”. In other words, when Dasein is faced with a situation that causes anxiety or fear, he faces his existence in terms of himself only. Anxiety forces Dasein to “open up the possibility” of some bad event happening which reveals to Dasein something more than ontical; it forces Dasein to realize that it “is”. 


In addition, Heidegger analyzes Angst and the contemplation of death. Death is the ultimate ending for Dasein, and each person must eventually come to face death. Death is a non-relational entity (one cannot ask another what it is to be dead), and it is Dasein’s own utmost possibility. Heidegger states that by confronting one’s own, utmost possibility of not-being, serves to heighten what it means “to be”. In other words, the angst involved in the contemplation of the ultimate possibility for Dasein, serves to throw Dasein back on itself since death is Dasein’s own. It reveals the authentic existence for Dasein since it can be tied to no other. This opening up of the possible is the beginning of an authentic existence. 


In conclusion, Heidegger presents a different view of being in the world than the Cartesian version. He also stresses the need to search beyond the inauthenticity of the “they-self” through analysis of “moods”, namely fear and anxiety. These moods, along with reflection upon death, serve to reveal Dasein to himself, because they are his own, not belonging to the “they-world”. Through this analysis, one can reach an answer to the question of Being.

Sartre and Camus:

In his famous essay Existentialism is a Humanism Sartre attempts to expound the fundamental tenets of existentialism. The main theme that runs through the essay is the famous quote “existence precedes essence”. The meaning of this statement is that there exists no pre-defined human nature. Atheistic existentialism denies the existence of any sort of divine creator to shape men’s essence beforehand. Man first exists and is nothing. From this nothingness, man builds his own essence through the choices he makes. In other words, he exists first, and then constructs his own essence. In order to examine this building of one’s existence, Sartre discusses subjectivity, which is the framework in which decisions and actions are made. On one hand, Sartre describes subjectivity as freedom and the ability of man to completely define his own existence. Man becomes the source for his values and is ultimately responsible for the decisions he makes. More importantly for Sartre and existentialism, is the fact that one cannot pass beyond “human subjectivity”. In other words, when one makes a decision on an action, one makes this decision for all of man. Sartre says that we all have an image of how man ought to be, and our decision ought to reflect our concept of this image. Critics of existentialism note the first part of subjectivity as giving rise to people “conjuring up their own perverse values”. However, Sartre maintains that by adding the responsibility of choosing for all people in the decision making process, it serves to heighten the sense of moral responsibility. Since the person making the decision believes it to be correct, that person must assume that all people would make such decisions if they were in his place. Because of this, the responsibility of the person must not degrade to the relativism that critics charge Sartre with, but instead a heightened form moral responsibility. 

Along with the discussion of subjectivity and existence, Sartre introduces the three main themes of existentialism, namely anguish, abandonment, and despair. In his essay, Sartre uses an example of a student who is faced with the decision of whether or not to leave his mother for opportunity in England, or forgo the opportunity and care for his mother. We will use this example of the student to see how his decision relates to the three themes listed above. The anguish for the student comes from the fact that he must believe in the correctness of his decision for all of mankind. Since he is choosing for all, the responsibility of his decision-making is extremely high, and therefore he feels anguish. If the student decides to leave for England, he thus affirms the values of forward-looking progress, ambition, passion, etc. If he stays, he chooses to affirm the values of loyalty, respect for his mother, etc. Clearly, if one is choosing which set of values to affirm for all of man, anguish must necessarily follow. The abandonment comes from his not having an outside authority to appeal to. Since there is no God in existentialism, he cannot ask God or his priest what he ought to do. The decision rests solely on his shoulders. Lastly, the student despairs. He despairs because he has made wrong decisions in the past and as a result is genuinely aware of his own finitude and inadequacy. How can this student not despair when faced with so much responsibility and with such a history of bad decisions? These three fundamental themes help outline the weight that Sartre places on subjectivity and the building of ones existence. Such a building necessarily causes a large amount of anguish and despair for the very weight of the decisions being made.

In the conclusion of his essay, Sartre confirms that existentialism is a form of humanism. First he denies a particular form of humanism that sees man as the end-of-all-things or the supreme value. Sartre notes that his form of humanism often makes statements in judgment of the greatness of man. He uses an example where a character in Cocteau’s story Round the World in 80 Hours, is flying in an airplane over a mountain and exclaims, “Man is magnificent!” This attitude of ascribing greatness to all of man for the accomplishments of a certain few is the form of humanism Sartre wants to avoid. Man should not make judgments on Man. Sartre instead describes a form of humanism he calls existential humanism. Sartre goes on to explain that man is always self-surpassing, or transcending, projecting beyond himself in order to define his existence. It is this transcendence with subjectivity that defines existential humanism. This is humanism, because, “we remind man that there is no legislator but himself; that he himself, thus abandoned, must decide for himself; also because we show that it is not by turning back upon himself, but always by seeking, beyond himself, an aim which is one of liberation or of some particular realization, that man can realize himself as truly”. In other words, existentialism relies solely on man himself, he is abandoned by God and is forced to seek out the essence of his existence on his own terms.


At his funeral, Sartre called Albert Camus the “Cartesian of the Absurd”. Indeed this is an accurate description of the philosopher who defined life in terms of the absurd. What signifies the Cartesian in this setting is the Cartesian method of doubt, and the subsequent construction of the world. For instance, Descartes broke the world down until he arrived at a fundamental truth, namely that he exists. From this, he built the world up around his existence layer by layer so as to remove all doubts he had before. Camus does essentially the same thing with regard to the absurd. He states straight off that life is absurd, that is it is a contradiction that cannot be reconciled. Camus states that what we want from the universe is order, meaning and purpose, but what we end up finding is meaninglessness and chaos. This is the absurdity in life. From this we have two choices, to make; either make a leap of faith and believe in a God not in this world, or to accept the meaninglessness of the world. Camus is interested in building up the possibility of an existence that accepts the meaninglessness of the world without sacrificing the notion that life is worth living. This building up of the absurd life from the fundamental truth that life is absurd and meaningless is the Cartesian method spoke of above. 


After describing various forms of the absurd life, Camus comes to the conclusion that life is worth living and uses the Myth of Sisyphus to illustrate his ideas. In this myth Sisyphus is condemned to roll a giant boulder up a mountain, only to see it fall over the other side of the mountain once he gets to the top. For Camus, the boulder represents life. Man is condemned to take part in a great absurd struggle to build his life (push the boulder), and after the work is complete, man dies and is gone forever (the boulder falls down). Camus states that observing Sisyphus as the boulder rolls down is to see the height of consciousness and of life in general. Sisyphus is happy after the long struggle, even though in the back of his mind he knows it was for nothing. Camus claims the situation is the same for man, and therefore man can find happiness in a meaningless world analogous to the endless struggle of Sisyphus.
Simone de Beauvoir:


In her work, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir attempts to discover the reason behind the lesser role of women in contemporary society as well as what can be done about such a situation. She starts out by observing that for all historical time, Man has considered himself the absolute being. Woman gets defined next relative to Man as the inessential “Other”. Man is the only being in which freedom and “being-for-itself” is truly realized. For woman, this freedom is not accessible because of the social and economic restrictions placed on her. This is what she means by the “second sex”. That is, the other half of humanity in subjugation to the dominant half. De Beauvoir attempts to root out the cause of woman’s role in society through a look in the past. She finds that the main cause for the position is not any biological, psychological, or economic issues, but instead the social constructions of men and the submission of women to them. The dominant institutions such as wifehood and motherhood present in society force women into the role of the “Other”. Such a role leads to the objectification of women and alienation unique to women. The objectification takes the form of the Sartrean concept of “the Gaze”. For instance, if a person attempts to look through the keyhole of another’s apartment to see if they are home and is spotted, the person looking through the hole is objectified in the gaze of the other. The humanity is stripped from the person under the gaze. Women then can be seen as constantly under the gaze, considered to be objects “being-in-itself” as opposed to Man “being-for-itself”. De Beauvoir rails out against the myths and patriarchal institutions of men as hindrances to women’s attainment of transcendence and freedom. 

In order to overcome the situation of the “Other”, de Beauvoir recommends that women seek economic independence outside of the home. By doing this, they can free themselves from one of the more stagnating forces in their life, i.e. the role of wife and mother. In addition to seeking this economic freedom, she stresses that women should also grow intellectually in an effort to understand their own history and their prospects for the future. These steps are essential, for otherwise women would have to rely on Men giving them their freedom, which is an unlikely prospect. First and foremost however, is that women should no longer accept the fate of being the “Other”, and it is their duty not to consent to such a situation. 

The quote, “… our perspective is that of existential ethics. Every time transcendence falls back into immanence, stagnation, there is a degradation of existence into the ‘en-soi, the brutish life of subjection to given conditions – and of liberty into constraint and contingence. This downfall represents a moral fault if the subject consents to it, if is inflicted upon him, it spells frustration and oppression.”, helps signify the existential nature of her arguments. The transcendence here is the same transcendence spoken of by Sartre (her lifelong companion) in relation to human freedom. One must look beyond the self and determine themselves on their own terms in the existentially subjective manner. The life of motherhood and wifehood are not inherently bad things, however each woman should be able to choose the life she lives based on decisions and values that are her own. When one loses (or never had) this element to life, their existence is inauthentic because it is determined by forces not of the individual’s own self. That is, the choice of the path of life is not really a choice at all like real existence requires, but instead given by the dominant force. Liberty falls into constraint and the self falls back in on itself instead of realizing itself in the full sphere of human existence. 

Sartre and de Beauvoir posit that that the central feature of human existence is freedom to choose and to build one’s own existence from nothing. Along with this freedom come the existential terms anguish, abandonment and despair and the overall responsibility for making choices and defining one’s existence. An attempt to avoid this responsibility in response to this anxiety by denying the extent of one’s freedom is referred to as “bad faith” by Sartre and de Beauvoir. Any attempt at this “self-deception” leads to an inauthentic, truly inhuman existence. For women to accept their position in society as unavoidable is therefore a moral decision that is in the wrong. De Beauvoir points out however that the temptation for such deception is real when she says, “she can evade at once both economic risk and the metaphysical risk of a liberty in which ends and aims must be contrived without assistance.” However, by deceiving themselves that the life devoid of freedom, the fundamental aspect of real existence, is what they must or should live, they rob themselves of being in the truest sense of the word. One must be true to oneself and one’s existence. So in a sense, de Beauvoir is condemning women to some degree for their subjugation. 

In conclusion, de Beauvoir makes the point that women find themselves in the situation they are in because of social constructs devised by men. Furthermore, they must resist the impulse to deceive themselves into accepting the position they have, and strive to form an authentic existence through transcendence and existential choice.
