
A LETTER TO EMMANUEL FAYE
Gregory Fried

Dear Professor Faye,

Let me begin by thanking you for taking the
initiative to send me your book, Heidegger: The

Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy. You
contacted me because I had contributed to the on-
line debate in the commentary to Carlin
Romano’s review of your book in The Chronicle

of Higher Education.1

I owe you an apology. When I commented
upon that review, your book was not yet available
in English except to reviewers, and so I was react-
ing not so much to your work as to what I took to
be the intellectual glibness and laziness of the re-
view, which struck me as inappropriate to both
the scope and the seriousness of the philosophi-
cal, ethical, and political questions at stake.2 Af-
ter having read your book with care, I must now
acknowledge that some of what I wrote then I
would no longer write today. In my first post to
the discussion, I claimed, “To a very large extent,
[the furor surrounding your book and Romano’s
review] is simply a repeat of the scandal that
erupted 22 years ago when the work of Victor
Farías and Hugo Ott was published. There is
nothing really new here, except perhaps an in-
crease of the ‘data’ of Heidegger’s loathsome-
ness as a human being.”3 I also wrote:

We have known that [Heidegger was a dedicated
National Socialist] for a long time now. But the
devil is in the details. It has long been well known
that Heidegger was opposed to biological racism
and opposed to global imperialism. He was what
we might now call a mulitculturalist, but between
nations, not within them. He thought Nazism
would allow national cultures and historical tradi-
tions to maintain themselves in their own bounds.
But note, in my view this still leaves room for what
might be called a metaphysical or ontological rac-
ism (see the work of Berel Lang or Robert
Bernasconi for a responsible treatment of this

point), and I believe Heidegger was guilty of that.
But it was by no means orthodox Nazism.

4

After reading your book, I would no longer say
all of this. Indeed, this is one of your most impor-
tant contributions: to set out in great detail the in-
tricacies of the developments and the battles be-
tween strands of Nazism about precisely what
should and would count for orthodoxy. I wrote:

[Romano’s] article wants to paint Heidegger as a
hack, who dressed up his Nazism in philosophical
clothing. That is a crude dodge that avoids what is
seriously at issue for real thought. Heidegger was
never an orthodox Nazi and the orthodox soon
came to suspect him of deviationism. It is absurd to
claim that Heidegger somehow was an architect of
Nazi ideology, in the way, say, that Lenin or Marx
were of Communism, or that Locke or Jefferson
were of liberalism. . . . Yes, Heidegger lent his re-
spected name to the movement, but little to its con-
tent or direction.

5

Having read your book, I now believe much of
this to be false: he was orthodox (to the extent
that there was an orthodox Nazism), and he did
have a significant impact. The verdict is clear:
never again can anyone say that Heidegger, who
played a passionate role in the debates over the
core meaning and direction of the movement,
who subscribed to a form of non-biologistic rac-
ism that was in fact by no means alien to National
Socialism, who lent his voice and his weight as a
thinker, as an administrator, and as an educator to
the consolidation (Gleichschaltung) of Hitler’s
dictatorship, was not fully in the ambit of ortho-
dox Nazism, because Nazism contained many
strands, especially in the first years after the revo-
lution, and Heidegger fit within the scope of this
diversity. While some of the elements of this pic-
ture have been know since Farías and Ott, this is-
sue is too important to be digested piecemeal,
with a biographical detail leaking out here, a new
text there, as they do over the years. While you
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also contribute some decisive new information, I
find that it is the totality of what you assemble
that is impossible to ignore: it conveys the por-
trait of a man entirely dedicated to the cause of
Nazism, and not just in a fit of temporary mad-
ness or enthusiasm, but as an enduring mission.
(Just how long that devotion remained in full
force may be open to continued debate; you ar-
gue that it never diminished, but only went under-
ground after the war.) So, even if there is some
well-known material here, your argument cannot
and should not be ignored, both because you have
added to the factual base, and, more importantly,
because we need to confront anew our under-
standing of Heidegger’s political engagement as
a whole, and your study demands this confronta-
tion of any honest reader.

There is more, and I will outline what I take to
be your contribution below. In brief, though,
your thesis has several interwoven strands. The
first is that Heidegger was much more of an en-
gaged, aggressive, and effective Nazi than we
have understood before, and that his commit-
ment to the cause started even earlier than previ-
ously realized and endured until the end of his
life. Furthermore, you see that activism very
much alive not just in his political speeches of
1933–34 but in the lectures and seminars extend-
ing through the Second World War and indeed
beyond it . In addit ion, you argue that
Heidegger’s thought is so profoundly motivated
and contaminated by his Nazism that we cannot
view it as anything more than propaganda for that
movement, and indeed that his whole ambition,
in setting up the publication of his collected
works, the Gesamtausgabe, is to preserve his
path of thinking as a path that leads into Nazism.
For this reason, you conclude that we can—in-
deed, that we must—no longer call Heidegger a
philosopher, because his work constitutes the
domination of thought by politics, and because
nothing that preaches the inhumanity and unrea-
son embodied by National Socialism deserves
the name of philosophy. To crown your argu-
ment, you advocate something that is quite alien
to an American reader such as myself, at least,
namely, the removal of Heidegger from the phi-
losophy section of the libraries and from the phi-

losophy curriculum of the schools, due to the
extreme danger that you discern in his work.6

I must confess that when I began reading your
book, I was prejudiced against it by the disdainful
thoughtlessness of the Romano review and by
your own ironically illiberal thesis that we
should, in effect, ban Heidegger. Nevertheless,
while I do still disagree with you seriously on a
number of points, I must now also acknowledge
that I found your book devastating. I am unable to
respond to it in the form of a traditional academic
review, in part because you appealed to me per-
sonally to give your work a fair hearing, in part
because the portrait you paint of the man and his
times is truly appalling. The shock comes not
from the realization that Heidegger was a Nazi;
you are familiar with my book, Heidegger’s

Polemos,7 published ten years ago, so you know
that I have long argued that Heidegger’s philoso-
phy and politics are intimately entwined. The ef-
fect is more one of an existential horror at the
scale of Heidegger’s ambition, a scale I had not
entirely grasped before in the full context of the
cultural world of Nazi Germany. That may have
been due to naiveté on my part, or perhaps to an
inability to imagine the worst that human nature
can bring us to, but if so, I must share that naiveté
and lack of imagination with many other schol-
ars, and, alas, with the multitudes of the victims
of many forms of twentieth century politics un-
hinged from human decency: we just do not
expect such things, even though history teaches
us that we should.

And so I also agree with you that there is a
looming if hidden danger here, one we must re-
spond to, and not simply as scholars, although we
must not discard the tools and methods of schol-
arship. The questions seem to me at once both
too personal and too important for mere academi-
cism. That is why I am writing to you in this way,
in the form of an open letter. I have engaged in a
confrontation with Heidegger and the meaning of
his politics, with greater and lesser intensity, for
nearly 25 years. Your book, for me, was like the
turn of a kaleidoscope: familiar elements, com-
bined with new pieces, suddenly take on a new
and startling form. After a quarter-century, it is
time to take stock of what it is that I am seeing. In
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the Introduction to your book, you write: “Only
on the condition that we recognize that reality
[namely, as you say in the sentence before, ‘the
introduction into philosophy of the very content
of Nazism and Hitlerism’] can we become fully
cognizant of the dangers to humanity and to
thought involved in any attempt to further the ac-
ceptance of legitimation of those works [of Mar-
tin Heidegger].”8 Those who have not read your
book might be forgiven for thinking that this dou-
ble challenge to our humanity and to philosophy
itself is overstated or even absurd, but in truth that
challenge is now unavoidable.

“My ‘I Am’”

In one of his letters to Karl Löwith from the
early 1920s, Heidegger writes, “I work con-
cretely and factically out of my ‘I am’—out of
my intellectual and, in general, my factical ori-
gin—milieu—life-context—out of that which is
accessible to me from these as the living experi-
ence within which I live.”9

Ignoring the ironically Cartesian echoes of his
declaration, let’s start by taking Heidegger seri-
ously on this point: that philosophy begins with
the questions that confront us out of our own indi-
vidual lived experience. Surely this is no less than
what Socrates describes in the hours before his
death when he looks back over the story of his
own life of philosophy in Plato’s Phaedo. It
would be strange indeed if philosophy were a
mere hobby of the mind, intent on problems as a
purely abstract exercise, divorced from what is
fully human. I think that it is important to clarify
the context from which our respective
engagements with Heidegger emerge.

Une pensée vichyssoise

To even the most casual reader, it must be
abundantly clear that your book marks a phase in
a debate that reaches back many decades in
France, as far back as the years immediately fol-
lowing World War Two. Tom Rockmore’s Pref-
ace to the translation helps the English-speaking
reader to understand just how polemical those
debates have been at times. They have involved
your own father, Jean-Pierre Faye, who did battle

with François Fédier, the ever-vigilant defender
of Heidegger, in the cycle of debate that erupted
in the 1960s (the tide of scandal seems to ebb and
flow every twenty years or so).

I think it is worth underlining just how foreign
the French context is to an American reader, be-
cause understanding that context goes a long way
to explaining the extremity of your proposal to
ban Heidegger from the philosophy shelves.
Americans may forget, but a Frenchman never,
that Nazi Germany invaded and defeated France
and then installed a collaborationist government,
based in Vichy, as a puppet ally of the Third
Reich. Several times in your book you return to
Germany’s invasion and Heidegger’s support for
it at the level of the history of Being. Vichy
France assisted the Nazis in carrying out the col-
lection, deportation, and murder of tens of thou-
sands of French Jews.10 Yes, there was a Résis-

tance, but the Jews of France were not saved from
the vicious fury of the Endlösung. Furthermore,
France’s coming to grips with its own history of
collaboration has hardly been a smooth process.

This is, in part, why the story of the reception
of Heidegger in France is so galling. As you and
Rockmore explain in detail, very shortly after the
end of the war Heidegger targeted France as the
arena for his rehabilitation for a variety of rea-
sons, not least because France was the occupying
Allied power in Freiburg, and it was the French
who would decide his fate as an academic: his
ability to teach and even his private library were
at risk. His first foray was with Sartre, whom he
invited to his hut in Todtnauberg. When Sartre re-
fused, Heidegger turned to Jean Beaufret, then a
nearly unknown scholar, whom he also invited to
Todnauberg. It was Beaufret to whom he wrote
the “Letter on Humanism” in 1947, which evis-
cerated Sartre and sealed Heidegger’s luminary
reputation in France. Beaufret then became the
leading figure in a generation of orthodox
Heidegger scholars; both he and his students
fended off attacks on the master in the subse-
quent cycles of accusations concerning
Heidegger’s Nazism. For them, Heidegger’s self-
exculpation after the war—that he had made a
very stupid mistake typical of an unworldly aca-
demic, that he was never a true Nazi and certainly
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never an antisemite11 or racist, and that he had
only wanted to defend the independence of the
university—quickly became “the official story”
and all the explanation ever needed.12

Although known to me in outline, the story
that you and Rockmore relate is still shocking:
Beaufret himself was not just an anti-Semite, but
also a Holocaust revisionist who lent moral sup-
port to his student and fellow Holocaust-denier,
Robert Faurisson. You know all the details, so I
won’t catalogue them.13 The point of all this is
that your reaction against Heidegger seems in
part a patriotic indignation at his success in pene-
trating the French intellectual scene so com-
pletely: his most damning texts are not translated
into French,14 and so the orthodox Heideggerians
can stand guard over the interpretation of his
work; the orthodox refuse to concede any
ground, even in the face of overwhelming evi-
dence that Heidegger was an ardent Nazi; the or-
thodox dominate the teaching of philosophy in
France, at least in the Continental tradition, as it
is called here in the United States, and so they
pass on what you claim is a veiled Nazi ideology.

In short, for you, Heideggerianism in France
is a humiliating and repugnant continuation of
the Nazi occupation. Heidegger has succeeded
completely in his strategy. It is the Vichy of the
spirit, une pensée vichyssoise, if I may coin a sar-
castic phrase. If this portrait of philosophy in
France is correct, it is a deplorable situation.
More disturbing still, while France had trouble
enough with the military expulsion of the Ger-
mans during the war, and further problems fully
de-Nazifying after the war on the political plane,
it seems that for you, the de-Nazification of
French philosophical life has hardly even begun,
because the need for it has not ever been properly
recognized. Such is the power and the victory of
Heidegger suggested by your account.

No wonder then that you press for a de-
Nazification of the libraries and the curriculum
by cordoning off the word “philosophy” from the
name “Heidegger.” I will return to your strategy
later in this letter, but I hope I have done justice to
a “life-context” that animates what, for an Amer-
ican, seems like a very strange thing to advocate

as a response to Nazism: the banning of books
and intrusion upon the educational curriculum.

As you no doubt know, the reception of
Heidegger in the United States has a different his-
tory than in France, and therefore many readers
here will be puzzled by the radical conclusions
you reach.15 There is not the same dynamic of de-
feat and complicity with an occupying power that
lends the French debates their special edge of
mortal combat. Certainly there are orthodox
Heideggerians in the US, but their orthodoxy is
not the dominant school of American philosophy
(far from it!), and their orthodoxy does not com-
mit them in the same way to the shame, if suffi-
ciently proven, of Heidegger’s Nazism. This is
not to say that there is no potential for bitter dis-
pute! But in general, the question simply does not
enflame the same set of broad historical wounds,
nor does it have any serious resonance with the
broader public, and so the debates are cooler and
more academic in the petty sense.

Some American Heidegger scholars, I expect,
will be deeply troubled by your book, not be-
cause they are orthodox defenders of Heidegger,
whatever the costs, but because your book force-
fully argues that taking Heidegger seriously at

all, as a philosopher, is to contribute to his cun-
ning program of converting philosophy to an or-
gan of Nazism itself. You claim, in effect, that
Heidegger intends his naïve readers to become
unwitting carriers of a Nazi ideology inherent to
his thought. I think American Heidegger schol-
ars, who are generally liberal, as are most Ameri-
can academics, will be concerned that one conse-
quence of this may be to brand anyone as an
“objective” collaborator with Nazism who does
not dismiss Heidegger’s work out hand, whatever
his or her subjective intentions. As I wrote in my
response to the Romano review, this will smell of
the Inquisition to many, even those most critical
of Heidegger. Nevertheless, I take your challenge
seriously, because it does raise questions anyone
interested in Heidegger, as well as the broader
implications, should confront.
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My Path to Heidegger

Just as you, like Polemarchus in Plato’s Re-
public, have inherited the argument from your fa-
ther, so have I in a sense from my family.

My mother’s father was a diplomat in the Brit-
ish foreign service. When I was a child, he and
my grandmother let me read from letters kept in a
great metal trunk, letters they had written home
to their parents from their service postings.
Those letters detailed their increasing alarm at
the rise of Adolf Hitler and then their resolve that
he must be resisted. My mother was born in the
United States while her parents were attached to
the British embassy in Washington. They were
social democrats of the British Labor variety, and
my grandmother especially impressed on me the
disaster that Nazi Germany had inflicted upon
Europe.

My father was born in Prague, a few years
before the invasion of 1939. His parents were
secular Jews, steeped in German language and
culture, as were so many of the Jews of Czecho-
slovakia. My grandfather was an engineer who
worked for Skoda, and then as general manager
for Vitkovice, another important steel and iron
manufacturer in the republic. By the grace of
good luck and nerve, they made their escape in
1939 with only their two young sons. With the
help of French business colleagues, they found
their way to London, and from there, to New
York City in 1941. All the family who remained
were killed in the Shoah. It was only in 1990,
when I traveled to the Jewish Community Center
in Prague soon after the Velvet Revolution, that I
found the small file cards detailing their
deportations to the death camps.

I tell you this not to establish my credentials or
my authority, or to prove that I must be immune
to Heidegger’s worst tendencies, but rather to re-
view for myself the context of my own engage-
ment with Heidegger and to give you a snapshot
of how at least one American student of
Heidegger came to read him and take him
seriously.

In college, I was immediately drawn to philos-
ophy. I began my studies in the fall of 1979, the
time of the Iranian revolution and the Soviet inva-

sion of Afghanistan (so the world turns—we find
ourselves back in the same places, with different
actors). I was gripped by the sense of planetary
crisis and the need for new thinking and new ac-
tion. I ended up writing a thesis on Mahatma
Gandhi under John Rawls and Robert Nozick,
and when I went on to the University of Chicago
for my Ph.D., my aim was to find an analogue in
Western philosophy for the thought of Gandhi
and to develop this trajectory in the context of the
Western tradition.

My original plan was to work on Kant’s ethics
and his philosophy of history, but there was one
thing I learned from Gandhi that ended up send-
ing me on a quarter-century detour. It was this:
Gandhi insisted that in any dispute over anything
truly important, it is necessary, for the sake of
both the truth and one’s own integrity, to seek out
the most powerful argument in the opponent’s fa-
vor, to come to grips with it, and, if it has any
merit, to let that move you, and if it does not, at
least to make your understanding of that argu-
ment a pathway to understanding with the oppo-
nent. After all, we expect the opponent to be
moved by us, if we possess the greater share of
truth (in Sanskrit, sat, Being, an Indo-European
cognate of the Greek esti, the German ist, the
French est, the English is). The Gandhian idea is
to engage in an openly resolute confrontation, to
risk all for the truth, even one’s own necessarily
finite understanding of it.16

In that spirit, I sought out the Western philoso-
pher who could make the most radical attack on
Kant’s conception of the person as an end in itself
and his conception of history as the progressive
unfolding of a rational order (to put it all rather
crudely). At first, I thought that challenge would
be Nietzsche. But in my first year of graduate
study, I met Richard Polt, who would become my
friend and collaborator on two Heidegger trans-
lation projects. He persuaded me to try
Heidegger, and I had heard that Heidegger was in
some way involved with the Nazis, but the “offi-
cial story” was then still dominant of both sides
of the Atlantic. A professor in college had given
me a copy of Being and Time and told me to grit
my teeth and just read it through, but I had been
unable to make it past the first few pages. Now
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Richard and I read the first of Heidegger’s Nietz-
sche lectures, The Will to Power as Art (using a
translation based on Heidegger’s strategically
edited 1961 edition),17 in an informal class with
Leszek Ko`akowski—a man hardly to be mis-
taken for a Heideggerian, orthodox or otherwise!
He would later become the director of my disser-
tation.

Very quickly I came to see that in Heidegger I
had found an even more profound critique than in
Nietzsche of the Enlightenment and its roots in
Western thought. Heidegger indicated from the
very start of his lectures that this would be an
Auseinandersetzung, a confrontation, not only
with Nietzsche but with the entirety of the West-
ern tradition reaching back to Plato, brought to its
highest pitch of nihilism in and through Nietz-
sche. A fragment published in 1985 in the Ap-
pendix to the Gesamtausgabe edition of The Will
to Power as Art seemed to confirm my hunch:

Auseinandersetzung is something completely dif-
ferent [from critique]: to choose the opponent and
to bring oneself and him into position against one
another, and indeed in a struggle [Kampf] over
what is most essential. This “bringing-into-posi-
tion of the opponent” demands the unfolding of the
most essential questions; these must be developed
from what is innermost in his work to what is out-
ermost. But these positions of struggle must them-
selves be historical—those of Nietzsche and those
of ours, and this in turn in the direction of the great
trajectories of the essential history of philosophy.

18

In my innocence, I interpreted this as a
Heideggerian correlate to the Gandhian invoca-
tion to seek out what is most challenging and
most powerful in the opponent. What I did not re-
alize then was that this was but one face of the
polemos, a face reserved for an opponent
Heidegger could respect.

During the subsequent winter break, Richard
and I read the Introduction to Metaphysics to-
gether, out loud, line by line in English, with
Richard consulting the German as we went (I had
not yet learned the language). From that collabo-
ration, two projects were conceived. Richard and
I realized that the existing English translation, by
Ralph Manheim,19 was seriously inadequate, and

the seed of a project to produce a new one was
planted, something we brought to fruition more
than a decade later with our translation published
in 2000.20 I also discovered that Heidegger’s no-
tion of Auseinandersetzung was much more than
a declaration of confrontation with a single au-
thor or even with a whole tradition: it was his
word for the polemos of Heraclitus and another
name for the life of Being itself, both in how indi-
vidual human beings must confront their exis-
tence and in how peoples must confront their his-
tories. I sensed that at the bottom of Heidegger’s
conception of “the inner truth and greatness” of
National Socialism must lie the polemos.21

So began the research that would become my
doctoral thesis and then my book, Heidegger’s
Polemos: From Being to Politics. That was in late
1986, early 1987, just before the eruption of “the
Heidegger affair” ignited by Victor Farías’s
Heidegger and Nazism. I began intensive studies
of German and then went to study in Germany for
a year, mainly in Bochum at the Ruhr University,
because I had heard that Otto Pöggeler, the head
of the Hegel Archive there, was one of the few
German Heidegger scholars willing to address
his politics. By a strange providence it was, in
1989 and 1990, the centennial of Heidegger’s
birth, the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the
collapse of the Soviet empire, and the Velvet
Revolution in my father’s native land.

Heidegger’s Polemos

You know my book, and so I will not argue in
detail for what I attempt to show there through
textual analysis of Heidegger’s works from the
1920s to the end of World War Two, but I will
summarize it so that I can compare my under-
standing with your analysis of Heidegger’s poli-
tics. My aim was to come to terms with that poli-
tics mainly on the basis of Heidegger’s thought as
expressed in his texts (including speeches and
letters), turning to biography only when needed
to make sense of a text’s context. The book’s ti-
tle—Heidegger’s Polemos: From Being to Poli-
tics—is meant to evoke a number of things.

First, it points to what I claim is the centrality
of the notion of polemos to Heidegger’s thinking,
and that he elevates it to the status of the highest
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ontological principle, based on his reading of
Heraclitus’fragment 53: “Polemos is the father of
all things, and the king of all, and it reveals some
as gods, others as human beings; it makes some
slaves, others free.”22 For Heidegger, polemos de-
scribes the unfolding of Being itself, as well as
the human relationship to Being, for they are in-
separable. It is significant that, in this word of a
“pre-Socratic” thinker, Heidegger finds an un-
derstanding of Being that precedes the distortion
and decline whose origins Heidegger locates in
Plato. Indeed, as an opponent of Platonic ideal-
ism, Heidegger is seeking an alternative to the
Platonic idea or eidos as that which grants the
manifest intelligibility of things as what they dis-
tinctly are (as this, rather than that, etc.); for
Heidegger, it is polemos that takes the place of
idea as what bestows upon beings their mean-
ing—a meaning that is entirely wedded to the
struggles and flux of being-here as enmeshed in
historical existence, rather than in a timeless,
unchanging realm of ideas that lies beyond us.

Second, while Heidegger turns explicitly to
fragment 53 and polemos in the rectoral period of
the 1930s, I also try to show that the origins of
this thinking can be found very early in his work:
in his treatment of the temporality of Dasein as an
Auseinandersetzung (confrontation) with the
world of meaning into which it finds itself
thrown. This language of Auseinandersetzung

can already be discerned in his treatment of the
life-context, as he calls it in the early 1920s. My
reading of Being and Time endeavors to show
that Dasein’s authentic temporality is precisely
such an Auseinandersetzung with its own
thrown-projecting existence. Furthermore, I fo-
cus on that same passage in Being and Time that
you do, in section 74, where Heidegger says, “In
communication [Mitteilung] and in struggle
[Kampf] the power of destiny first becomes free”
(SZ, 384): it is not just individual Dasein, for
Heidegger, but the whole spirit of a people that
must engage in the polemos with its own history
(both inherited past and rising future) in order to
live up to its communal destiny. Of course, it is
not the people itself that conducts this confronta-
tion, but the triad of its great poets, statesmen,

and thinkers—in this case, Hölderlin, Hitler, and
Heidegger himself.

Thirdly, my title, Heidegger’s Polemos,
means to recall the title of the most infamous
book of that time: Hitler’s Mein Kampf. We both
have noted Heidegger’s correspondence with
Carl Schmitt in 1933, where Heidegger writes,
“Your quote from Heraclitus[’s Frag. 53] particu-
larly pleased me in that you did not forget the
basileus [the king, the absolute ruler], which
gives the fragment its full meaning, if one inter-
prets it completely. I have had such an interpreta-
tion with respect to the concept of truth set down
for years. . . . But now I myself stand in the midst
of the polemos [that is, in his role as Rector] and
all literary projects must give way.”23 There are
two things here to emphasize. One is something
that you bring out in much greater detail than I
did in my book, namely, the intense interest at the
time among Nazi thinkers and fellow-travelers
(so, Jünger, Schmitt, Baeumler, Heidegger) with
the theme of Kampf (battle, combat, struggle),
and more particularly with Heraclitus’s polemos-
fragment itself.24 And so the fascination with
both Kampf and the basileus is a clear indication
of Heidegger’s fascination with the work of Hit-
ler, the cult of combat following the Front-

erlebnis of World War One, and the role of the
Führer.25 But the second point goes even further,
and it is one as old as the observation of Otto
Pöggeler (in 1985), following the earlier histori-
cal work of Ott, that Heidegger sought den

Führer führen, that is, to lead the Führer by be-
coming the spiritual leader of the National So-
cialist revolution.26 Heidegger’s polemos

matches, in its ambition, the titanic grandiosity of
Hiter’s Kampf.

Fourth and last, the title points to the content

of that ambition: what Heidegger sought to ac-
complish in thought and thereby in both deed and
influence as an educator, as an administrator, and
above all as the (aspiring!) spiritual leader of the
Nazi revolution. Very briefly, I argue that for
Heidegger, the polemos must not take place only
in the authentic temporality of individual Dasein,
nor simply in the historicity of a whole people. It
must also take place in the whole history of the
West, because that history has played itself out as
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a history of nihilism beginning with the ancients
and culminating with Nietzsche. Heidegger’s

struggle is to ignite that polemos, to lead the Ger-
mans to den anderen Anfang, the other inception,
in a revolutionary confrontation with the first in-
ception (der erste Anfang) among the Greeks.
For Heidegger, this revolution means a rejection
of the universalism, the egalitarianism, and the
idealism that he sees as rooted in the thinking in-
augurated by Plato, adopted into the Judeo-
Christian tradition, and culminating in the secu-
lar liberalism of the Enlightenment and the radi-
cal socialism of Marx. For Heidegger, this means
resolutely belonging to a particular place, a par-

ticular time, and a particular people with its par-

ticular destiny. It means embracing the radical
finitude of being human and a radical
boundedness to human community. It means
polemos as Aus-einander-setzung: the setting
oneself out and apart from other peoples in con-
frontation, the self-assertion (Selbstbehauptung)
of a people as distinct, separate, and incommen-
surable with other peoples. It means the end of
humanist universalism, human rights, and re-
spect for persons as created in the image of God
(or secularized correlates, such as Kant’s respect
for persons as ends in themselves). Furthermore,
for Heidegger, this means that it must be the Ger-
man destiny to carry out this polemos for the sake
of every people worthy of that name (so, not the
“negroes” or the Jews):27 to recover the radical
rootedness of historical belonging and to reject
the universal homogenization and leveling that
he designated with the name of liberalism. So, in
the end, Karl Löwith’s report from 1936 is
dispositive: “Heidegger agreed with me without
reservation [that his Nazism was grounded in his
philosophy], and added that his concept of ‘histo-
ricity’ was the basis of his political ‘engage-
ment.’” What my book tries to do is to show in de-
tail how his radical, indeed his extreme

historicism informed his politics. I had then and
have now no doubt about what Löwith added:
“[Heidegger] was convinced now [that is, in
1936, after his resignation as rector, and after his
supposed underground rejection of and then re-
sistance to Nazism] as before [that is, in
1933–34] that National Socialism was the right

course for Germany; one had only to ‘hold out’
for long enough.”28

I cannot close this section without agreeing
with what you suggested to me: that the long sec-
tion on the polemos-fragment, published in
2001 (so, after my book) in GA 36/37 as part of
Heidegger’s Winter Semester course of
1933–34 (so, while he was in the deepest grip of
his political engagement as rector), confirms my
interpretation of the decisive role of the polemos

in Heidegger’s political thinking. As you know, I
have translated this volume with Richard Polt.29

You call attention to one of the most terrifying
sections of that text, and it is worth repeating in
full:

One word stands great and simple at the beginning
of the saying: povlemo", war. This does not mean
the outward occurrence of war and the celebration
of what is “military,” but rather what is decisive:
standing against the enemy. We have translated
this word with “struggle” to hold on to what is es-
sential; but on the other hand, it is important to
think over that it does not mean ajgwvn, a competi-
tion in which two friendly opponents measure their
strengths, but rather the struggle of povlemo", war.
This means that the struggle is in earnest; the oppo-
nent is not a partner but an enemy. Struggle as
standing against the enemy, or more plainly: stand-
ing firm in confrontation.
An enemy is each and every person who poses an
essential threat to the Dasein of the people and its
individual members. The enemy does not have to
be external, and the external enemy is not even al-
ways the more dangerous one. And it can seem as
if there were no enemy. Then it is a fundamental re-
quirement to find the enemy, to expose the enemy
to the light, or even first to make the enemy, so that
this standing against the enemy may happen and so
that Dasein may not lose its edge.

The enemy can have attached itself to the inner-
most roots of the Dasein of a people and can set it-
self against this people’s own essence and act
against it. The struggle is all the fiercer and harder
and tougher, for the least of it consists in coming to
blows with one another; it is often far more diffi-
cult and wearisome to catch sight of the enemy as
such, to bring the enemy into the open, to harbor no
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illusions about the enemy, to keep oneself ready
for attack, to cultivate and intensify a constant
readiness and to prepare the attack looking far
ahead with the goal of total annihilation.

30

Heidegger emphasizes that polemos is not the
equivalent of war (Krieg), but he makes equally
clear that it drives the most elemental, existential
struggle (Kampf), and so, clearly, it must at times
manifest itself in war as conventionally under-
stood. As you underline in your book, Heidegger
is deeply indebted to Schmitt’s friend/enemy dis-
tinction here: the adversary is not a mere oppo-
nent (Gegner) but a true enemy (Feind) who
poses an existential threat to the Being of the peo-
ple. Gone, then, my gentler understanding of
polemos as chivalric encounter between truth-
seeking adversaries. Most disturbing of all is
Heidegger’s contention here that the truest en-
emy may be one that is invisible, that has “at-
tached itself to the innermost roots of the Dasein
of a people” and “set itself against this people’s
own essence.” In 1933–34, can there be any
doubt whatsoever about the identity of such an
enemy, whom Heidegger is both too sly and too
fastidious to name openly? As you correctly con-
clude, for any German speaker using such lan-
guage, as well as for any German audience hear-
ing it, so soon after the Nazi rise to power, that
enemy would unmistakably be the Jew, whose
insinuation into the roots of the Volk requires a
tireless and vigilant struggle to counteract,
“looking far ahead with the goal of total annihila-
tion [der völligen Vernichtung].” With such
words in a university lecture course, how can we
doubt Heidegger’s indirect but still intimate
philosophical responsibility for the mentality
that gave rise to the Final Solution?

I find that I cannot leave this extraordinary
passage behind without further comment. Be-
cause I am the co-translator of the lectures as-
sembled in Being and Truth, I have had the op-
portunity to present and discuss this “total
annihilation” passage at a number of academic
venues for specialists in Heidegger over the past
year. I have been struck by how many respon-
dents have said something like the following: But
Heidegger does not name the Jews here. What al-
lows you to make that leap? Surely there are other
candidates for the hidden enemy. Perhaps the en-

emy he means is not even human, but a mode of
thinking, such as subjectivist metaphysics. Per-
haps he means to make the very meaning of “the
enemy” into a problem for his students. For such
reasons, perhaps we should avoid moralizing
about this passage.

Such questions have given me some pause,
not least because many of those asking them are
hardly apologists for fascism. For the most part,
they are scholars and teachers who instinctively
recoil at the horrendous implications of this pas-
sage and who tend to find inspiration in what they
take to be the later Heidegger’s critique of the
will and voluntarism, of hubristic modernity, and
of totalizing thinking of any kind. Perhaps be-
cause I find that this resistance to what I take to be
the plain meaning of the text is often made in
good faith, it is worth saying more against such
interpretations now.

First of all, Heidegger is clearly referring to a
human, rather than a conceptual enemy here: he
mentions actual opponents who are a true enemy
of the people and with whom one might come to
blows, not ideas or traditions, such as Platonic
metaphysics or Cartesian subjectivism (ideas
that must also have actual human beings as their
bearers, in any case). Furthermore, whatever his
own intentions, it is inconceivable that a grown
man in his forties, lecturing to an audience of stu-
dents in an introductory philosophy course,
would not realize what this kind of language
would evoke for his young audience in the Ger-
many of 1933, exposed as they already were to
Hitler’s antisemitic rhetoric and to the Nazi
state’s antisemitic actions: that speaking of a hid-
den enemy, burrowing into the roots of the peo-
ple, would immediately conjure up the image of
the Jew, especially the assimilated Jew of the
university, industrial commerce, and high
culture.

On top of this, we know more now about
Heidegger’s own attitude towards this hidden en-
emy. You are aware that in a 1929 letter of recom-
mendation about a former student, Heidegger
wrote, “What I could say only indirectly in my re-
port [on Eduard Baumgarten], I can say more
clearly here: it has to do with nothing less than the
reflection, which cannot be put off, that we stand
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before a choice, either again to provide for our
German spiritual life genuine forces and educa-
tors that are rooted in the soil [bodenständige], or
finally to surrender this spiritual life to the grow-
ing Jewification [Verjudung] in the broader and
narrower sense.”31 Hitler himself, in Mein Kampf
(1925), had regretted “how far the inner
Verjudung of our people has already pro-
gressed.”32 Some have wanted to argue that
Heidegger’s 1929 letter is an anomaly. Now we
know, as you have pointed out, that Heidegger’s
fear of the Jewification of Germany goes at least
as far back as a letter of October 18, 1916 to his
wife, Elfride, where he writes: “The Jewification
of our culture and universities is certainly fright-
ful, and I trust that the German race will still be
able to summon enough inner strength to come
out on top.”33 So, it seems decisively clear that
when Heidegger spoke of an inner enemy of the
German people, culture, and spirit, he meant the
Jews.

If that weren’t enough, there is the following
exchange with his wife in 1932. On June 9, he
writes to Elfride: “Baeumler ordered the
‘Jüdische Rundshau’ for me, and it is very well
laid out and of high quality. I will send you the is-
sues.”34 If one did not know that Alfred Baeumler
was a close ally of Heidegger’s at the time and a
major ideological supporter of the Nazis, one
might think that Heidegger was admirably trying
to broaden his own and his wife’s views by read-
ing a leading German-language Zionist newspa-
per. But then on June 20, he responds to his wife:
“What you write about the Jewish paper and Tick
was already my way of thinking, too. On this is-
sue, one cannot be too mistrustful.”35 Can there
be any doubt that from 1916 to the dawn of the
Nazi rise to power in the early 1930s,
Heidegger’s mistrust of the Jews as an alien pres-
ence among the Germans was constant, and that
when he spoke of an enemy worming its way into
the people’s roots, he meant the Jews?36

Your Contribution

“National Socialism was the right course for
Germany; one had only to ‘hold out’ for long
enough,” Löwith reports Heidegger saying in
1936. Thanks to your book, we now have a better

sense of how long that might be. As you docu-
ment again and again, Heidegger measured his
own spiritual influence over the Third Reich by
decades, well past the death of Hitler, and then
perhaps even by centuries.37 I will return to the
implications of this later. For now, I would like to
summarize those elements of your research that I
found most significant in adding to my own un-
derstanding of Heidegger’s politics. It will not be
an exhaustive or even an adequate account. To be
clear, and to risk repetition, I think that contribu-
tion is threefold: (1) you unearth important new
historical details; (2) you integrate those details
into a portrait of what has already been known
about Heidegger’s politics, but which has not
been synthesized anew in the past 20 years; (3)
you confront us with unavoidable questions
about the significance of this emerging portrait of
Heidegger and the political implications of his
thought.

I will confess that when I first started reading
your book, its prosecutorial tone and its
inquisitional policy recommendation (to ban
books from zones of the library and to relegate
them to an “index” of proscribed works!) put me
off considerably. It seemed to me at first that you
were drawing too many conclusions on the basis
of guilt by association, or versions of the genetic
fallacy—namely, that the intellectual origins or
precursors of an idea wholly determine the mean-
ing of all developments of that idea. However, as
I made my way through the work, both the histor-
ical context for Heidegger’s thought, as well as
the facts that you document and the texts you
muster, succeeded in consolidating a portrait that
I now find largely convincing, even though your
methodology left me in serious doubt about some
of your specific interpretations of his texts and
his historical role (more on this below). Yes, you
rely in many places on the work of others, such as
Farías and Ott, but that is inevitable in a project
with the scope of yours. No doubt some will con-
tinue to say that there is nothing new here. But
there is, both in individual details and in the pic-
ture taken as a whole, and we must come to terms
again with what that whole means.

The first “official story” of Heidegger’s politi-
cal adventure, decisively disproved by Farías and
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Ott in the late 1980s, was that he made a stupid
mistake that he regretted and then opposed. But I
think a second official story has since emerged, a
more subtle one to which I myself have sub-
scribed in part. It goes something like this: yes,
Heidegger was indeed a real Nazi, and he be-
lieved in his own version of what the “inner truth
and greatness” of that movement must mean, but
that involved a repudiation of what we ordinarily
think of as orthodox Nazism, namely, biological
racism and global imperial ambitions, because
the former is supposedly enmeshed in the meta-
physics of modern science and the latter is but an-
other form of aggressive and uprooted modern
universalism. That is why he would come to criti-
cize actual National Socialism, while remaining
true to his own vision of the “inner truth and
greatness” of the movement.

Your book puts this second line of defense in
serious doubt. So, in no particular order, here are
the elements that stand out for me.

1) Racism. In reading your book, I was at first
taken aback by how you insist on translating a va-
riety of words in Heidegger’s texts of the 1930s
as “race”; so, not just Rasse, but also words such
as Stamm, Geschlecht, and Artung, etc., as well
as their various compound usages. At first I
thought this was distorting the terminology to fit
your theory in a way that was inflammatory and
prejudicial. But the weight of the evidence, in the
context of the racial theories and linguistic prac-
tices of the time that you detail, has convinced me
that this is usually a legitimate rendering, in this

specific historical context. It is clear that
Heidegger is participating in a discourse with fig-
ures such as Rothacker, Baeumler, Schmitt, and
Jünger, to name some of the most prominent ones
that you discuss, a discourse in which all these
terms are being used more or less interchange-
ably to refer to race in the sense of a group iden-
tity based on heritage, whether that heritage be
biological (Blut, the blood-ties of kinship and
tribal belonging) or historical and spiritual
(Boden, the exclusive attachment to a particular
tradition), or a combination of the two.
Heidegger, with his characteristic prudence (if
we may call it that) does indeed generally avoid
the explicit language of the most obscenely racist

and antisemitic writers, such as Julius Streicher,
but the multiple passages you reference where he
does use the word Rasse makes it clear that those
related words, as he employs them, form part of a
conceptual whole.38

Furthermore, you explain something that had
never been fully clear to me before. Yes,
Heidegger does reject biological racism, yet not
because he deplores race-thinking but rather be-
cause he rejects superficial biologism—and es-
pecially in what he takes to be its “liberal,” Dar-
winian, version—as a profoundly reductive way
of understanding what it means to be human. For
Heidegger, as we know, to be human means to be

historical. To be historical is primarily a matter of
the spirit, and so a people’s essence as a “race” is,
for Heidegger, above all a historical-spiritual
matter. As you make quite clear, this spiritual

version of racism was very much a live strand in
the Nazi movement, supported by Hitler himself
in decisive speeches and embodied most fully in
the ideology of the SS.39 Furthermore, Heidegger
is not opposed to the biological per se, so long as
it is not understood in a Darwinian manner;
hence his approving references to Blut and his af-
finity for the biology of form in Jakob von
Uexküll and racial identity in Ludwig Clauß.40

2) Antisemitism. Here, the situation is similar
to that with racism. Heidegger’s defenders cite
his many Jewish students, but we know well the
distinction that many antisemites have made be-
tween particular individuals and the “problem”
of an entire people insinuating itself into the life
of the Volk, so there is no contradiction on this
point, apart from the ugliness of the personal laid
waste by supposedly world-historical impera-
tives. Heidegger certainly had no trouble casting
aside those Jews to whom he owed the greatest
debts, whether personal or professional. In this,
Heidegger embodied an attitude that Heinrich
Himmler described in one of the most horrific
documents of the era, his Poznan speech of Octo-
ber 4, 1943, delivered to the SS in the midst of
carrying out the Ausrottung, the eradication, of
the Jews; there Himmler says, “And then along
they all come, all the 80 million upright Ger-
mans, and each one has his decent Jew. They say:
all the others are swine, but here is a first-class
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Jew.”41 Himmler’s point is simply this: that the
seeming virtues of any particular Jew, or indeed
the personal affection one might feel for any par-
ticular Jew, must not stand in the way of the hard
historical mission: total war against them, unto
extermination, as an element alien to the Volk. In
spirit, I now believe, Heidegger embodied pre-
cisely this attitude: he was perfectly willing to
embrace (quite literally in some cases) specific
individuals on a purely personal level, but he
would do nothing if the wheel of fate came to
crush the Jews in general in the name of the des-
tiny of the German Volk; indeed, he would gladly
put his shoulder to that wheel.

I have noted the letters in which Heidegger la-
mented the Verjudung, the Jewification, of the
German spirit, as an expression of an ontological
antisemitism, and which you cite as some of the
clearest expressions of Heidegger’s unguarded
views.42 Heidegger protects himself, in part, by
avoiding the most abusive language then current
and by taking refuge in ontological abstraction.
But the mask slips from time to time. We know
about the Verjudung letters. But more telling than
a word or phrase dropped here and there (and
there are enough of these) is his participation in
the Gleichschaltung, soon after the Nazis’ rise to
power in 1933, whereby—quite to the contrary
of his later claims—he actively supported the ef-
forts to purify the university by excluding its
Jewish faculty and students and by giving at least
tacit consent to the burning of “Jewish” books.43

This is all in keeping with a determination to re-
verse the Verjudung of the German spirit, by way
of an Entjudung, and to fulfill the Aus-einander-

setzung, the self-assertion by separation, of the
German people. And we know about the
Vernichtung passage from Heidegger’s lecture
course of 1933–34. The evidence now seems
unassailable.

3) Heidegger’s Activism. You detail in a very
compelling way Heidegger’s engaged, aggres-

sive, and continual activism in the cause of Na-
tional Socialism after 1933, and more to the
point, after 1934, when Heidegger resigned as
rector and, according to the official story, began
his veiled critique of the regime. Again, that has
been known to a certain extent since Ott and

Farías, and even since Schneeberger published
Heidegger’s Nazi speeches in the early 1960s,
but the extent of Heidegger’s militancy has never
really sunk in, most especially regarding the pe-
riod after his resignation from the rectorship. By
officially and ceremoniously joining the Party on
May 1, 1933—May Day, the workers’ day—to-
gether with Carl Schmitt, Erich Rothacker and
other intellectual luminaries, Heidegger first of
all lent credibility and respectability to the Nazi
cause. As Rector of Freiburg University, far from
striving to protect the “independence” of the
academy, he was an avid supporter and, as his
university’s rector, implementer of Hitler’s
Gleichschaltung, the first sallies of an aggressive
totalitarianism that sought to bring all aspects of
German political, educational, and cultural life
into line with the Party program and the Führer-
principle.44 The detail you provide about his po-
litical activism and his educational activism is
decisive.45 One cannot treat his speeches of the
time as “compromises” made with the regime in
order to maintain the “self-assertion” of the uni-
versity. For example, his passionate speeches in
favor of the plebiscite of 12 November 1933 to
approve Hitler’s domestic and foreign policies
(including renouncing the League of Nations),
broadcast by radio to many thousands of
listeners, were surely indicative of his ardor, and
perhaps instrumental in swaying many voters
and even more students to the cause.

This is only part of it, for as you show, his
many speeches were directed at converting the
people, especially the young, to Nazism. He par-
ticipated eagerly in the indoctrination work of the
paramilitary work camps and cultivated deep
links with the Nazi youth and student move-
ments.46 Furthermore, I find convincing your ar-
gument that his resignation came as a result of re-
sistance at the university to his militant
radicalism, especially in his efforts to put his
equally militant protégé, Erik Wolf, in control of
the law faculty, with the help of Carl Schmitt.47

Also, you make clear that his efforts after his res-
ignation, far from providing evidence of a retreat
from his embrace of the Party, prove that he
turned his activism in a more “spiritual” direc-
tion: to educational reform for the cultivation of
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the new nobility and to the reconstitution of the
Nietzsche archives as a vehicle for entrenching
his own notion of Nazism as the dominant one.48

His militancy, his ambition, and his revolutionary
radicalism were profound.

4) Heidegger’s Hitlerism. Heidegger’s politi-
cal (not just intellectual) collaboration with Carl
Schmitt,49 his cultivation of his own devoted stu-
dent Erik Wolf as a Nazi legal theorist and educa-
tor to take over the law faculty at Freiburg, and
the many letters and other texts you bring to-
gether, show how deeply committed Heidegger
was to the Hitlerian cast of National Socialism:
the understanding of law as grounded not in rea-
son but in the person of the ruler, the rejection of
parliamentarianism as the organ of legitimate
sovereignty, the disdain for the rule of law in fa-
vor of the dictate of the Führer, and the quasi-
erotic reverence for the person of the Führer as
the bearer of the will and the destiny of the peo-
ple—all this provides a fuller insight into what
Heidegger meant by welcoming the advent of the
basileus in 1933 in his letter to Schmitt.50

As I wrote earlier, I had known parts of this
before, as well as the outlines of the portrait as
whole, as would have any serious scholar of
Heidegger’s life and work. But it is the distinct-
ness of the whole and the compelling nature of
many of the new details you assemble that is so
powerful. Most striking are the lectures and sem-
inars from the rectoral period that you have un-
earthed, such as the seminar on Hegel and the
state—ones that remain unpublished by the
Gesamtausgabe—that cement the portrait of
Heidegger as a vehement Hitler supporter,
antisemite and racist.51 The unavoidable conclu-
sion is that Heidegger’s Nazism was more pro-
found, more enduring, and more thoroughly
wedded to his own understanding of the deepest
currents of his philosophy than we had realized
before.

Some Reservations

Your book is primarily a work of history and
biography. By this, I do not mean to belittle its ac-
complishments, for they are significant. To re-
peat: you uncover important new facts; you inte-
grate these with what was known before to

present a new portrait of Heidegger’s political
engagement as a whole; and you challenge us
with the question of what that whole means for
his work and for philosophy in general. A central
thesis of your book is that Heidegger’s thought
should not be dignified with the name of philoso-
phy, which you put in scare quotes when attached
to his own name. I will say more below about
your refusal of the name “philosophy” in connec-
tion with Heidegger, but my point here is that this
means that while you trace the intellectual devel-

opment of his ideas as they relate to Nazism and
the historical context, you seldom engage
Heidegger philosophically, except perhaps in a
negative sense, such as when you defend
Descartes against Heidegger’s attacks.

I will admit that this approach put me off at
first, even though I understood that your thesis is
that Heidegger indeed should not be treated as a
philosopher. This has to do, I think, with my own
impulse to read an author generously, which goes
back to that Gandhian principle I mentioned be-
fore. But if my fault has been to read Heidegger
more generously than he deserves, then I would
suggest that yours is to read him with such an in-
tense hermeneutic of suspicion (if I may bend
Ricoeur’s phrase to my use) that everything ends
up getting drawn into the vortex of crypto-Nazi
maneuverings. I don’t think you need to go this
far to make your most essential points about the
depths of his allegiance to Nazism or about the
need to reevaluate Heidegger’s impact. I think
this tendency constitutes a serious flaw in the
book, because it leads you to overreach in some
cases, and these missteps undermine the credibil-
ity of other portions of the book that otherwise
deserve to be taken seriously.

So, for example, you analyze volume 90 of
the Gesamtausgabe, which collects Heidegger’s
notes on Ernst Jünger, in order to develop your
claim that Heidegger supports racial selection. I
will quote a substantial passage from your book:

[Heidegger] relates “racial thought” (Rassen-

gedanke) to the “soil of subjectivity” [GA 90, 38]
and assures us that “man is no less subject, but on
the contrary more essentially so, when he con-
ceives of himself as a nation, a people, a race, a
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somehow self-dependent humanity” [GA 90, 38].
In the enumeration contained in that sentence, race
is presented as a perfectly legitimate way to con-
ceive of man. But in what follows in that statement
Heidegger takes the same line of thought to even
more hateful lengths. He continues: “But there is a
world of difference between belonging to a race
[Rassenhaben] and establishing a race particularly
and intentionally, as a ‘principle,’ the result and
goal of being-human; especially when racial selec-
tion is specifically conducted not only as one con-
dition for being-human, but when that being-race
and domination qua that race are held up as the
highest goal” [GA 90, 39].

52

At the risk of being taken as an apologist for
Heidegger, I have to say that in this case, I found
your interpretation of the text implausible. In his
notes on Jünger, Heidegger is attempting to come
to grips with how Jünger defines the spirit of the
age, namely, the age of advanced nihilism.
Heidegger claims that Jünger sees even more
clearly than Nietzsche the implications of the
domination of the will to power in the form of
technology engaged in the battle for material and
the total mobilization of man and machine.
Jünger, Heidegger says, is the age’s preeminent
observer and describer of the most intense form
of nihilism, and so of the final dark apotheosis of
Western metaphysics. But Heidegger denies to
Jünger the title of genuine thinker: “Because
Jünger does not see what can only be ‘thought,’
he therefore considers this fulfillment of meta-
physics in the essence of the will to power to be
the onset of a new era, whereas it is only the start
of the rapid antiquation of everything that is the
newest of the new in the tedium of the null, in
which gestates the abandonment of beings by Be-
ing.”53

Returning to the passages you cite, it seems to
me quite clear that rather than celebrating that
“man is no less a subject” when taken as a “race,”
he is criticizing (as he almost always does) sub-
jectivism as manifested in these forms, particu-
larly because they advocate a notion of being-hu-
man as a “self-dependent humanity”—clearly a
fault, for Heidegger, because such humanism for-
gets our indebtedness to Being by raising us up to
a self-creating, self-affirming subject. To be
clear: this leaves open the possibility Heidegger

might still (here, in the late 1930s) hold to a non-
subjectivist view of race or of the Volk as the ulti-
mate touchstone of political meaning. But in this

passage, it is misleading to translate Boden as
“soil” in the phrase “Boden der Subjektivität”:
here, Boden means simply “basis,” as it certainly
can in ordinary German. In this same passage,
Heidegger defines subjectivism in a very critical
manner (as usual): “The essence of subjectivity

has been laid out; it means: man is the ground and
the goal, not just of himself, rather he is himself
only in that he is and to the extent that he is the
ground and goal of beings as a whole—and as-
serts himself as such” (GA 90, 38).54

So, it seems to me entirely and clearly in keep-
ing with his critique of metaphysical subjectiv-
ism and of Jünger in this volume, that Heidegger,
in the passage you then cite, condemns “estab-
lishing a race particularly and intentionally, as a
‘principle,’ the result and goal of being-human.”
Furthermore, when he writes that this is true “es-
pecially when racial selection is specifically con-
ducted not only as one condition for being-hu-
man, but when that being-race and domination
qua that race are held up as the highest goal,” I
find the rendering of Rassenzüchtung as “racial
selection” problematic. Yes, in some circum-
stances, this might involve selection (in the hor-
rific sense used in the Final Solution), but here at
least it seems clear to me that Heidegger is speak-
ing more broadly of racial breeding and cultiva-

tion (in Nietzsche’s sense of Züchtung) as part of
the modernist problem, because it elevates hu-
man beings as the source of their own Being. This
is confirmed by the sentence directly following
the passage you cite, which clearly condemns
what Heidegger has been describing: “Therefore,
the much-advocated priority of community-in-
terest over self-interest is merely a semblance
and stands fully in the service of the most ex-
treme and most explicit self-interest, one
which—thought in relation to ‘man’ as animal—
can be thought metaphysically.”55

All this is not to deny what you point out about
the Jünger volume: that Heidegger in 1939-
40 sees the coming war with “the democratic
‘empires’ (England, America)” as the battle for
the power over the next century:
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For supposing the possession of power in the sense
of the imperial dictatorship of absolute armament
for armament’s sake [this is Heidegger’s character-
ization, as filtered through Jünger, of Germany un-
der Nazism] harbors at the same time within itself
the essential possibility of the total devastation of
the world, the question arises as to whether the
highest possession of power with a view to su-
preme power becomes capable of going beyond
power itself as essence of reality, and, if not of
founding a new truth of being, at least of preparing
it in its foundations. That the strength of the es-
sence, hidden and not yet purified, of the Germans,
should extend this far, such is our belief.

56

You are right, then, I think, to argue that
Heidegger supports (at least in 1939–40) a global
war for domination.57 His view here is complex:
on the one hand, he thinks Jünger has seen Na-
zism for what it is, a dictatorship of armament for
armament’s sake, but Heidegger considers this as
still part of the extreme stage of metaphysical ni-
hilism, a reverse image of the “democratic” em-
pires of the West; nevertheless, and on the other
hand, Heidegger holds out the hope—at the risk
of “the total devastation of the world”!—that a
German victory will seed the ground for a new
understanding of power that will transcend
power for power’s sake and thereby found “a
new truth of Sein,” one that will be non-meta-
physical and non-subjectivist, one that may take
a century to achieve.58 You are also right about
this being a clear indication of his enduring dedi-
cation to Nazism after his resignation as rector,
despite his own reservations about the metaphys-
ical impurities of the movement, as well as a
proof that he sees the leadership of his own think-
ing of the question of Being as essential to that
ultimate and as yet hidden victory.

So, while your intense hermeneutic of suspi-
cion is to an extent justified, considering Heideg-
ger’s mendaciousness, it sometimes leads you to
make the texts say even more than what is there;
you don’t need to do that to make clear the depths
of Heidegger’s commitments. Your zeal to con-
vict Heidegger of the most serious offenses leads
you to other, similar difficulties. Your hypothesis
that Heidegger may have served as a ghost-writer
for Hitler’s speeches struck me as no more than a
hunch, and for a claim as historically significant

as this, more substantial proof is needed. And,
without going into interpretive detail, I found
your interpretation of the Bremen lectures
unconvincing for similar reasons.

To cite another example may seem tangential,
since it is not obviously about your reading of
Heidegger, I was also not convinced by at least
some of your defense of Descartes. You refer to
the famous passage in the Discourse on Method
where Descartes advocates that we become “the
masters and owners of nature,” and you want to
deny that this implies a Baconian program of hu-
man domination over all that is, as Heidegger
would have it. On your reading, Descartes here is
primarily concerned with preserving health, a
goal that “does not convey any will to exploit na-
ture unreservedly, but on the contrary a deep at-
tention to life, with a view to preserving man’s
unity.”59

The passage in question begins with Des-
cartes proclaiming his goal of uncovering princi-
ples that will allow us “to procure, as much as is
in our power, the common good of all men.” He
goes on:

For these notions made me see that it is possible to
arrive at knowledge that would be very useful in
life and that, in place of that speculative philoso-
phy taught in the schools, it is possible to find a
practical philosophy, by means of which, knowing
the force and the actions of fire, water, air, the stars,
the heavens, and all the other bodies that surround
us, just as distinctly as we know the various skills
of our craftsmen, we might be able, in the same
way, to use them for all the purposes for which they
are appropriate, and thus render ourselves, as it
were, masters and possessors of nature. This is de-
sirable not only for the invention of an infinity of
devices that would enable one to enjoy trouble-free
the fruits of the earth and the goods found there, but
also principally for the maintenance of health,
which unquestionably is the first good and the
foundation of all other goods in this life . . .

60

The concern for health is there, clearly, but also
unmistakable is Descartes’ soaring ambition for
the modern project in which improvement to
medicine is just a subsidiary. We see, in embryo,
the “infinity of devices” of modern technology,
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as well as the capture of the fundamental ele-
ments and energies of nature itself: “the force and
actions of fire, water, air . . .” What is this but a
pre-figuration of Einstein’s discovery of
e = mc2 as the key to unlocking the power of the
sun, and indeed the fundamental energies and
components of the universe, which we have used
both to power and to annihilate entire cities?

I raise this point about Descartes because it
seems to me that whatever else one might say
about the accuracy of Heidegger’s interpretation
of him, Heidegger’s discussions of subjectivity
and the Faustian aspirations of modernity are not
utterly without merit. To the extent that you are
right that something like the Cartesian subject
must be defended to preserve the individual and
the individual moral conscience from being sub-
merged in the collective identity and demands of
a historical people, I also think that we can only
make that defense by taking seriously the great
dangers of what Jan Patoc'ka called the titanism
of the modern project.61 By insisting that nothing
Heidegger says can possibly have philosophical
merit, that it is all manipulation and opportunism
for the sake of a deeply rooted Nazism, you miss
an opportunity to rethink the foundations of mo-
dernity in a way that might both preserve its best
tendencies and ward off its worst. Surely no stu-
dent of our past century can deny that its barba-
risms demand precisely such a reconstruction of
the tradition. You fear that giving Heidegger any
credit in such a reevaluation of our situation will
promote what is nothing more than a Nazi ideol-
ogy. But the simple fact is that Heidegger has so
deeply influenced sixty years of philosophy that
we would have to discard many other genuinely
serious thinkers in order to root him out entirely.
Far better to take him on directly as a philoso-
pher, despite and indeed because of his politics.

Lessons

What might all this have to teach us about fas-
cism? For Nazism is but a species of that larger
genus of tyranny.

First, I would say that it helps us to see that
fascism is a modern phenomenon, because it is a
reaction against a universalism that could only
become actual as a global possibility in the mod-

ern era, even if this universalism was implicit in
the ancient world in the thought of a Plato, for ex-
ample, and prepared for the modern world by the
evangelical soteriology and eschatology of
Christianity (that is, in the catholicity, strictly
speaking, of a mission to persons inhabiting a
cosmos whose ultimate meaning as a Whole lies
beyond this world). We might detect proto-fas-
cist elements in the pre-modern world, such as in
the cult of the emperor in Rome, but for the most
part, these are anachronisms, because in the an-
cient world, there was no viable universalist poli-
tics or culture against which a political move-
ment might have reacted. Christianity, in its
infancy, was a prophetic and otherworldly uni-
versalism, not a political one, and it was soon co-
opted by the Roman Empire. Christianity’s uni-
versalism became truly political when its egali-
tarianism became secularized in the Enlighten-
ment. The passage from the Beiträge that you cite
is dispositive here, where Heidegger declares
that, “inasmuch as the dominance of reason as an
equalizing of everyone is but the consequence of
Christianity and as the latter is fundamentally of
Jewish origin (cf. Nietzsche’s thought on the
slave revolt with respect to morality), Bol-
shevism is in fact Jewish; but then Christianity is
also fundamentally Bolshevist!”62 Heidegger
lays the blame of liberal modernity squarely at
the feet of democratic universalism, which, no
matter how secular its contemporary forms, has
its roots in Platonism, Judaism, and Christianity.

Second, because it rejects universalism, fas-
cism reverts to an atavistic and exclusive belong-
ing to a group. The touchstone of that belonging
may be almost anything, such as a shared history,
or a language, or a religion, or a putative racial
identity. The key to the atavism is that the belong-
ing must connect to something that is irrational,
or at least non-rational, otherwise it risks lapsing
into the universalism it opposes and finds no
grounds for exclusive belonging. That is because,
if the basis for belonging to the group is some es-
oteric insight, some exclusive characteristic, or
some exceptional accomplishment, rather than
simple free choice informed by reason, then the
belonging must be something one discovers, or
that one simply is, rather than something one can
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choose on the basis of rational reflection. That is
why race, defined either biologically or spiritu-
ally (but especially biologically), has been such
an attractive cathexis for fascist belonging. Set-
ting aside the problem of racial purity, race is
supposedly a clear boundary-marker: one either
is or is not a member of the race. You cannot
choose or think your way into such a belonging.
Of course, the actual boundary of race, and of ra-
cial purity, is always a serious conceptual prob-
lem for race-based fascists, as you show in your
discussion of the fights between the Nordic and
the pan-Germanic notions of racial purity under
Nazism.63 We see this problem also in the “one
drop rule” in American racial ideology, whereby
a person has traditionally been defined as
“Black” no matter how far back the African
“blood” might originate, and no matter how
“White” that person looks or seems.64 In
Heidegger’s case, we know, the matter is compli-
cated, but there seems little question now that he
held a radically exclusivist view of what it must
mean to be German, and that being German must
entail a vigilant Aus-einander-setzung with both
foreign and domestic enemies.

Third, because fascism denies universalism, it
also subverts the rule of law and tends to rely on
the cult of a supreme leader. By its nature, law ap-
peals to rational principles that transcend the par-
ticulars of time and circumstance, and those prin-
ciples quickly make their claim to universal
application. But once one denies that a commu-
nity’s true principles of belonging and identity
are rational or universal, the bond of community

itself, not universal right, becomes the touch-
stone for judgment and justice. Furthermore, be-
cause the needs of the community demand inter-
pretation by means that are more prophetic than
rational, the law loses its pride of place as the fi-
nal arbiter in favor of the leader who makes deci-
sions in the exceptional case. Very soon, the
leader who adopts the power to decide beyond
established law in exceptional cases becomes the
arbiter of what constitutes an exceptional case in
the first place. The leader then is the law, for the
exception becomes the rule. This was certainly
the view of Schmitt—and of Heidegger, who
proclaimed in public speeches that “the Führer

and he alone is the present and future German re-
ality and its law.”65

Fourth, because it renounces the rule of law,
fascism also tends to glorify violence and to de-
spise “liberal” formalism in the procedures and
institutions of government. Along with the rule
of law itself, fascism holds parliamentarianism,
checks and balances, and the like all in contempt
as expressions of a notion of political life incapa-
ble of decisive action and truly organic unity.
Emergencies and revolutionary acts of founding
require great acts of violence and decision, and
fascism treats the petty give-and-take of rule-
bound processes as inadequate to the urgency of
the moment. Great leaders seize that moment,
cutting the Gordian knot of indecisiveness with
acts of institutional or physical violence, or both.
Furthermore, this violent spirit extends to break-
ing down the barriers between civil society and
the state, so that the state’s claims to supervise
and order all aspects of a people’s life become
ever more totalitarian. We see this in Heidegger’s
utter disdain for liberalism, his welcoming of the
Nazi seizure of power and the brutality of the
Gleichschaltung, his veneration of warriors such
as Ernst Jünger, and his fascination with the vio-
lence and terribleness (to deinon) of Being itself.

Fifth, the renunciation of law and the detached
rationalism it implies leads to fascism’s contempt
for truth. Fascists follow Nietzsche’s advice to
prefer art to truth, but the art they create is a state-
craft wedded to the atavistic principle of belong-
ing. The truth itself suffers violence for the sake
of a higher—or, more properly speaking—a
rooted Truth, understood as the needs of the col-
lective as revealed exclusively to those who lay
claim to leading the people and interpreting their
mission in the world. Hence fascism’s penchant
for propaganda and lies, as well as its hostility to
free inquiry, and, at the most extreme, its mania
for book-burning, censorship, and outright dis-
tortion or fabrication of history. Heidegger’s ex-
traordinary mendacity as an individual might
seem a separate matter here, except that we know
(in greater detail now, in part thanks to you), that
he fabricated a story after the war to minimize his
Nazi involvement and that he also interfered sys-
tematically with his own texts published after the
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war, to sanitize and to spin them so that the most
extreme expressions of his Nazism would remain
hidden, at least for a time.66 Perhaps one might
even go so far as to say that his understanding of
truth as a-lêtheia, as Unverborgenheit, un-
concealment, may undermine the very notion of
truthfulness as a kind of honesty about the facts,
because what truth as unconcealment reveals is a
world of meaning that takes precedence over any
truth-claims in the traditional sense.

Sixth, fascism finds its momentum in mass
movements. This is a paradox, and it has to do
with fascism’s distinctively modern nature as an
anti-modern phenomenon. In resisting modern
universalism, fascism takes up the tools and the
conditions of modernity itself: it relies on tech-
nology to reach a mass audience that has been up-
rooted and left insecure by modernity, made rest-
less and full of nostalgia for it knows not what.
Fascism therefore does not have at its disposal
what the ancient world took for granted: a peo-
ple’s immediate sense of belonging. Instead, fas-
cism finds and exploits a much more ambiguous,
and for that reason, a much more dangerously
fertile situation: one where a mere mass of alien-
ated humanity may be molded by invoking their
yearning for a lost sense of belonging as a genu-
ine people with an exclusive identity and mis-
sion. Hence all the dark eroticism for the leader,
the state, and the people, with the individual sub-
sumed into a greater whole. Hence Heidegger’s
willingness to put his arcane language of the des-
tiny of Being at the disposal of the Reich, giving
speeches to students, workers, and, most tell-
ingly, to the people in general when he spoke on
the radio in ardent favor of Hitler’s decisive No-
vember 12, 1933 plebiscite to confirm his do-
mesticate and foreign policies, which by that
time included withdrawal from the League of
Nations, the Gleichschaltung, and measures
against Jews and other undesirables in the
professions and universities.

Finally, another paradox: while fascism re-
jects ethical and political universalism as cham-
pioned most clearly by the Enlightenment (at its
best), fascism in turn tends to locate its own nar-
rative in a mission with universal significance.
This has to do with the scale of the clash with uni-

versalism, for it requires a sense of destiny that
transcends the merely parochial replanting of
roots: it demands an epic combat against the
forces that have putatively uprooted the people
and which threaten to continue to do so, perhaps
on a global scale. Hence Nazism’s obsession
with the Jews as a dramatic but sinister interna-
tional conspiracy. Hence Heidegger’s grandiose
vision that the Germans alone are the metaphysi-
cal people, entrusted with a great mission to carry
out, for the sake of Being itself, a confrontation
with the history of the West as inaugurated with
the Greeks. The old slogan of the empire was
“GOTT MIT UNS” (God With Us)—it was in-
scribed on every soldier’s belt buckle, even under
the Nazis. For Heidegger, we might say this be-
came “SEIN MIT UNS”—because after the
death of God, Being is no longer transcendent, it
is purely immanent, and providence has become
a purely particular destiny for a particular people.

If fascism exists as a combination, greater or
lesser to some degree, of these elements (and I do
not pretend that my list is exhaustive), then to be
on our guard against it, we must learn to see it
where it might be lurking in developments or in
forms that might otherwise elude us.

Le Revenant

This is a horror story. Every twenty years or
so, Heidegger returns from the dead to torment us
with the specter of his Nazi involvement and the
lurid spectacle of scholars squabbling over the
significance of his words and deeds for his phi-
losophy. In Specters of Marx, Derrida coined the
term “hauntology” (an audible pun on ontology)
to describe an absence that intrudes upon the
present so unavoidably, and yet so ambiguously
and indeterminately, that our smug certainties are
shaken and we fall open to old questions made
new again. In 1993, for Derrida, the specter
haunting Europe was Marx, precisely because of
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of the So-
viet Empire, and the manifest death of Marxism;
but the poltergeist making the noise now is
Heidegger. As you and others (Ted Kisiel deserv-
ing special mention)67 have demonstrated, this
legacy is in large part the fault of the
Gesamtausgabe, the project of publishing
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Heidegger’s collected work, and of the executors
of his literary estate, primarily his family, who re-
fuse to open up the Heidegger archives to re-
search by qualified independent scholars. Be-
cause of this, it is inevitable that new details
about his past slowly leak out, accumulate, and
then burst forth in cycles of revelation, recrimina-
tion, and defensiveness. You are right in saying
that given past experience, as well as the insular-
i ty, secrecy, and inadequacy of the
Gesamtausgabe project,68 we can be quite sure
that there is still much more to be revealed—
troves of letters, seminar transcripts, notes and
the like—that will be highly inflammatory when
they do appear, assuming that they have not been
or will not be destroyed.69 Heidegger’s revenant
will never be put to rest until the crypt is laid open
for thorough and complete examination.70 This is
a great scandal for contemporary philosophy, and
a disgrace to scholarship, because whatever else
we might think of him, Heidegger is indeed a
world-historical figure, with a following and an
influence that is planetary in its reach. As you de-
clare in many places, in a case such as this, where
the most serious questions of thought and history
are at stake, there is a “droit à l’histoire”: the
world has a right to the historical truth in its
entirety.

But this ghastly situation is not simply the
fault of an overly protective literary estate. You
have convinced me that it is also the result of a
calculated strategy on Heidegger’s part. We have
known for some time now that, after the war and
in an attempt to prevent his complete ostracism
(or worse) from the intellectual scene, Heidegger
misrepresented the degree of his political support
and activism for National Socialism as well as the
extent to which he bound his own thinking to the
aspirations of the movement. Your research con-
tributes to our understanding of the lengths to
which he systematically lied about his reasons for
joining the Party (he did so as someone dedicated
to Hitler and Volk-thinking), his reasons for tak-
ing on the rectorship (he saw this as his way to
achieve prominence as a, if not the spiritual
leader of the revolution), his support of the
Gleichschaltung and anti-Jewish measures in the
university, and his activities in support of the rev-

olution well after his resignation as rector in
1934. As you know, given the lecture courses
published in 2001 as GA 36/37, we understand
now that Heidegger lied about the place of the
polemos in his political thought, when he
claimed, in “The Rectorate: Facts and Thoughts,”
that “The word polemos with which the fragment
begins does not mean ‘war’ [‘Krieg’] . . . ”71

Heidegger tried to portray his thought of the
polemos as purely “ontological,” and in no way
political, but the lectures of GA 36/37 now deci-
sively give the lie to that defense: for Heidegger,
the polemos is indeed an ontological name for the
way Being unfolds for a people, but it does so as
the necessity of Aus-einander-setzung, as the
Kampf, the struggle, through which a people as-
serts itself by distinguishing itself from and
separating itself out from other peoples—and by
expelling from within whatever is alien to the
people.

Given Heidegger’s spectacular cunning and
mendacity directly after the war, given his tactic,
worthy of an Odysseus, of seducing a generation
of French scholars to his cause in order to ward
off the destruction of his career and to propagate
his thought, given his second seduction of
Hannah Arendt to serve as his defender and pro-
moter in the United States, I now find quite plau-
sible your further conclusion: that Heidegger’s
strategy in publishing his writings (such as the
heavily sanitized Nietzsche lectures of 1961, as I
also note in an appendix to my book) and setting
up the principles of the so-called collected
works, the Gesamtausgabe, has been to protect
his reputation as fully as possible while fending
off the release of compromising material for as
long as possible so that his international stature
could grow to the point that it would be unassail-
able.72 And now we face the prospect of his most
Nazi-inspired works finally being published,
only to integrate themselves into the discourse of
respectable philosophy. If so, his victory will be
complete.

It is worse than absurd, it is obscene to suggest
that Heidegger ever regretted his decision for Na-
tional Socialism and that his “silence” concern-
ing the Shoah somehow constitutes the only
thing a thoughtful person could say about an
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“event” so incalculable. No. Given what we now
know about the depth of his commitment, we
must see that Heidegger’s adamant and defensive
refusal to explain or to apologize for his Nazi in-
volvement, both political and intellectual, when
given ample opportunity after the war by Herbert
Marcuse, Jürgen Habermas, and Paul Celan
(among others), his mendacious editing of his
own published texts, his refusal to explain what
cannot be sanitized, does not point to simple per-
sonal cowardice on his part: it points to his con-
tinued, if carefully guarded, dedication to “the in-
ner truth and greatness of the movement.”
Scholars may quibble over the extent to which he
criticized aspects of the movement’s politics and
policies, but that criticism was not against his vi-
sion of what Nazism represented as a historical
event and what it should be; such criticisms were
part of his struggle to lead the movement’s devel-
opment. There is no Kehre, no turning away,
from what he understood to be his lasting contri-
bution, and now that contribution is wending its
way, in an ever more virulent form, to the
libraries of the world. The revenant is here to
stay.

The significance of Heidegger’s seductive-

ness struck me forcefully in reading your book.
There is something pathological, even socio-
pathic, in his deceitful and manipulative conduct,
in the way he drew in and used women like
Arendt and followers like Wolf and Beaufret,
who fell victim to his spirit and let it take posses-
sion of them. As you and others have noted, that
seductiveness is present in the work itself: in its
oracular style, its towering abstraction, its ex-
traordinarily ambitious scope. I have known stu-
dents who have been drawn to Heidegger simply
because of his reputation as the most difficult and
challenging thinker. And surely others are drawn
to him by the specter of evil itself, like Slavoj Z"
iz'ek, who flirts with the shadow and commends
Heidegger for taking “the right step (albeit in the
wrong direction) in 1933.”73 The thrill of proxim-
ity to evil lures them, like moths to a flame of
darkness.

For myself, the most horrifying aspect of this
horror story is that by following Gandhi’s advice,
by granting Heidegger the rights of a philosopher

to be taken seriously, to be read generously, even
in the midst of a thorough-going critique, I may
somehow have played a part in his plan to make
his thought respectable. In Introduction to Meta-

physics, Heidegger writes “Dasein is the constant
urgency of defeat and of the renewed resurgence
of the act of violence against Being, in such a way
that the almighty reign of Being violates Dasein
(in the literal sense), makes Dasein into the site of
its appearing, envelops and pervades Dasein in its
reign, and thereby holds it within Being.”74 The
word for “violates” is vergewaltigt, which, “in
the literal sense,” means rapes. How much more
explicit does Heidegger need to be? Do those of
us who study Heidegger, who teach him, who
write about him, however critically, become car-

riers, however unwillingly and unconsciously, of
the seed of a fascism that lies at the core of his
question of Being?

But in the end, this is not a question about
scholars, whatever their good or bad intentions.
The revenant we must watch for most scrupu-
lously is fascism itself, not Heidegger, although I
grant you that his work might indeed lend that re-
turn some intellectual cover, as it did in 1933. The
true horror would be if fascism, either openly or
wearing one of its many masks, were to overtake
us again. This is why I believe that studying
Heidegger, taking his questions seriously even in
disagreeing with him, is one way to think about
the dangers confronting us now. According to the
typology I suggested above, for example, the so-
called communist regime of North Korea would
more appropriately be identified as fascist, be-
cause of its cult of the leader, its complete sup-
pression of civil society and the rule of law, and
its fetishization of racial purity, among many
other clear parallels.75 Closer to home, it is deeply
worrying to me that under the Bush administra-
tion, the government of the United States en-
gaged whole-heartedly in torture—a tool of dic-
tatorships, not of free republics—and that to
provide legal cover for such acts, members of the
Bush administration advanced a theory of execu-
tive power which effectively claims that the pres-
ident, in his role as commander in chief in times
of war, is above the law entirely.76 That jurispru-
dential interpretation of the president as a war-
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time elected dictator has not been challenged by
the Obama administration, even if the Obama ad-
ministration has moved away from some of the
most unlawful practices of the former adminis-
tration; the precedent remains dangerously in
place, ready for an ambitious and unscrupulous
leader to seize and wield, emboldened by an
everlasting “War on Terror” or populist rage
against illegal immigrants in a time of economic
collapse.

A Bridge Too Far

You sum up the Heideggerian horror story
with a question: “If [Heidegger’s] writings con-
tinue to proliferate without our being able to stop
this intrusion of Nazism into human education,
how can we not expect them to lead to yet another
translation into facts and acts, from which this
time humanity might not be able to recover?”77

Your response to the predicament is clear: “We
must acknowledge that an author who has es-
poused the foundations of Nazism cannot be con-
sidered a philosopher.”78 You want to see
Heidegger restricted to the sections of the library
devoted to Nazism; you want him removed from
the philosophy curriculum of the schools and
universities.

Having read your book, and taking into ac-
count the French situation, I can better under-
stand your position. Nevertheless, and despite
the dangers, I cannot follow you this far. There
are two reasons for this.

The first reason is pragmatic. If there is any
philosophical merit to Heidegger’s work (and
surely it is unbelievable that there be none what-
soever), then this strategy of putting him on the
index and walling him up safely in an academic
dungeon is bound to backfire. Wayward students
who fall upon his work and who find it convinc-
ing will be forced to conclude, “Well, if this is
somehow right, and also somehow Nazi, then I
suppose I must be a Nazi, too!” You are laying the
groundwork for a martyred hero and for a cult
that will fester underground with him in his dun-
geon. It means that efforts to combat such devel-
opments will have to be inquisitorial: placing
questionable works on an index of proscribed
writings and sniffing out apostates and destroy-

ing their careers. Perhaps because I am an
American, whose nation never had to cope with a
process of de-Nazification or the rooting out of
collaborators, this all seems deeply ill-advised,
for it partakes in the methods of exactly the en-
emy you oppose. Far better, then, to expose the
danger to the light, to confront it head on, and to
allow it to dissipate in open debate—as you
yourself do, and for that I commend you.

The second reason is far more troubling, for it
goes to the heart of philosophy itself: I believe
that a philosophy may be evil and still be philoso-
phy. Would that it were so simple as to say, “The
results of this thinking are evil, and so there must
be something wrong with the thinking itself.”
Would that we could dismiss philosophers out of
hand for their sinister deeds and their sinister
thoughts—it would save us a great deal of trou-
ble. But the permanent and unavoidable danger
of philosophy is that it is absolute freedom; its
spirit and its element are the ability to question
anything, to explore anything. The promise of
philosophy is the flip side to its danger. Socrates
died for and because of that danger, as well as the
promise. To deny this freedom is to side with
Athens and piety against Socrates and philoso-
phy.

Very well, then—maybe Athens had a point,
one might say. But taking that side has its costs,
too. You identify philosophy with humanism,
with reason, with progress, and with the institu-
tions of the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, your
allegiance to these things is one of faith, not of
philosophy; you posit them unequivocally, with-
out argument. Make no mistake: I share your hu-
manist and your Enlightenment piety; but I also
recognize that (to paraphrase Heidegger) a faith
unquestioned is no faith at all.79 Furthermore, af-
ter the horror of the twentieth century, we cannot
act as if that faith has not been shaken to its roots.
We must confront head-on the sources of the
challenge, and any effort to contain the threat be-
hind a philosophical cordon sanitaire will only
end up amplifying its mystique and its potency.
Piety alone cannot defend itself except by a vio-
lence, either intellectual or actual, that will ulti-
mately undermine its own legitimacy, for such
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measures are a sign of fear and weakness, not of
strength.

This brings me to one of the themes of my re-
sponses to Carlin Romano’s review of your book.
The question raised there was: if I agree (as I do)
that Heidegger’s political commitments arose
from his thinking itself, and not from some arbi-
trary accident (his wife’s influence, his naiveté,
his misplaced ambition, etc.), how can I defend
that thinking at all, since by my own admission it
led Heidegger into Nazism?

This question goes to the very heart of philos-
ophy itself. Let me expand here on some of my
comments to the Romano review.

I am not the first to point out that philosophy is
the one discipline whose very name is also a sub-
ject of its inquiry. There is no consensus about
what constitutes “philosophy,” as there is about
chemistry or mathematics.

As for me, I would suggest that philosophy
has three essential moments. The first is Aris-
totle’s observation in the Metaphysics that phi-
losophy begins in wonder, thaumazein (I.982b).
This wonder precedes even questioning: it is the
primary, raw experience of something as deserv-
ing, indeed demanding our attention because it is
wonderful and puzzling and enticing. Is it not
fundamental to the spirit of philosophy to wonder
at the sheer givenness of the world or of the self,
even before we articulate that wonder in the form
of a question, such as “Why is there something
rather than nothing?”—or “Why am I someone
rather than no one?”80 The formulation of a ques-
tion, the second stage of philosophy, is only pos-
sible on the basis of this first one, for otherwise,
the “Why?” is unhinged and purely academic or
frivolous. The formulation of a genuine philo-
sophical question is no mere preliminary act or
formality: it requires an intense focus on pre-
cisely what is at issue in our wonder, and because
we wonder at what we often find ourselves most
unable to articulate in our ordinary language and
concepts, the formulation of a good philosophi-
cal question is also the work of philosophy. In
this sense, Heidegger was right to say that philos-
ophy begins in the embeddedness of the self in
the life-world, just as Socrates began his work in
the agora. We begin to philosophize through

what seizes us, what challenges the meaning of
our world.

The third moment in philosophy, naturally, is
answering the question. For most of us, most of
the time, philosophy operates at this level. Partic-
ularly in modern philosophy, especially in so-
called Analytic philosophy and those traditions
that take their bearings from the natural sciences,
the proper work of philosophy seems to be to pro-
duce results in the form of rigorous arguments
with clear conclusions. This is all right and
proper—as far as it goes: the question at hand
seems self-evident, and we present and challenge
each other’s arguments by analyzing their logic
and scouring their premises.

But fixating on the moment of giving answers,
in the form of arguments, as the sole or primary
work of philosophy distorts the full scope of what
thinking demands of us. Failure to reflect on the
question as question risks entrenching us in a
way of addressing a problem that is blinkered and
restricted, blinding us to other perhaps more
fruitful avenues of thought. Failure to meditate
on what is worth wondering about in the first
place risks setting us loose in a questioning that is
simply arbitrary and naïve, or at least inadequate
to the challenge genuinely facing us.

As I said, most philosophers that we are famil-
iar with today, and certainly the philosophical
practice of the academy, focuses on the third mo-
ment. Heidegger is one of the rarer thinkers who
work at all three levels, sometimes all at once. At
the second level, for example, he tries to sharpen
what is at stake conceptually in the question of
the meaning of Being; at the third level, he pro-
vides his answers (almost always couched in pro-
visional terms), such as his existential analytic in
Being and Time—or, if you prefer, more darkly,
in his determination that the counterforce to
Western nihilism is the “inner truth and great-
ness” of National Socialism. But he also strives to
express the experience of pure wonder that ani-
mates philosophy in the first place. We see this,
for example, in his essays on the Presocratics, or
in his emphasis on Besinnung (mindfulness),
Gelassenheit (releasement), and an “other think-
ing”—and in what you and so many others (per-
haps rightfully at times) condemn as oracular
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pretension. But such pretension is the risk of a
thinking that tries to articulate the pure wonder
that precedes any determinate, articulated philos-
ophy, because it necessarily attempts to put into
words something that escapes and challenges our
everyday experience and language. To cite other
examples of philosophers who try to do this:
there is Heraclitus, of course, but also Nietzsche,
particularly in Zarathustra. “Common sense”
has lampooned this tendency of philosophy ever
since the Thracian maid laughed at Thales for
falling into a well and Aristophanes hung
Socrates in a basket.

I will say it again: Heidegger’s political com-
mitment came as a result of his thinking, and not
accidentally so. The serious question is: Did it
derive necessarily and essentially from his think-
ing? I say no. As I wrote in my comments to the
Romano review, a philosopher does not own his
questions, and still less his wonder, in the way
that Disney owns Mickey Mouse. It strikes me as
the abandonment of serious philosophical work
to claim that the question of Being is purely a fan-
tasy, that it has no philosophical merit, that Being

and Time is a mere poem, as my dear, late teacher,
LeszekKo`akowski liked to quip. Furthermore, I
was not convinced by your book that Being and

Time is obviously implicated in Heidegger’s op-
tion for fascism; nor, as Mark Blitz points out in
his review,81 do you take on Heidegger’s argu-
ments there in any substantive way, which is the
natural consequence of denying that he is a phi-
losopher at all, for then there can be no arguments
to refute, only his seduction and ideology to un-
mask and dismiss. Yes, there are the disquieting
passages on the destiny of a people in section 74;
yes, there is the reliance on the antisemite Count
Yorck.82 But all that proves, to me, is that
Heidegger’s questioning arose in the context of
the anti-urban, anti-cosmopolitan spirit that was
common to a nationalistic and anti-modern con-
servatism that was by no means unique to Ger-
many (consider only the brilliant but vitriolic
novels of Evelyn Waugh, or, for that matter,
Céline). Yes, that spirit led many to Nazism, but it
is not yet itself Nazism, and you do not prove that
Heidegger was a Nazi in the period of Being and

Time, even if he clearly was a conservative Ger-

man nationalist. Otherwise, how do we explain
the shock of students (and even colleagues) such
as Emmanuel Levinas, Herbert Marcuse, and so
many others, many of whom were Jewish, who
knew as much as we do now of the spirit of the
time, but who did not recognize Being and Time

as a “blubo” text? Marcuse testified that
Heidegger’s “openly declared Nazism came as a
complete surprise to us.”83 You argue that some
of his colleagues and peers did detect extremism
in Heidegger in the 1920s and that Heidegger hid
his true views well to make his career;84 after all
the other lies and masks that you uncover (in ad-
dition to those we knew of before), I can under-
stand that interpretation. But still: the text speaks
for itself, and it is by no means an outright paean
to National Socialism, whatever the family re-

semblances of some of its themes might be. If it
were, how are we to account for the so many great
minds that took Heidegger seriously: Sartre,
Levinas, Patoc'ka, Habermas, to name but a few?
Were they truly all simply dupes? To go this far, I
think, is to fall victim to the genetic fallacy and to
treat a work purely as a product of its intellectual
influences and milieu. Again: would that it were
so easy.

In my comments on the Romano review, I
compared Heidegger to other philosophers
whose ideas are very distasteful to us. Plato,
some would say (Popper, most obviously), advo-
cated many of the most terrible ideas that would
take wing in modern totalitarianism: infanticide,
eugenics, the elimination of civil society, the rule
of absolute “kings” wielding “noble” lies to en-
force a sham unity among the people. Aristotle,
on the basis of his most serious conceptions of
the human soul and the nature of reason, justified
the treatment of women as second-class human
beings, and he justified the treatment of lesser hu-
man beings as natural slaves (an argument that
some defenders of slavery adopted in the United
States in the mid-nineteenth century). The En-
lightenment was shot through with antisemitism.
Take, for example, Voltaire’s excoriation of the
Jews as miserable enemies of progress and hu-
man brotherhood. Kant justified both racism and
antisemitism on the basis of his philosophical an-
thropology and his understanding of religion
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within the limits of reason alone (from which the
Jews must be excluded, even if they once played a
part). Locke, the intellectual godfather of Ameri-
can democracy in its classical liberal form, also
justified slavery in some circumstances and the
expropriation of the land of the Native Ameri-
cans because they failed in their God-appointed
duty to make that land as productive as its poten-
tial promise. Jefferson founded our nation on the
principle that “all men are created equal” while
owning slaves and arguing that Africans are ra-
cially inferior to Europeans. Sartre at times vehe-
mently supported a political movement, even (in
Sartre’s dialectically ambiguous way)85 the Great
Leader Stalin, long after the crimes were
manifest, crimes that claimed millions of lives.

We could drag each of these thinkers, and
many more, before the bar of justice. We could
quibble about just how deeply their evil ideas and
their actual crimes are linked to what is essen-
tially “philosophical” in their work. Some might
be proven innocent, but I submit that many would
be found guilty. Should we put them on the index,
too? Shall we cordon off their writings in a spe-
cial section of the libraries? Shall we forbid them
from being taught in the schools and universi-
ties? Surely that would be an assault upon the
very freedom of philosophy that I believe you
and I would otherwise wish to uphold. To return
to the three moments of philosophy: what is most
significant in any genuinely important thinker, in
the end, is not the moment of answers, but how
those answers compel us to revisit the ques-
tions—questions which belong to no one but to
philosophy itself. You assert a droit à l’histoire, a
right to history, to unearth and publish
Heidegger’s works even against the wishes of his
estate; but is there not also a droit à la pensée, a
right to thinking, to turn to “his” questions and
answers, and to wrest them from him? If we fix-
ate too much on the person of the philosopher, or
on the system of his or her answers, what lives as
philosophy, in and through the work, is lost.
Philosophy then becomes a matter of orthodoxy
and heresy.

In every case where a philosophy leads to con-
clusions in thought or deed that we find reprehen-
sible, the question must always be: how much of

the philosophy is implicated in these abhorrent
results? Is it what the thinker inspires us to won-
der about? Is it the questions the thinker formu-
lates? Is it some, much, or all of what the thinker
argues in response to those questions? Surely this
is always something that we must address in de-
tail, in a careful confrontation with a thinker’s
work. While you are certainly right that deep cur-
rents in Heidegger’s thinking led him to Nazism,
I would argue that this connection, while by no
means accidental, is also by no means proven to
be necessary—and this is so even if we were able
to prove that it was biographically or psychologi-
cally inevitable for him. This is a subtle but essen-
tial distinction if we are to avoid crude
reductionism in philosophy. While I am no post-
modernist, and I believe in the importance of tak-
ing into account the question of the coherence of
a philosophic enterprise in the light of a thinker’s
intentions, I also believe that a genuinely philo-
sophical body of work points beyond itself. We
must have the right, after giving the author his or
her due, to take on that work’s wonder, its ques-
tions, and its answers for our own, which means
engaging them, reflecting on them, refuting or in-
tensifying them, in whole or in part. We see this
spirit alive in the fact that many serious readers
have taken up Heidegger’s questions, and even
portions of his way of responding to those ques-
tions, without becoming Nazis. Nevertheless,
this is complicated and perilous in the case of
Heidegger. You are right to warn that there is a
danger, and I believe that we should never read or
indeed teach Heidegger without taking that dan-
ger very seriously into account. It has to do with
his radical historicism, his rejection of Platonism
in the broad sense, and, as a result, his attempt to
destroy the entire tradition of universalism in eth-
ics and politics.86 But as you well know,
Heidegger is not the only radical historicist, and
not all historicists are Nazis—although I would
emphasize the great danger in all radical
historicism, for it tends to gravitate to the
particular in denying the universal.

I realize that you think that Heidegger is a spe-
cial case. In an interview that you directed me to,
where you take up precisely this question of the
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guilt of figures such as Plato and Locke, you give
an eloquent summary of your position:

It is not only Heidegger’s political engagement,
but also his will to the destruction of logical
thought, his perverted usage of philosophical lan-
guage, his explicit rejection of contemporary phi-
losophy as if it had come to an end with Hegel and
Nietzsche, and his affirmation of the empty char-
acter of ethics, that constitutes the gravity of the
problem. In Heidegger, all the dimensions of phi-
losophy are progressively destroyed. This is some-
thing serious, which goes a long way in explaining
the hold and the fascination that he has exercised
over so many minds. One thought that Heidegger
had the ability to surpass everything, because he
had the ambition of destroying the entire Western
philosophical tradition, but one did not see that by
this means he strived to realize in philosophy an
equivalent of what Hitlerism had wanted to realize
in history.

87

For you, the crimes of Nazism are so horrific,
Heidegger’s subjection of “philosophy” to poli-
tics is so extreme, and his ideological project so
nihilistic, that we simply cannot call him a phi-
losopher at all any more; he is truly only a dan-
gerous propagandist, a wily hack, a brilliant char-
latan, and a pretentious seducer, who aided in the
realization of Hitlerism and of “the invention of a
barbarism without a name.”88 At one point, you
refer to the “irreducible specificity of the Nazi
genocide,”89 which Heidegger refuses to contem-
plate. For you, Nazism is incommensurable, for
its crimes transcend what we can even articulate
in language.

I understand your point: in Heidegger, it is not
just a difference in degree, but in kind. He does
more than Marx, for example, who also re-
nounces philosophy and espouses a theory that
ultimately leads to decisive and disastrous action;
but Marx at least only renounces philosophy as
the life of contemplation—he does not renounce
reason itself. (Although I would also note that
Marx also identifies a version of the polemos as
the engine of history and the essence of what it
means to be human: class war—that is, until the
eradication of classes after the achievement of
communism at the end of history. The parallel
does not end there, either.) The grandeur of

Heidegger’s ambition both seduces his readers
and undermines every last barrier in the philo-
sophical tradition to the unleashing of an
unprecedented barbarity.

But even if I grant you all of this, I do not think
the way to counteract it is to dismiss it as an evil
that cannot and should not be met on the plane of
philosophy. Heidegger is not the first, and nor
will he be the last, thinker to renounce reason.
One need only mention Nietzsche. Nor is he the
first to flirt with the Nothing. One need only men-
tion Gorgias. Nor to renounce justice. One need
only mention Thrasymachus. Socrates, through
Plato, confronts both Gorgias and Thrasy-
machus, and he does so on the field of philoso-
phy. That is the only place where the battle can be
won. You challenge Heidegger’s reading of Des-
cartes, as a way to defend the modern under-
standing of the individual, against Heidegger’s
collectivist embrace of the Volk. Very well. That’s
a good start, if it works. I have challenged
Heidegger’s reading of Plato as the onset of nihil-
istic metaphysics.90 To answer Heidegger, we
must do our work and reconstruct the tradition he
has deconstructed, but we must do so on the field
of philosophy.

Between Earth and Sky

It is not uncommon to treat the rise of Nazism
and the genocide that followed as an incommen-
surable event, a unique “caesura”91 in history
without parallel in horror and barbarity. Given
the scope of the Nazi crimes, this is understand-
able, and yet, as I have argued in Heidegger’s
Polemos, this way of thinking has its dangers,
too. If we treat Nazism as utterly incommensura-
ble, as without any parallel or comparison in hu-
man history, then it becomes impossible to un-
derstand Nazism and its consequences as human
phenomena that bear any relation to us and to a
danger that we bear within us as both individuals
and as societies. It becomes a demonic eruption
in history, something entirely alien to who we
have been, to who we are, and to what we, too,
might become. I am not sure whether you sub-
scribe entirely to such a view, but by treating
Heidegger as a “philosopher” (always in scare
quotes), you participate in this way of thinking,
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and the result is that we are prevented from taking
seriously how a genuine philosopher might have
made the choice for Nazism. The issue is not pre-
serving Heidegger’s reputation—he was a sorry
specimen as a person, no doubt; the issue is how
Nazism was part of our history, as a Western
“civilization,” and how it remains a threat, wear-
ing many masks, both familiar and unfamiliar, in
our world today. Its potential is still part of who
we are, and we are fools if we refuse to confront
the fact that fascism grows from within our most
venerated traditions, not from some alien
infection.

One way to see this is through a theme that
you identify early in your book: Heidegger’s in-
terest in Boden: the soil, as in the conventional
German nationalist and National Socialist fasci-
nation with “blood and soil.” While I do think
that Heidegger often uses the term Boden in a less
specific way than this to refer to a “basis” or
“ground” for something, you make a convincing
case for his use of it as part of a “Blut und Boden”
discourse that merges his philosophical interest
in the “grounds” for Dasein’s existential
situatedness (and homelessness) and his engage-
ment with National Socialism.

My question to you is: to what extent does
showing any affinity for the metaphor, or even
the literal advocacy, of rootedness implicate a
thinker in fascism? I bring this up not to excul-
pate Heidegger but rather to underline that there
is an issue at work here that goes beyond
Heidegger himself.

Consider the following lines from Hesiod’s
Theogony, where the poet describes the origin of
the world:

For truly Khaos came first into being, and then
Broad-bosomed Earth, steady abode of all things
forever
. . . .
And Earth first gave birth to starry Sky,
Equal to herself, so that he would cover her all
over,
And so that he would be a steady abode for the
blessed gods forever.92

Though separated by ten lines, these verses have
a remarkable symmetry in word and syntax, as if

confirming the equality between Gaia (Earth)
and Ouranos (Sky, or Heaven). Sky covers
(kalyptoi) Earth entirely, the domed vault that
embraces everything that lives in this world. For
the Greeks, we mortal human beings live in the
finite world entirely bounded by the shared hori-
zon of Earth and Sky, with everlasting death and
the underworld below us, concealed in Earth, and
the immortality of the heavens above us, beyond
the Sky. We belong to the Earth, we are born
from it and will return to it, but while we live, we
are also opened up to the Sky, wondering at what
is beyond us, yearning for flight to break from the
gravity of the given. But it is only because we
have the Earth that we have a place, a home to
live, an abode (hedos) that is meaningful and our
own, even if, because of our finitude, it can never
be steady (asphales) like the abode of the gods.
We are the between, situated in the world opened
up between Earth and Sky.

I call as my witness Simone Weil, whom no
one would accuse of complicity with Nazism. In
1943, as she was dying in England in the service
of the Free French cause, Weil wrote
L’enracinement, translated into English as The
Need for Roots. There she proclaims:

To be rooted is perhaps the most important and
least recognized need of the human soul. It is one
of the hardest to define. A human being has roots
by virtue of his real, active and natural participa-
tion in the life of a community which preserves in
living shape certain particular treasures of the past
and certain particular expectations for the future.
This participation is a natural one, in the sense that
it is automatically brought about by the place, con-
ditions of birth, professions and social surround-
ings. Every human being needs to have multiple
roots. It is necessary to for him to draw wellnigh

the whole of his moral, intellectual, and spiritual
life by way of the environment of which he forms a
natural part.

93

The affinities here with Heidegger are striking:
that same sense that a meaningful existence must
be grounded in communal belonging that medi-
ates between past and future. But there is a differ-
ence as well, signaled by one word: “wellnigh”
(presque, “nearly”). For Weil, although human
existence depends upon rootedness, it does not
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define the entirety of the human being. There is
something more, an essential dimension that
transcends our situated belonging, without
which that belonging goes blind. You refer often
to that dimension in your book as that which
Heidegger rejects utterly: the universal. I think
you are on to something, and it is something that
Heidegger seeks to destroy above all else.

At the time of his Kunstwerk lecture (so, in the
mid-1930s), and motivated by his work on
Hölderlin, Heidegger takes on a new notion that
subsumes Boden: the Erde, the earth, and more
precisely the Streit—the strife, the polemos, be-
tween Earth and World, with the earth as what
harbors, shelters, and conceals, the world as what
opens, reveals, and makes accessible. When
Heidegger reads those lines from Hesiod, he no-
tices the divine Khaos that precedes both Earth
and Sky. For Heidegger, “Chaos does not just
mean [for us moderns now] the unordered, but
this as well: the disturbed in its disturbance, the
muddled together [das Durcheinander] in its
convolution.”94 Against this modern notion of
chaos as mere random disorder, and with
Hölderlin, Heidegger wants to restore a sense of
the divinity of Khaos:

Khaos means above all the yawning, the gaping
cleft, the primally self-opening Open, wherein all
is swallowed. The cleft denies every support for
the distinct and the grounded. And therefore, for
all experience that knows only what is derivative,
chaos seems to be the undifferentiated, and thus
mere disturbance. Nevertheless, the “chaotic” in
this sense is only the degraded and contrary es-
sence to what “chaos” means. Thought in accord
with “nature” (phusis), chaos remains that gaping
apart out of which the Open opens itself and by
which this Open grants truth to each differentiated
thing in a bounded presencing. Hence Hölderlin
names “chaos” and “disorder” as “holy.” Chaos is
the holy itself.

95

When Heidegger replaces Sky, or Heaven,
with World, he understands the latter in his exis-
tential, hermeneutic sense as the domain of
meaning within which we abide and make sense
of our lives. This world opens up only on the ba-
sis (auf dem Grund, auf dem Boden, as Heidegger

might put it) of Earth. It is born from Earth, as
Hesiod says; we are thrown into the world from
darkness and return to darkness in death. That is
why, for Heidegger, the Earth is preceded by
Khaos. Beneath every Grund lies an Abgrund:
our belonging to a place, our having a home, rests
on an abyss. And that is why, for Heidegger, the
triad of poet, thinker, and statesman must para-
doxically ground the abyss, as he says in the
Beiträge: “At times those who ground the abyss
[jene Gründer des Abgrundes] must be immo-
lated in the fire of what is brought to endure as
truth in order that Da-sein become possible for
human beings and constancy in the midst of be-
ings be saved, so that beings themselves undergo
a restoration in the Open of the strife between
Earth and World.”96 Because we are mortal, such
founding is always tragic, always finite, never
“steady,” like the home of the gods. There is no
transcendence, no sky, no heaven, to provide an
a-temporal, a-historical Archimedean point of
rest and security. That is why the act of founding
a home, the political act of making a home for a
people must always be an Aus-einander-setzung,
a setting-out-and-apart-from-one-another, to
prevent the universalizing Durcheinander-

setzung (the muddled interspersion with one an-
other) in which we would be homogenized,
placeless, and homeless. Platonism, idealism,
universalism: these are all names for an other-
worldly transcendence that denies the finitude
and historicity of this world. For Heidegger, then,
Platonism is sacrilege against “holy Chaos” and a
refusal to become rooted in the only ground we
will ever have, as fleeting as it must ever be.

Our planet has lived through horrendous dev-
astation in the twentieth century. We may face
even worse in this new one. We stand on the edge
of a knife. Is it too much to claim that one great
cause for this predicament is the confrontation
between the claim of belonging to a particular
place and time, with its particular community
and tradition, and the claim of transcending that
rootedness to a vision of universal justice and
rights, irrespective of time, place, and tradition? I
realize that you want to resist reading
Heidegger’s politics this way. In “Heidegger
gegen alle Moral,” you write:
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I do not agree with the conception, no matter how
critical it may be, of National Socialism as a de-
fense of a people’s distinctness [Eigenheit] against
universalism. With this, one risks providing the
kind of arguments that work towards a kind of re-
habilitation of National Socialism in the name of
the defense of “identities,” which are then
rebaptized as “differences.” It appeared significant
to me in this respect that precisely an outspoken re-
visionist like Christian Tilitzki, a student of
Heidegger’s and Nolte’s, presents National Social-
ism as a defense of particularism in order to give it
the semblance of legitimacy.

97

I understand the danger. I will admit that there
have been times in my reading of Heidegger that
I have been inclined to say “Good-bye to all
that.” Why dignify this with the name of philoso-
phy? But as appealing as saying good-bye to
Heidegger might be, what Heidegger represents,
beyond his own character and person, is the inev-
itability of the confrontation with our planetary
politics. Not he but his questions are unavoid-
able, alas. I return to the conviction that we must
confront this kind of argument, even if its source
is deplorable, because it arises from a crisis that is
inherent to the human condition today and that
won’t go away by simply refusing to engage it.
Nor is all of Heidegger so easy to dismiss as mere
propaganda and opportunism, even though there
is some of that, too. It is not a matter of avoiding
giving legitimacy to fascist arguments but of un-
derstanding and responding fully and effectively
to a fundamental challenge to human decency
and even to human existence on a global scale.

Consider Europe today, with legislation in
Switzerland to ban minarets, or in France itself to
ban the veil. Consider the alarming rise of hate
crimes across Europe against perceived outsid-
ers, such as the Roma. Consider the state institu-
tions in France or Quebec to preserve the French
language against contamination by other
tongues, especially English. Consider the con-
cern among many in France that American-style
fast-food will destroy indigenous French forms
of agriculture and French traditions of preparing
and eating food. And to be clear, this is not just a
French or European problem—I mention these
as what might be closest to you; but we see it in

the United States, too: in the recent hysteria about
the “Ground-Zero Mosque” as well as in the op-
position to building new mosques in many com-
munities across the country;98 we see it in the
English-only movement, in the growing resent-
ment of immigrants, and in our escalating culture
wars, fanned by media demagogues. Consider
similar fears across the planet that everything that
is radically one’s own, all the precious “particular
treasures” as Weil calls them, of local customs,
language, religion, art, etc., will be homogenized
and obliterated in the great, amalgamating
Durcheinandersetzung of globalization. What is
all this but a concern for roots and the earth? But
surely we are not committing ourselves to
fascism by noticing this.

As I have argued in Heidegger’s Polemos, the
problem announced by fascism, but not ex-

hausted by its various forms defeated in World
War Two, is the escalating clash between
particularism and universalism. This is the crisis
of our age, and we will either find a way through,
or we will not survive. I would submit to you that
it does no good to cordon Heidegger off as a
Nazi, because part of the way through must be to
confront the challenge that his thinking repre-
sents, in all its danger.

We are back to Löwith’s insight that historic-

ity is the key to Heidegger’s Nazism. For
Heidegger, universalism—beginning with
Plato’s idealism, passing through the Christian
transformation of Judaism, and passing into sec-
ularized, democratic egalitarianism—is the en-
gine of nihilism in history, because it uproots all
the “particular treasures” of human belonging to
a people, place, and time. Following Nietzsche,
Heidegger casts at Plato’s feet the charge that his
otherworldly metaphysics of the Idea, where true
Being exists in a suprasensible realm beyond
time and beyond all particulars, is the source of
the nihilistic hatred of the world as it actually is: a
churning rush of becoming, to be embraced in its
Dionysian tragedy. For Heidegger, there is no
exit to the cave, for the heavenly domain of the
Ideas is a falsification of Being: all we have is our
Being-Here and our finitude; Platonic universal-
ism, with its pretensions to raise us up to the sky
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to see it all from above, will only succeed in up-
rooting us from everything we properly are.

That is one charge of nihilism, the one
launched by the earth, by rootedness, and by be-
longing against Platonism in all its forms, from
Socrates to Hegel. But there is a counter-charge,
one as ancient as Plato’s rejoinders to Gorgias
and Thrasymachus. Although he does not use the
term, Plato clearly treats Gorgias as a metaphysi-
cal nihilist and Thrasymachus as an ethical one.
When Nietzsche takes up the term “nihilist,” he
draws on a tradition reaching from Turgenev to
Dostoevsky, but for Dostoevsky especially, nihil-
ism is precisely the utter denial that there might
be transcendent, sky-bound standards for human
action and human thought, a denial we see acted
out by the monsters of his novel Demons, mod-
eled on Nechayev’s band of ruthless revolution-
aries. So there we have it: on the one hand, nihil-
ism is the rejection of the radical particularity,
finitude, and historicity of human existence in fa-
vor of a deracinated realm of Being that exists no-
where on earth; on the other, it is the rejection of
universal standards and eternal truth in favor of a
Being that has been chopped down to blind
becoming, the flux of sheer power, and the blind
contingency of belonging.

As should be clear, I side with Plato against
Heidegger, but I also believe that Heidegger’s cri-
tique must be taken into account and subsumed in
a full reconstruction of an idealist reply to nihil-
ism. I take nihilism to be constituted by the re-
fusal to see the universal instantiated in the par-
ticular, by the refusal to transcend the particular
in matters of justice. In my own work, I have tried
to defend a form of idealism as a situated tran-
scendence, taking into account both our
grounded finitude and the need for the universal
to make sense of that finitude, against
Heidegger’s radical historicism.99 But I do not
believe that philosophy can ever permanently
settle this battle between earth and sky and be-
tween conceptions of nihilism, for the conflict is
rooted in us and will return in new forms. It is a
terrible lesson, but once learned we must simply
face it and do our best: nihilism is the truest rev-
enant of all, and we must confront it ever anew,
head-on through philosophy, in every generation.

Thank you again, Professor Faye, for provid-
ing me with the opportunity to respond person-
ally to your work, and, by doing so, to revisit and
reassess my own thinking. It is my sincere hope
that your book may be an occasion for Heidegger
scholars on both sides of the Atlantic to do the
same, for in my opinion, our work has become
too mired in the exposition and emulation of the
work of the master. I believe that perhaps your
most important contribution may be to serve as a
wake-up call to Heidegger scholars, and in two
ways. One is that we simply cannot ignore
Heidegger’s political biography and its relation
to his thought; there are likely to be more disturb-
ing revelations in the coming years, and the court
of public opinion will justly condemn us if all we
do is circle the wagons and defend the master at
all costs, leaving those who have no sympathy
whatsoever for his thinking to make sense of his
thought and actions. Furthermore (and in the end,
this is the decisive matter), it is high time that
Heidegger scholars working in English begin to
do in earnest what he did himself, namely, to ad-
dress enduring questions through our own lan-
guage and through its literature and philosophi-
cal traditions. Your book, and the impact of your
book, demonstrate to me how pressing this prob-
lem is, because there simply is not enough of a
foundation, tied to the tradition of Anglophone
literature and philosophy, that brings the urgent
questions to life in a way that makes them truly
ours, in a reconstructive retrieval of our own his-
tory, rather than as a explication or transliteration
of Heidegger’s Germanic idiom. If there is a droit

à la pensée, as I have claimed, then we can only
assert that right by making the questions properly
our own and not by endlessly channeling the
master’s voice. And while there are some schol-
ars laboring to accomplish this work of philo-
sophical independence, it is still only in its in-
fancy. At the same time, I would encourage you
to reconsider your spirit of treating Heidegger as
the absolute enemy, despite the undeniable out-
rages of his pronouncements and his actions.
Then, perhaps, a door will open for you to recon-
struct in more compelling way the thinkers and
the questions of a tradition that we both believe to
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have greater resources than assumed by
Heidegger’s attempt at their destruction.

January 26, 2011
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