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ABSTRACT
This paper analyses Heidegger’s controversial advancement of Husserl’s idea of philosophy and
phenomenological research towards ‘the BeingQuestion’ and its relation to ‘Dasein’. It
concentrates on Heidegger’s elision of Dilthey and Husserl’s different concepts of ‘Descriptive
Psychology’ in his 1925 Summer Semester lecturecourse, with Husserl’s concept losing out in the
competition, as background to the formulation of ‘the BeingQuestion’ in Being and Time (1927).
It argues that Heidegger establishes his own position within phenomenology on the basis of a
partial appropriation of Dilthey’s hermeneutical manner of thinking, an appropriation that was
later radically called into question by Lévinas on Diltheyeanhermeneuticalphilosophical grounds.

Introduction
Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) is generally regarded as one of the most important
thinkers of the twentieth century. Heidegger is also regarded, in particular, as one
of the most influential figures of the new phenomenological movement in
philosophy that was inaugurated in Germany by Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) at
the turn of the twentieth century and which spread rapidly throughout Europe and
further field in the first half of that century. Yet, despite this prominence,
agreement has not been reached about what Heidegger’s topic in philosophy
exactly is,1 or about the precise nature and actual extent of the influence that
Husserl’s phenomenological manner of thinking had upon Heidegger’s ‘path of
thinking’ (Denkweg) about ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ (die Frage
nach dem Sinn von Sein), more often abbreviated by Heidegger as simply ‘the
Beingquestion’ (die Seinsfrage), Heidegger’s famously selfdeclared topic of
research in philosophy and phenomenological research in his unfinished essay
Being and Time (1927).2 Two years prior to the publication of Being and Time,
however, Heidegger, in his 1925 Summer Semester lecturecourse delivered at
Marburg University, remarks to his students that one should look towards
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), and not to Husserl, to find the origins of the topic
in philosophy and phenomenological research with which he is concerned, for, in
Heidegger’s estimation,
As superior his analyses in the particular certainly are, Husserl does not advance
beyond Dilthey. However, at least as I [Heidegger] see it, my guess is that even
though Dilthey did not raise the question of [the meaning of] being and did not even
have the means to do so, the tendency to do so was alive in him.3

In this article I want to take seriously Heidegger’s indication to his students that
whilst Husserl’s phenomenological analyses are of little use to him in his own
effort ‘to raise anew (wiederholen) the question of the meaning of Being’, 4
Dilthey’s manner of thinking certainly is, even if Dilthey himself did not deploy
his energies in that direction. The relation of Heidegger’s ‘way of thinking’ about
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‘the BeingQuestion’ both to Dilthey’s hermeneutic manner of thinking and to
Husserl’s phenomenological manner of thinking, nevertheless, is much more
intricate than that as intimated by Heidegger to his students in his 1925 lectures,
for, in this article I will argue that Heidegger uses, at least implicitly, central
features of Dilthey’s hermeneutic method of enquiry, in particular Dilthey’s
interest in the experience of language, in order to correct Husserl’s
unphenomenological manner of reflection whilst advancing Dilthey’s hermeneutic
towards ‘the question of the meaning of Being’, notwithstanding Heidegger’s
highly controversial and repeated claim throughout his career in philosophy that
this issue had been left ‘unthought’ (ungedacht) by Husserl in phenomenology
and phenomenological research. 5 In other words, Heidegger’s development of
phenomenology towards ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ and its relation to
Dasein is better understood less in terms of a philosophical dialogue
(Auseinandersetzung) between him and Husserl, as both professed by Heidegger
in various places and reiterated by several critics in recent commentary on the
HusserlHeidegger philosophical relationship, and more in terms of an
appropriation of Dilthey’s hermeneutic manner of thinking, just as Heidegger
himself intimates in his 1925 lectures but without elaborating upon — an
appropriation of Dilthey’s manner of thinking, however, that was later to be
radically called into question by Lévinas on Diltheyean hermeneuticphilosophical
grounds, or so shall I argue in the concluding section of this article. Hence the title
which is also the argument of this article: ‘Understanding and Assessing
Heidegger’s Topic in Phenomenology in Light of His Appropriation of Dilthey’s
Hermeneutic Manner of Thinking’.

I
Heidegger’s Elision of
Dilthey and Husserl’s Concepts of Descriptive Psychology
In his 1925 lectures Heidegger suggests to his students that there is an ‘inner
kinship’ between Dilthey’s manner of thinking in his 1894 Berlin Academy Essay
‘Ideas towards a Descriptive and Analytic Psychology’ and Husserl’s descriptive
psychological analyses in the two Volumes of his Logical Investigations (1900
1901).6 There is, however, no ‘inner kinship’ between Dilthey’s analysis of
human experiences and Husserl’s analyses. In ‘Ideas towards a Descriptive and
Analytic Psychology’, Dilthey attempts to describe and analyze human
experiences from the point of view of their structural totality and inherent
historical (and linguistic) depthdimension. 7 Thus plays, poems and novels, as
well as State laws, social systems, art, music, economies, philosophies and
religions, all document and articulate, in Dilthey’s eyes, something meaningful
about the historically evolving nature of man’s selfunderstanding that is never
always complete but always partially unfolding in and through history and life
itself, and yet, always belonging to a greater whole of understanding of the kind of
being that we ourselves are.8 Thus Dilthey saw his work (after Kant) in terms of a
‘Critique of Historical Reason’.9 In the Logical Investigations Husserl analyses
the experiences of a normative logical consciousness as such — the ‘life’ of an
abstract (ahistorical) logical consciousness as such — and seeks intuitively
verifiable descriptions of essential and invariant a priori features of logical acts of
reasoning. 10 Husserl learned his descriptive method not from Dilthey, but from
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Franz Brentano (1838–1917) when attending the latter’s lectures on ‘Descriptive
Psychology’ at Vienna University from 1884 to 1886.11 It is true, then, that both
Dilthey and Husserl (and Brentano of the Vienna period) call their work
‘descriptive psychology’, as Heidegger instructs his students in his 1925 lectures,
but identity in terms is not equivalent to identity in concepts.12 Behind the
terminological agreement that exists between Dilthey and Husserl (and Brentano)
on ‘Descriptive Psychology’ there are real and major substantial disagreements in
concepts of ‘Descriptive Psychology’. Which method of ‘descriptive psychology’
that is being appealed to and defended by Heidegger in the development of his
own thought towards ‘the question of the meaning of Being’, therefore, is not just
of nominal significance but of philosophicalconceptual significance as well. In
effect, I will argue that what occurs in the 1925 lectures is an elision by Heidegger
of Dilthey and Husserl’s concepts of descriptive psychology, with Husserl’s
concept losing out in the competition. Before addressing this matter in
Heidegger’s thinking, then, it will be useful to note firstly and briefly some of the
salient features of Brentano’s descriptive method that were so influential in the
development of Husserl’s thought, before examining Dilthey’s descriptive method
and Heidegger’s subsequent fusion of both methods of ‘descriptive psychology’ in
the elaboration of his own topic of research in philosophy and hermeneutical
phenomenological research: ‘the question of the meaning of Being’.
By the time Husserl attended Brentano’s lectures from 1884 to 1886 in
Vienna, Brentano had begun to apply his new descriptivepsychological method
of analysis, which he had devised some ten years earlier in his unfinished study
Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint (1874),13 to the task of clarifying the
meaning of concepts employed in the normative disciplines of Logic, Ethics and
Aesthetics.14 This task, of course, was not the original function of descriptive
psychology. Rather, in Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, the main task
that Brentano set for descriptive psychology was to clarify the meaning of
concepts for the science of psychology, or, more precisely, the meaning of two
central terms used in current scientific debate, namely, ‘physical phenomenon’
and ‘psychical phenomenon’.15 This clarification was necessary for Brentano
because, in his view, there existed much ‘confusion’ among scientists over the
meaning of these terms and ‘neither agreement nor complete clarity has been
achieved regarding the delimitation of the two classes’. 16 Thus Brentano informs
us that he found ‘no unanimity among psychologists’ about the meaning of these
basic terms for their science.17 ‘And even important psychologists’, Brentano
further remarks, ‘may be hard pressed to defend themselves against the charge of
selfcontradiction’ in the way in which they used and understood the meaning of
these terms.18 This ‘lack of agreement’, coupled with ‘misuse’, ‘confusion’, and
‘selfcontradiction’ by some eminent scientists concerning the meaning of the
physical and the psychical, was, in Brentano’s estimation, impeding the evolution
of the natural sciences in general, especially physics, and the budding new science
of psychology in particular, which Brentano now considers as ‘the crowning
pinnacle’ of the natural sciences, that is to say, as ‘the science of the future’.19
Since Brentano, however, could not settle the dispute about the meaning of these
terms among psychologists and physicists by appealing to any wellfounded
theory elaborated in natural science, nor resolve this difficulty by drawing upon
any debatable meaning which these terms may have enjoyed in any particular
philosophical or historical understanding of the physical and the psychical, his
only alternative was to check the meaning of these terms against the facts of
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experience itself. 20 And that meant for Brentano, now following Locke’s
approach, against the experience of ‘physical phenomena’ given to outer
perceptualsense experience and the experience of the ability of consciousness to
reflect upon itself and to have itself, ‘psychical phenomena’ (i.e., its own
psychicalact experiences), as a content for reflection in inner perception. 21 After
the domain of each of these two basic classes of phenomena, presented via outer
and inner perception respectively, had been appropriately demarcated and the
meaning of the terms ‘physical phenomenon’ and ‘psychical phenomenon’ clearly
agreed, the ensuing task of the natural science of psychology, so Brentano
believed, would be to explain, using the method of the natural sciences, how such
‘psychical phenomena’ or ‘psychicalact experiences’ (and their immediate
objects) came into existence and went out of existence for that ‘mentally active
subject’. Thus Brentano drew a sharp distinction within the science of empirical
psychology between what he called ‘Descriptive Psychology’ and ‘Genetic
Psychology’.22 ‘Genetic Psychology’ is the naturalscientific part of the science of
empirical psychology. Its main task is to explain, through observation, hypotheses
and experimentation, how the phenomena of immediate consciousness really and
truly exist when we are not immediately aware of them, e.g., colours (physical
phenomena) as lightwaves (or lightparticles), sounds as sine waves, etc., that is
to say, as the theoretically constructed objects of natural science. We could say
that the natural scientist begins with ‘physical phenomena’ (e.g. colours) only to
demonstrate that this is not the way they really and truly exist (for colours exist as
light waves, light particles, and are ‘effects of stimuli’ on the retina and in the
brain etc.).23 ‘Descriptive Psychology’, on the other hand, does not rely on
naturalscientific theories, nor on ‘outer (sense) perception’, nor on hypothetical
reasoning, but on ‘inner perception’ and direct ‘intuition’ of the phenomena
themselves (i.e. psychicalact experiences and their objectivities). 24 The task of
the descriptive part of psychology is to yield clear and unambiguous descriptions
of the phenomena in question themselves, ‘removing all misunderstanding and
confusion concerning them’;25 that is to say, the sole aim of descriptive
psychology is to clarify for use in natural science in general and for the natural
science of empirical psychology in particular the meaning of the terms ‘physical
phenomenon’ and ‘psychical phenomenon’. In Brentano’s scheme of things, then,
though both descriptive psychology and genetic psychology constitute the natural
science of empirical psychology as he understands it, in Psychology from an
Empirical Standpoint descriptive psychology serves a preparatory function for
empirical psychology; its task is to clarify intuitively what genetic psychology
later has to explain causally.
Brentano, therefore, never advocated the method of the natural sciences
for the descriptive part of the science of empirical psychology. Rather, Brentano
held firmly to the Lockean conviction that knowledge of consciousness and its
contents in descriptive psychology is to be gleaned directly (nonhypothetically)
from reflection within consciousness itself.26 Furthermore, Brentano was equally
adamant that the descriptive part of the science of psychology sought ‘truths of
reason’, and not truths concerning ‘matters of fact’.27 Only descriptions of
phenomena based on ‘truths of reason’ and grasped ‘at one stroke and without
induction’ can remove any possible selfcontradiction or ambiguity about the
meaning of the phenomena themselves in question, and that are to be later studied
by natural science. 28 Comparatively speaking, then, descriptive psychology, like
mathematics, ‘is an exact science, and that in contrast, genetic psychology, in all
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its determinations, is an inexact one.’29 From an epistemological point of view,
therefore, knowledge of incorrigible, intuitively demonstrable, a priori features
and structures that are embedded in the actual experiences of consciousness and
its objectivities is sought in the ‘descriptive’ part of the science of empirical
psychology. This methodological requirement Husserl also rigorously adheres to
and advances in the development of his own descriptiveeideticpsychological
investigations, though Brentano himself, as Husserl himself later remarked, much
to his own disappointment, ‘could not recognise his [Husserl’s] ideas [e.g., ‘the
intuition of essences’] as the fruition of his [Brentano’s] own ideas’.30
Nevertheless, this descriptive method of reflection on consciousness and its
objectivities, i.e., on ‘intentional consciousness’31 is staunchly promoted by
Husserl both in the Logical Investigations32 and in his version of Kantian
transcendental idealism defended in Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology
and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, First Book, General Introduction to a
Pure Phenomenology (1913).33
According to Brentano, then, the natural sciences, including genetic
psychology (empirical psychology), concern themselves only with knowledge
claims pertaining to ‘matters of fact’, and to ‘matters of fact’ construed from a
particular naturalscientifictheoretical standpoint. In this regard, the scientific
method of observation by hypothesis by experimentation is simply not suited to
the task of solving disagreements between psychologists and scientists over the
meaning of basic concepts that are deployed in the natural science of empirical
psychology. Nor is the method of the natural sciences, as Brentano later argued,
capable of clarifying the meaning of concepts deployed in the normative
disciplines of Logic, Ethics and Aesthetics, but descriptive a priori analysis of the
essential features of particular psychicalact experiences, including the psychical
act experiences of normative consciousness as such, can — as Brentano proposes
in his lectures on ‘descriptive psychology’ at Vienna University in the 1880s,
therein developing ‘descriptive psychology’ in a direction hitherto unimagined by
him in the 1870s.34 In maintaining this radical distinction between ‘laws of fact’
and ‘laws of norms’ in his lectures at Vienna, however, Brentano, in effect, joins
in the ‘Back to Kant’ countermovement against naturalism, positivism and
historicism that had emerged in Germany in the late nineteenth century.35 And
here, Husserl, with his refutation of any attempt to base the validity of logical (and
ethical) laws on inductive generalisations of empirical psychology in Volume One
of the Logical Investigations (1900) (and in other writings on logic), joins his
mentor in the ‘Back to Kant’ movement too, for, as Heidegger correctly notes to
his students in his 1925 lectures about Husserl’s Logical Investigations,
Husserl, like Brentano, showed that the laws of thought are not the laws of the
psychic course of thinking but laws of what is thought; that one must distinguish
between the psychic process of judgement, the act in the broadest sense, and what is
judged in these acts. Distinction is made between the real intake of the acts, the
judging as such, and the ideal, the content of the judgement. This distinction
between the real performance and ideal content provides the basis for the
fundamental rejection of [naturalism in the form of logical] psychologism.36

Thus, it was at a time (from about the mid to late 1880s) when Brentano
was developing his novel idea of descriptive psychology in his Vienna lectures as
an autonomous science that clarifies the foundations of concepts deployed in the
normative disciplines of Logic, Ethics and Aesthetics that Husserl attended his
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lectures and encountered a style of thinking and a method of questioning that had
such a formative impact on Husserl’s initiation into and understanding of the tasks
of philosophy, as we now know and as Heidegger correctly points out to his
students.
It is undoubtedly true, then, that Dilthey, Husserl and Brentano of the
Vienna period, all called their work ‘descriptive psychology’, but this does not
imply that there is an ‘inner kinship’ between Dilthey and Husserl’s (or between
Dilthey and Brentano’s) concepts of descriptive psychology, as Heidegger also
asserts in his 1925 lectures. The ‘kinship’ that does exist between Dilthey’s
descriptivehermeneutichistorical method and Husserl’s descriptivescientific
eidetic method is primarily negative in character; both of their methods reject the
applicability of the method of the natural sciences in the study of the meaning of
experiences that are characteristically lived by humans: the experiences of a valid,
normative logical consciousness as such being Husserl’s selected topic of
investigation ‘for a decade’ (1890–1900), culminating in his Logical
Investigations;37 the experience of ‘Being as thing (Sein als Ding)’ given to outer
perceptualsense experience and of the experience of ‘Being as (conscious)
experience (Sein als Erlebnis)’ given to inner perception being the particular acts
of perception that are selected for comparative descriptiveeidetic analyses by
Husserl around 1907–08,38 and later documented by Husserl in his (in)famous
reduction of the natural standpoint to the transcendentalphenomenological
standpoint in Ideas 1 (1913); the experiences of the whole of ‘life’ being Dilthey’s
topic of investigations from about the mid1860s to the latter’s unexpected death
in 1911.
Heidegger, however, believes that there is a common source to Husserl
and Dilthey’s concepts of descriptive psychology and it is from Brentano’s
‘descriptive psychology’, and stresses two points to his students in his 1925
lectures. Firstly, he maintains that ‘the decisive move’ towards the ‘idea of a
descriptive psychology’ that begins in Brentano’s Psychology from an Empirical
Standpoint (1874) ‘had a profound impact on Dilthey [in the 1894 Academy
essay]’, and secondly, he remarks that ‘the truly decisive aspect of Brentano’s
way of questioning is to be seen in the fact that Brentano became the teacher of
Husserl, the subsequent founder of phenomenological research’.39 That Brentano
(the descriptive psychologist) had a profound impact and influence on Husserl’s
initiation and formation in philosophy can not be doubted, but a glance by anyone,
including Heidegger, at Brentano’s idea and method of descriptive psychology
and Dilthey’s idea and method of descriptive psychology would reveal very
different approaches to and concepts of descriptive psychology.40 It is thus
difficult to see how Heidegger could justify the claim that he does make to his
students in his 1925 lectures that the idea and method of descriptive psychology
first muted in Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint and developed by
Brentano in his Vienna lectures in the 1880s and early 1890s — ‘Brentano’s way
of questioning’ — had any direct influence on Dilthey’s idea and method of
descriptive psychology sketched in his 1894 Academy essay. Dilthey’s descriptive
method goes in the opposite direction to Brentano’s and Husserl’s descriptive
method.41 Unlike Brentano’s (and Husserl’s) descriptive method, Dilthey’s
method does not attempt to understand the whole of life experiences in terms of
its discrete parts, i.e., as abstractable and analyzable mental events occurring,
somehow, in consciousness — in his 1894 essay Dilthey famously called this
latter approach ‘brooding (Grübelei) over oneself’. 42 Rather, Dilthey sought to
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understand and to analyse the meaning of the parts (individual experiences) in
terms of the whole (of life), i.e., Dilthey sought a descriptivehermeneuticanalytic
understanding of the meaning of life itself that is historically embedded and
expressed in particular life experiences themselves and in the products of such life
experiences (e.g. plays, poems, cultural objects etc.) from within the overall
context of their lived experience. Thus Dilthey’s descriptive method seeks to
understand individual life experiences from the whole of life experiences, i.e.,
from the entire context in which and through which such experiences are
expressed, and vice versa, i.e., the whole of life that is partially expressed in such
products themselves.
The influential figure lying behind Dilthey’s descriptivehermeneutic
method sketched in his 1894 Academy essay, of course, is not Brentano as
intimated by Heidegger in his 1925 lecturecourse, but Schleiermacher as
Heidegger himself indicates in a short series of public lectures which Heidegger
also gave around this time in 1925, at Kassel, on ‘Wilhelm Dilthey’s Research
and the Current Struggle for a Historical Worldview’. 43 In these lectures
Heidegger remarks that it was ‘under Schleiermacher’s influence, [that] Dilthey
saw knowledge within the context of the whole of life’, and so, ‘the 1860s were
decisive [for Dilthey], not because of neoKantianism but because of Dilthey’s
tendency to understand the human condition on the basis of a total comprehension
of the human being’. 44 After completing his doctoral dissertation ‘De principiis
ethices Schleiermacheri’ in 1864, the 1860s culminated for Dilthey, as Heidegger
notes, in the publication of the first part of his biography on The Life of
Schleiermacher in 1870 (which Heidegger recommended to one of his doctoral
students to read in 1918).45 Dilthey’s researches were extensive, but, as
Heidegger also remarks, ‘(O)nly two major works appeared during his life time,
and they both remained at volume one: The Life of Schleiermacher [1870] and
Introduction to the Human Sciences [1883].’46 And other essays that were
published during his life time were always, as Heidegger comments, ‘preliminary,
incomplete, and on the way’, and ‘entitled “Contributions to […]”, “Ideas
Concerning […]”, “Attempts at […]”.’47 Indeed, it was only after Dilthey’s death
that these ‘incomplete’ essays (which had been scattered in various journals), with
other unpublished essays, were collated and published in Dilthey’s Collected
Works in 1914.48 Throughout his academic career, then, Dilthey devoted himself
to developing the hermeneutic manner of thinking, both in his published and
unpublished writings, and, ‘especially from 1883 onwards,’ as one historian of
philosophy notes, ‘Dilthey drew a sharp distinction between the abstractness of
Kant’s thought and his own concrete approach [to the whole of life].’49
By comparison to Dilthey, in the 1860s the influential figure lying behind
Brentano’s early philosophical career is not Schleiermacher, but Aristotle. In 1862
Brentano completed and published his doctoral dissertation On the Several Senses
of Being in Aristotle (which Heidegger first read in 190750).51 This was followed
by his 1866 habilitation thesis on The Psychology of Aristotle, in Particular His
Doctrine of the Active Intellect, which was published in 1867.52 Thus in the 1860s
Brentano had earned for himself the reputation of a young but significant
Scholastic commentator on Aristotle (and Aquinas).53 In the 1870s, however,
Brentano turned his attention away from the Aristotelian world view, and adopted
a ‘modern conception’ of psychology that defines its ‘experiential basis’ and
modus operandi by way of ‘the inner perception of our own psychical
phenomena’.54 In this decade, and throughout the 1880s and into the 1890s, the
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dominant figure behind Brentano’s philosophizing is Descartes, followed by
Locke and Hume, where access to consciousness and its contents is regarded ‘as
peculiarly direct and certain as compared with our knowledge of anything else’.55
Indeed, in Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint (1874) Brentano now argues
that we can define ‘psychology’, contra Aristotle and the Aristotelians, as a
science ‘without a soul’, 56
(F)or whether or not there are souls, the fact is that there are psychical phenomena
[whose existence is given and guaranteed via ‘inner perception’ as is evident from
the context]. Nothing, therefore, stands in our way if we adopt the modern definition
[of psychology as the science of psychical phenomena] instead of defining
psychology as the science of the soul. Perhaps both are correct. The differences,
which still exist between them, are that the old definition contains metaphysical
presuppositions from which the modern one is free […]. Consequently, the adoption
of the modern conception simplifies our work. Furthermore, it offers an additional
advantage: any exclusion of an unrelated question not only simplifies, but also
reinforces the work. It shows that the results of our investigations are dependent on
fewer presuppositions, and thus lends greater certainty to our convictions.57

It is this very ‘modern definition’ and ‘modern conception’ of philosophical
psychology that advances the method of inner reflection on the nature of
consciousness and its objectivities that Dilthey decidedly did not adopt from the
very outset of his studies in the 1860s, and throughout his career in philosophy —
it being thoroughly abstract (ahistorical).58 For Dilthey, therefore, both the
dominant naturalscientific approach to the study of ‘man’ in empirical
psychology and the modern selfreflective model of ‘consciousness understanding
itself’ championed by Descartes, Locke, Hume, Kant, Brentano (the descriptive
psychologist) and Husserl (the descriptiveeidetic psychologist) are equally
inappropriate methods to be deployed in the study of the meaning of experiences
that are characteristically lived by human beings and that are addressed in the
‘human sciences’ (Geisteswissenschaften).59 Thus it is of importance to draw
attention to the point, as Bambach does, that,
The term Geisteswissenshaft(en) is a crucial term for Dilthey […]. The term
signifies for Dilthey that group of studies dealing with the cultural spirit of
humanity: history, psychology, economics, sociology, philosophy, anthropology,
politics, religion, literature, and others. It is to be carefully differentiated from the
term Naturwissenschaft, which includes all the fields in the natural sciences. The
differences between these two branches of study are not merely terminological but,
more fundamental, also methodological. Nature is ‘explained,’ as Dilthey puts it, but
spirit is ‘understood.’ This difference between explanation (Erklären) and
understanding (Verstehen) points to the centrality of hermeneutics for a theory of the
human sciences.60

We can thus understand why Dilthey would have been particularly
impressed by the first volume of Husserl’s Logical Investigations, the
Prolegomena, when it appeared in 1900, wherein ‘naturalism in the particular
form of psychologism, specifically psychologism in the particular field of logic’,
as Heidegger points out to his students, is refuted,61 but less than impressed by the
ensuing second volume, published in the following year in 1901, and in two parts,
comprising the Six Logical Investigations — which Heidegger notes elsewhere,
are ‘three times as long’ as volume one62 — wherein Husserl clarifies, through
descriptiveeideticpsychological analyses, the experiences of a (abstract,
ahistorical) normative logical consciousness as such. Dilthey’s idea of a
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descriptive psychology begins with what Husserl (and Brentano) leaves out,
namely, with the lived nature of human experiences themselves, and seeks a
comprehensive understanding of the meaning of those experiences in the facticity
of their lived, historical, social, personal, mundane and, ultimately, temporal
existence. Meaning is to be found within those experiences themselves, in the
context of their lived nature, and not by way of either factualinner perception or
eideticintuitive inspection of intentional consciousness and its contents in inner
reflection as advocated by the BrentaneanHusserlian school of descriptive a
priori psychology from about the mid1870s onwards.
It was, therefore, in opposition to both the naturalscientific and the self
reflective model of consciousness reflecting upon itself approaches to studying the
meaning of human experience that Dilthey proposed an alternative method of
studying human experience (Erlebnis) for the human sciences
(Geisteswissenschaften), one that would describe and analyze, without dissecting
into atomic units, the way in which human life experience expresses its own
understanding of its life experience, from poetry to prose.63 Thus Dilthey argued,
Because our mental life finds its fullest and most complete expression only through
language, […] explication finds completion and fullness only in the interpretation of
the written testimonies of human life.64

It was by taking this cue from Dilthey, however, that Heidegger managed to
overcome ‘a main [methodological] difficulty (eine Hauptschwierigkeit)’
regarding how to actually conduct ‘the manner of thinking that calls itself
phenomenology’, with which he tells us he struggled for many years in his early
career in philosophy as he read and reread Husserl’s texts in phenomenology
from 1909 onwards and after he became Husserl’s assistantlecturer in philosophy
at Freiburg University from 1919 to 1923, ‘teaching and learning in Husserl’s
proximity.’65 Heidegger’s solution to his difficulty was as simple as it was
revolutionary in comparison to Husserl’s established way of doing
phenomenology: the way to practice ‘phenomenological seeing’, so Heidegger
argues, is to hear what is expressed in the words themselves. 66 Thus in
Heidegger’s Diltheyeaninspired, hermeneutic way of doing phenomenology,
‘hearing’ what is expressed in the written word must replace, and so, displace
‘seeing’ that which is retrievable in and through consciousness’s reflection upon
itself, i.e., Husserl’s stipulated way of doing phenomenology.67 Or, perhaps more
accurately speaking, for Heidegger, it is only through hearing what is expressed in
the written word that seeing what is talked about is made present.68 Hence
Heidegger’s singular but characteristic hermeneutic style or ‘way of thinking’
(Denkweg) about his topic in philosophy and phenomenology as he goes about
‘researching’ and ‘engaging’ with what is ‘said’ and ‘written’ about ‘the meaning
of Being’, but with particular reference to that which is left ‘unthought’
(ungedacht) by the author but nevertheless implicitly expressed in the testimony
of that author’s text and inviting ‘retrieval’.69 This is indeed, both in theory and
in practice, a generous application of Dilthey’s hermeneutic manner of thinking to
issues in philosophy and phenomenological research, and to the topic of the
question of the meaning of Being in particular, just as Heidegger intimates to his
students in his 1925 lecture course.70
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II
Hearing Replaces Seeing (Dilthey Replaces Husserl)
The following gloss by Heidegger in his 1925 lectures at Marburg University,
purportedly on the theory of linguistic expression and perception elaborated by
Husserl in the Sixth Logical Investigation, indicates the extent to which
Heidegger, in his ‘way of thinking’, has internalised his methodological switch
and adherence to Dilthey’s hermeneutic approach, for, according to Heidegger,
It is […] a matter of fact that our simplest perceptions and constitutive states are
already expressed, even more, are interpreted in a certain way. What is primary and
originary here? [Heidegger rhetorically asks, and he answers.] It is not so much
that we see the object and things […] rather the reverse; we see what one says about
the matter.71

Because Heidegger situates his commentary above directly on Husserl’s text of
the Logical Investigations, some commentators have been lead to believe —
wrongly, in my opinion — that here Heidegger is unearthing and developing
something embryonic in Husserl’s position of the Sixth Logical Investigation.72
Such is clearly not the case. What Heidegger is defending here is a version of
Dilthey’s views on the way linguistic acts of meaning contain the highest step in
the expression of meaning in human experience, and not Husserl’s actual position
in the Sixth Logical Investigation, for whom ‘(S)ignitive acts constitute the lowest
step: they possess no fullness whatever [my emphasis]’. 73 In direct contra
distinction to Husserl’s views on this matter, Dilthey argued, in his wellknown
triad, that all human experience (Erlebnis) contains implicitly some form of
understanding (Verstehen) which in turn is completed and raised to a higher level
of meaning in expression (Ausdruck).74 From a Diltheyeanhermeneutic point of
view, therefore, it is not a fact of linguistic experience, as Husserl would lead us
to believe in the Sixth Logical Investigation, that linguistic acts of meaning are
‘emptyintending acts’ requiring perceptually founded objects to ‘complete’ their
meaning (whatever ontological status such ‘intentional objects’ may have). It is a
fact of linguistic experience, however, that the meaning and understanding of an
individual (lived) experience is not ‘crossed out’ but ‘raised’ and ‘intensified’ in
its meaning in its expression, be it in a word, a sentence, a poem, a play, a story, a
philosophical treatise, or an object of culture etc.75 And this, of course, can be
said of and includes ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ itself because it too,
the meaning of Being (Sinn des Seins), as Heidegger insists in Being and Time,
pushing Dilthey’s manner of thinking in a direction that Dilthey himself did not
go, ‘can be something unconceptualised (unbegriffen), but it never completely
fails to be understood (es ist nie völlig unverstanden)’.76 That is to say, we all, as a
matter of fact, have some implicit understanding what it means to be a being in
Being (Seinsverständnis), and this ‘fact of life’, or ‘issue’ is both open to and
invites hermeneutic expression and inquiry. If this is the case, then Heidegger is
quite right to stress in Being and Time that for him, ‘(O)nly as [Diltheyean
hermeneutic] phenomenology, is ontology [the study of the meaning of Being]
possible.’77 And so, Heidegger’s argument pointedly unfolds in Being and Time,
despite the latter’s incompleteness, that the question of the meaning of Being must
be traced back to the lived experience (or ‘facticity’) of the ‘There’ (Da) of
‘Being’ (Sein), and in which one finds oneself implicated as thatwhichis (als
Seiendes) in Being with some ‘understanding of Being (Seinsverständnis)’.78 In
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this ‘reduction’, Heidegger clearly composes a Kierkegaardianexistentialistic
rendering of Dilthey’s triad of ErlebnisVerstehenAusdruck in terms of the
expressed concern about what goes about (es geht um) and is at issue for that
being’s understanding of its own being in being in Dasein, at the basis of his
attempted retrieval of ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ in his unfinished
essay of Being and Time.79 And yet, this existentialistic rendering of Dilthey’s
thesis is configured upon a possibility that Heidegger found inherent in Dilthey’s
hermeneutic manner of thinking, and not one that is discernible, as Heidegger
correctly indicates to his students in his 1925 lectures, in Husserl’s early
descriptiveeideticpsychological analyses of the Logical Investigations or in
Husserl’s later transcendentalidealist analyses of Ideas I (1913) and Ideas II
(1924).80

III
Some Conclusions and Some Critical Assessments
According to Heidegger, the ‘understanding of Being’ that is definitive of
Dasein’s mode of beingintheworld differs from any understanding of Being that
is gained in and through cognitivereflection on thatwhichis, or on beings as
beings. In point of fact, identifying and pointing to ‘thatwhichis’ (das Seiende)
that either comes into existence or goes out of existence cannot add to or subtract
from Dasein’s ‘understanding of Being’ (Seinsverständnis) because such
indication presupposes the facticity of some understanding of Being already there
for Dasein, but whose meaning has been deferred in the process. It is, therefore,
both a central contention and a fundamental limit in Heidegger’s formulation and
elaboration of ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ in Being and Time that there
is ‘an understanding of Being’ that is always and already present implicitly in
Dasein, the back behind of which we cannot go, i.e., that we cannot think, when
addressing ‘the question of the meaning of Being’ in phenomenology and
phenomenological research. Heidegger thinks that (t)his position on the facticity
of Dasein in phenomenology and phenomenological research is unchallengeable
and unquestionable, for, pointing to thatwhichis or beings in their being, will, as
noted above, obstruct the issue at hand, or at least it will lead to a fundamental
mistargetting of the issue at hand (die Sache selbst) that Heidegger wishes to
address in his ‘Beingquestion’. ‘Doesn’t insistence on what is,’ Heidegger
rhetorically asks in his late lecture ‘The End of Philosophy and the Task of
Thinking’, ‘block access to whatis?’ (Versperrt die Insistenz auf dem
Beweisbaren nicht den Weg zu dem, was ist?)’. 81 And, of course, insistence by us
on what is does indeed prevents access to the way what is, is because insistence on
the being of the being of beings invariably deflects attention from the ‘(implicit)
understanding of Being’ that is already presupposed as a precondition for and in
any such (actual or possible) ostentation. And yet, the latter is the way the
meaning of whatis is, that is to say, the way the meaning of whatis is lived,
understood and expressed, however unconceptualised, so Heidegger insists in
Diltheyeanphenomenological fashion.
For Heidegger, then, questions pertaining to the ‘understanding of Being’
and to the being of the being of beings must be kept not only distinct but also
unrelated in his startingpoint in philosophy and phenomenological research. The
former belongs to phenomenology, just as Husserl insists, the latter remains
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outside of phenomenological remit, just as Husserl also insists. The
‘understanding of Being’ and the being of the being of beings, therefore, are
entirely different concepts of being in Heidegger’s philosophy. Heidegger himself
clearly recognizes this distinction in Being and Time. Heidegger, in point of fact,
insists on this distinction in Being and Time precisely because his ‘way of
thinking’ about ‘the BeingQuestion’ and its relation to Dasein clearly requires it.
Heidegger, however, does not explore this distinction any further in Being and
Time (or in later works). Heidegger’s starting point and finishing point in
philosophy and phenomenological research, therefore, remains asserted, not
argued for, nor vouchsafed, and the same throughout his path of thinking about
‘the BeingQuestion’, namely:
Entities are [Heidegger’s emphasis], quite independently of the experiences by
which they are disclosed, the acquaintance in which they are discovered, and the
grasping in which their nature is ascertained. But [the meaning of] Being ‘is’ only in
the understanding of those entities to whose Being something like an understanding
of Being belongs.82

In order for Heidegger to maintain this position, nevertheless, Heidegger
must acknowledge, as de Boer acutely points out, that there is a being [small ‘b’]
of the being of entities that precedes the Being of the understanding of Being [big
‘B’].83 Heidegger does not turn to the significance of this first being of the being
of entities that is not reducible to the understanding of Being of those entities
deposited in Dasein, in his ‘path of thinking’ about ‘the Beingquestion’. The
being of the being of entities is set aside, and not returned to in the development
of Heidegger’s thought, just as it had been set aside and not returned to in the
development of Husserl’s thought either. Here Heidegger joins Husserl (and joins
Dilthey to Husserl). Recall Husserl’s famous transcendental reduction. Outside of
all that we can know and actually do know about things given to outer perceptual
sense experience, there is ‘nothing’ of any intelligible or sensible nature to know
‘in itself’; there is only ‘nonsensical thought’.84 That such things or entities are is
not a matter for phenomenology and phenomenological research. Likewise,
outside of the apodictic knowledge of the existence of a currently lived psychical
act experience (and its intentional object, if it exists) in an act of immanent
perception — whose nonexistence is inconceivable — lies its existence; but that
such an experience exists (in its temporal facticity as Dilthey understands it) in
immanent perception is not a matter for phenomenology and phenomenological
research in Husserl’s definition of phenomenology. The facticity of individual
(lived) experience is to be ignored because its meaning is not susceptible to
scientific analysis and scientific generalization or to conceptual analysis in any
form, in Husserl’s eidetic eyes. There can be no eidetic science of the ‘thisness’ of
a particular experience here and now. And precisely because the essential features
of such livedexperiences is all that counts methodologically in Husserl’s
definition of phenomenology, the very lived nature of the particular experiences
themselves in their uniqueness must be passed over and not entertained as a
matter for philosophy and phenomenological research. This is what Heidegger
means, influenced by his reading of Dilthey, when he emphasizes in his 1925
lectures to his students in his ‘immanent critique’ of Husserl’s philosophical
startingpoint that ‘the being of the intentional [acts of consciousness] […] gets
lost precisely through them [i.e. through both the eidetic and the transcendental
reductions]’.85 And yet Heidegger himself does not return to this facticity of the
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life experiences in Dasein. That I exist, that you exist, that you die, that I die are
not the concern of Heidegger’s phenomenology either, but my understanding of
myself in anticipation as a beingfordeath (Vorlaufen zum Tode) is.86 Outside of
one’s own actual understanding of oneself as a beingfordeath, that you are
murdered, or that bloodlust and domination ‘exists’ (not in Heidegger’ sense of
that term) is not the concern of Dasein in Being and Time.87 It is at this point that
Lévinas, taking up Dilthey’s comprehensive perspective on a philosophy of life,
raises the following critical question from within both Husserl and Heidegger’s
phenomenologies and their respective phenomenological researches: is not the
very anonymous existence of things that are and of experiences that are a
presupposition itself requiring and inviting a hermeneutic investigation? Pursuing
this matter for investigation, however, would lie both beyond and outside of the
dual limits which Husserl set in the transcendental reduction on the
‘understanding of Being’ as thing given to outer perceptualsense experience and
as (conscious) experience immanently perceived, and beyond and outside of the
existentialphenomenological reduction and limit set by Heidegger on ‘the
understanding of Being’ as that which is hermeneutically deposited and
retrievable in anxious anticipation, in the present, of one’s own death in the future
in Dasein as the root of the ‘understanding of Being’ and the sole ‘matter at stake’
that needs to be thought methodologically in philosophy and phenomenological
research.88 Rather, pursuing this facticity of the ‘understanding of Being’ in life
experiences for hermeneutic inquiry would require, inter alia, acknowledging the
primacy of the existence of one’s own fellow human being outside of any
‘understanding of Being’ that is capable of being retrieved either by way of
Husserlian transcendentalphenomenological reduction to one’s own actual,
perceptual intentional consciousness and its objectivities or by way of
Heideggerean analysis of Dasein for whom that being’s own being alone is what
counts in the ‘understanding of Being’. And, in point of fact, Heidegger himself
suggests as much to his students in his 1925 lectures, for, as Heidegger queries
(rhetorically) against Husserl’s analyses of Ideas II (which he had received in
unpublished manuscriptform from Husserl earlier in the year)89 and answers
(rhetorically) in favor of a hint given by Dilthey:
How is the life of the other originally given? As an epistemological question, it is
presented as the problem of how we come to know an alien consciousness. But this
way of posing the question [by Husserl] is mistaken because it overlooks the fact
that life is primarily always already life with others, a knowledge of them as fellow
human beings. Yet Dilthey never pursued these questions any further. What is
essential for him is that the structured context of life is acquired, and thus
determined by its history.90

Whether Heidegger is correct in his estimation that Dilthey never pursued
any further the question pertaining to the significance of the existence of one’s
own fellow human being in ‘the fact that life is primarily always already life with
others’, or not, Heidegger certainly does not and cannot press this issue any
further because his existentialistic rendering of Dilthey’s triad of Erlebnis
VerstehenAusdruck in terms of the expressed concern that Dasein has for its own
being as that which lies at stake in Dasein precludes him. Nevertheless, if
Heidegger, following Dilthey, is right, and if our ‘understanding of Being’
extends equally to the world, myself and my fellow human being, then the critical
question that Lévinas raises against Heidegger’s appropriation of Dilthey’s
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manner of thinking is this: how can I reach ‘an understanding of Being’ that is not
mine but shareable and therefore for the common good of each and any
understanding of Being that I can and do reach? Focusing on Dasein — i.e. on
the awareness of the ‘There (Da)’ of Being (Sein)’, and in which one finds oneself
implicated as a being in being and as a beingforone’sowndeath —
methodologically excludes a prioristically such an ethical (or ‘metaphysical’ in
Lévinas’s sense) possibility within (hermeneutic) phenomenology and
phenomenological research. Heidegger’s insistence in Being and Time on the
onticontological priority of ‘the understanding of Being’ in Dasein as that the
backbehindofwhich we cannot think, then, is itself a presupposition, an
assertion that needs to be tested for its hermeneuticphenomenological credentials.
This is why Lévinas, in his work in philosophy and phenomenological research,
therefore, believes it philosophically necessary to bring Dilthey’s manner of
thinking backintostep with itself, as it were, and in the direction of the
‘otherness’ of the ‘other’, in order to outstep Heidegger’s appropriation and
stultification of Dilthey’s hermeneutic in the existential analytic of Dasein
promoted in Being and Time.91
According to Dilthey, ‘(T)he religious thinker, the artist, and the
philosopher create on the basis of lived experience.’ Seen in this light, ‘Biblical
verses [that contain the expression and understanding of life experiences of the
prophets] do not function here as proof’, as Lévinas points out against
Heidegger’s ‘account’ or ‘story’ and ‘formulation’ of man’s selfunderstanding in
the historical unfolding of ‘the BeingQuestion’, ‘but as testimony of a tradition
and an experience.’92 ‘Don’t they’, therefore, Lévinas rhetorically asks, ‘have as
much right as Hölderin and Trakl to be cited?’,93 and to be invited, in any
engagement of man’s reflection on his and her selfunderstanding? And of course
they do, if you follow Dilthey’s philosophy of life; however, if you follow
Dilthey’s startingpoint in philosophy — and Heidegger professes he does — here
there can be no ‘science’ of man’s selfunderstanding, only hermeneutic
‘retrieval’ and ‘interpretation of’ thesignificancesofthewayoflife that unfolds
in and through human experiences (Erlebnisse) themselves. 94 And this entails,
both hermeneutically and philosophically, no prioritizing by Heidegger of
Dasein’s concern for its own beingfordeath in ‘the understanding of Being’
(Seinsverständnis), and no aprioristic exclusion of the significance of ‘the call’
(der Ruft) that one’s own fellow human being makes, in conscience, on my
‘understanding of Being’ — ‘an understanding of Being’ that Heidegger
acknowledges extends to and includes, equally, not only oneself and the world but
also one’s own fellow human being, but of whom scant treatment can be found or
heard in Being and Time, or in Heidegger’s earlier or later works.
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