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Metaphysics seems to have fallen on evil days.  The task of “overcoming metaphysics,” announced by Nietzsche, and taken up in earnest by Heidegger and Derrida, appears to be a fait accompli.
 If metaphysics is thought about at all, it is regarded as having been overcome and, hence, as an irretrievable part of philosophy’s past.
  I will argue that the reports of its demise are premature.   Viewed in its classic formulation, metaphysics, in fact, cannot be overcome.  This is because metaphysical thinking is grounded on the ineradicable intersubjective character of human life.  This character determines how we think about the world.  It necessarily gives this thought a metaphysical cast.  

Metaphysical Thinking

Heidegger writes that “metaphysical thinking rests on the distinction between what truly is and what, measured against this, constitutes all that is not truly in being.”
  In the long history of philosophy, this distinction has been variously interpreted.  Generally, however, it has involved taking the true world as invisible yet intelligible and the nontrue world as visible but not per se intelligible.  To illustrate this point, four examples should suffice.  I will limit myself to Plato’s, Descartes’, Berkeley’s and Kant’s expression of this distinction.  For Plato, “the very being of to be——is to be “always in the same manner in relation to the same things.”  As Plato explains, this is to be “unchanging” and, thus, to re​main the same with oneself.  The ideas () “beauty itself, equality itself, and every itself” are truly “being”——because they “do not admit of any change whatsoever.”
 (Phaedo, 78 d).  What constitutes all that is “not truly in being” is what does change.  For Plato, this is the whole of the visible sensible world.  The contrast here is between the invisible yet intelligible ideas and the sensible world.  The self-identical is, for Plato, the proper object of the intellect.  The ideas, in their unchanging natures, embody, then, not just the being, but also the intelligible structure of the world.  This holds, even though the ideas, themselves, cannot be sensuously seen.

The same contrast can be found in Descartes’ distinction between the mathematical and the sensuous qualities of bodies.  The mathematically quantifiable aspects are apprehended only through the intellect.  The visible aspects, i.e., the colors, odors, tastes, sounds, and textures of bodies, are immediately grasped by our five senses.  As Descartes warns us, the information presented by these senses is deceptive.
  What cannot deceive are the quantifiable aspects of bodies.  These, he writes, are “clear and distinct,” and “everything which we conceive very clearly and very distinctly is wholly true”—i.e., applies directly to reality.
  Thus, what counts as true being is what can be quantified.  It cannot be seen, but only grasped by our minds.  Only what does not count as true being can sensuously appear. 

As is well known, George Berkeley, in arguing against Descartes, argues against this distinction.  Following Locke, he calls the numerable aspects of bodies their “primary qualities,” reserving the term, “secondary qualities,” for their sensuous aspects.
  As Berkeley observes, we cannot quantify what does not sensuously appear.  The extension and motion of a body that we enumerate must come sensuously garbed.  Given this, primary qualities do not point to the reality underlying appearance.  They are rather dependent on appearance.  Berkeley draws a radical conclusion from the inseparability of primary and secondary qualities.  Admitting, with Descartes, that the sensuous qualities of objects exist only in the mind, i.e., only as perceptions, he argues that the same holds for the primary qualities.
  This means that neither the primary nor the secondary qualities point to a real material world beyond the perceptual.  There is, in fact, no evidence for such a “real” world.  Strictly speaking, then, the world that appears has its being as a perception.
.  Its “to be” is to be perceived.   Thus, the appearing world’s substratum, what supports it, is not anything external.  It is not matter with its supposed primary qualities. It is the perceiver.
  Ultimately, the supporting perceiver is God.   I support the perceptual qualities I can change at my will through my imagination.  Those that I cannot change are produced by God.
  

The distinction between primary and secondary qualities thus results in the positing of two types of being: the being of the perceptions (or “ideas” in Berkeley’s terminology) and the being of the minds or “spirits” that support them.  The former depend on the latter, “it being perfectly unintelligible, and involving all the absurdity of abstraction, to attribute to any single part of them an existence independent of a spirit.”
  Because of its independence and grounding quality, spirit or mind counts as what truly is.  Because of their dependence, the perceptions do not.  As before, this distinction is also one of the appearing and nonappearing.  Qua unextended, “those unextended indivisible substances or spirits which act and think and perceive” cannot themselves be perceived.
  If we ask how we can apprehend ourselves, given that we are spirits, Berkeley’s answer is that we do “comprehend our own existence by inward feeling or reflection,” this even though “in a strict sense we have not ideas [or perceptions of ourselves].”
 

Berkeley’s position is, on this point, remarkably similar to Kant’s.  Kant describes our nonperceptual consciousness of ourselves as follows: “… I am conscious of myself, not as I appear to myself, nor as I am in myself, but only that I am.   This representation is a thought, not an intuition.”
  In other words, the self that I am “in myself” is a self that cannot be perceived or represented beyond the fact of its bare existence.  The most we can say is that “we are inwardly affected by ourselves”—i.e., by the nonappearing reality that is the self.  When we synthesize this affection, i.e., regard our memories, anticipations, etc. through reflection, we do not grasp the self.  The content of such reflections originates in outer perception.  We remember and anticipate the world in which we appear, not as a perceiving self, but rather as an object.
  Thus, “so far as inner intuition is concerned, we know our subject only as appearance, not as it is in itself.”
  For Kant, this distinction between appearance and reality holds generally.  The appearing of the objective world is the result of the categories we impose on the affection it provides. The categories are categories of appearance, not of reality.  What the world is apart from such categories, i.e., what it is in itself in its true being, cannot be known.
 

This unknowability does not prevent Kant from calling the world “in itself” the “intelligible world” and from designating the self, in its true being, as a member of it.
  In the world of sense, events follow the rules of material causality.  In the intelligible world, which I belong to through my mind, reason prevails.  On one level, the distinction between the two is between laws of logic, which I use to reason out the consequences of my actions, and those of causality, which determine the blind working of nature.  On another, it is between my power to determine my own conduct according to the principles that I recognize through reason and my being controlled by the impersonal forces of my environment.
    

With Kant, then, we once again find the characteristic that Heidegger uses to describe metaphysical thinking.  We have the “distinction between what truly is and what, measured against this, constitutes all that is not truly in being,” the former being the world as it is in itself, the latter being the appearing world.
  We also find the two other characteristics that generally accompany this division.  The true world, the world that is “in itself,” does not appear.  It is, however, associated with mind as the intelligible world.  A further characteristic also appears, one that was implicit in our other examples.  For Kant, the true world is independent.  Since it provides the transcendent affection necessary for the syntheses of consciousness, the appearances that result from such syntheses are dependent.  As such, the true world is also a ground of the apparent.

Overcoming Metaphysics


Although the necessity of overcoming metaphysics has now become a commonplace, it is still worthwhile to ask what is wrong with the above schema.  One obvious answer comes from the plurality of candidates for the “true world.”  Which shall we choose: Plato’s ideas, Descartes’ mathematical relations, Berkeley’s mind, or Kant’s intelligible, noumenal world?  These are but a few of the possibilities offered by the long history of metaphysics.
  Although all are in some way associated with mind (and thus with an “intelligible world” that should offer us criteria to guide us), the distinction between the real and the apparent makes it difficult to choose.  How can we decide between items that do not appear?  Fichte, perhaps Kant’s most brilliant disciple, claimed that the problem involves the ontological relation between the real and the apparent.  The appearing world is not “true being” since it is not independent.  It is grounded in the true being of the real world.  Now as Fichte notes, “By virtue of its mere notion, the ground falls outside of what it grounds.”
  The two are “opposed” and yet “linked” insofar as “the former explains the latter.”  In other words, the ground explains the grounded by embodying a different “notion” or concept—one that “falls outside” of the grounded.  Were the ground to express the same notion, it would be in the same position as the grounded—i.e., it would be in need of the very explanation that it, itself, is supposed to provide.  Fichte’s logic, when applied to the true being that grounds the appearing experiential world, immediately differentiates its notion from the latter.  If the latter involves experience, then such true being cannot.  As Fichte draws the inference, when we attempt to “discover the ground of all experience,” our “object necessarily lies outside of all experience.”
  With this, however, the “real world” that is supposed to ground experience becomes essentially unknowable.  


Nietzsche, in his Twilight of the Idols, gives a short history of metaphysics that aptly catches the force of Fichte’s logic.  This history is entitled “How the “True World’ Ultimately Became a Fable.”  The history begins with Plato for whom, the “true world” is “attainable by the sage, the pious man and the man of virtue.”  This man is the philosopher who leaves the cave of the sensuously appearing world to enter the world of the ideas.  Doing so, “he lives in it.”  Christianity substitutes the believer for the philosopher.  The distinction between the apparent and real worlds is translated into one between this world and the next (the world of the afterlife).  The latter is “the true world, which is unattainable for the moment,” but “promised to the sage, to the pious man and to the man of virtue (‘to the sinner who repents’).”  With Kant, the distinction takes the form of the division between the noumenal and the phenomenal—the nonappearing and the appearing worlds.  Here, the nonappearing true world exists for us as “an obligation, a command”—i.e., as the categorical imperative that is our sole positive contact with the world “in itself.”  This is the “intelligible world” where the obligations I recognize through my reason hold universally.  As Nietzsche remarks, what we confront in Kant is “the idea [of the “true world”] become sublime, pale, northern, Königbergian.”  As nonappearing, it is “unattainable, it cannot be proved.”  The next stage in Nietzsche’s history appears when we realize that, as noumenal and, hence, unknowable in itself, the “true world” cannot be obligatory.  As Nietzsche asks, “what could something unknown constrain us to?”  At this point “the true world” becomes “a useless idea that has become quite superfluous, consequently an exploded idea.”  Thus, the cry of the next stage is “let us abolish it!”  The final stage occurs when we realize that “in abolishing the true world we have also abolished the world of appearance!”
  As grounded by the true world, the apparent world cannot exist by itself.  Thus, the latter’s abolition is also its demise.


With this, we have Heidegger’s demand to overcome metaphysics.  Metaphysics, he writes, thinks of being (Sein) as a “ground,” taking beings (die Seinenden) as the “grounded.”
  As we have seen, this involves taking the former as the “true” world and reducing the beings that we encounter to the apparent world.  This very thought, however, leads ultimately to the unknowability and rejection of the “true” being that is supposed to ground beings.  Overcoming metaphysics is, consequently, overcoming this logic of ground and grounded.  It is motivated by the desire not to explain the appearing world in terms of a nonappearing world.
  

The Intersubjective Nature of the “True” World

It is not clear that Heidegger himself ever succeeded in overcoming metaphysical thinking.
  Equally, one can question the success of the other major 20th century philosophers that have taken on this project.  As I said at the beginning, I do not wish to make yet another attempt to “overcome” metaphysics, but rather to cast doubt on this entire project.  The distinction between the real and the apparent is, I believe, ineradicable.  This is because it is based on the essentially intersubjective character of our life.  This may be put in terms of the three characteristics metaphysics generally ascribes to the “true” world: its hiddenness, its grounding quality, and its intelligibility.  Although apparently disparate, these three elements have the same root.  As I plan to show, its hiddenness can be traced to the hidden quality of the other subjects correlated to the “true” world, while this world’s grounding quality can be understood in terms of their role in its constitution.  The same derivation can be made of the intelligible quality of the “true” world.  At its origin is the intersubjective nature of intelligibility.  If I am correct, then the nonappearing elements that metaphysics has traditionally taken as the “really real” (Plato’s ideas, Berkeley’s mind or spirit, Kant’s intelligible world, etc.), are actually traces of our nonappearing others.   The “true” world aimed at in metaphysics is, in fact, the intersubjective world.


The connection between the true and the intersubjective worlds appears whenever we raise the question of appearance versus reality.  The question arises when we doubt that we are getting the world as it is “in itself,” i.e., when we suspect that somehow the world that appears is not the same as the world that “truly is.”  Generally, to resolve these doubts, we ask other people if they see what we are seeing.  We thereby assume that that the “real” world is the world that is there for all of us.  It is the world to which we all have a common access.
  Such a world, of course, exists in contrast to the world that immediately appears to me—i.e., the world expressed by the content of what Kant called a “judgment of perception.”  Such an “I see …” judgment “simply expresses a perception’s relation to a [given] subject.”
  It makes no objective claims.  It is precisely when I doubt what I see—i.e., doubt its reality—that such claims come to the fore.  I resolve them by questioning my neighbors about the world that is “really” there for all of us.  


The very expression of this contrast reveals how this attempt to proceed from the appearing world to the true world leads me to posit the latter as hidden.   It is not the logic of the ground and grounded that forces the true world into the realm of the nonappearing.  It is the fact that to intuit the world that is there for all of us, I would have to see simultaneously out of my own and my others’ eyes.  Such an intuition is, strictly speaking, impossible for consciousness.   Consciousness, in directing itself towards an object, always brings one of the object’s sides or aspects to the foreground and relegates the rest to the background.  It does so because, as embodied, it always has a spatial position from which it views the object.  Given this, to posit the “real” object as intuitively available to a single consciousness implies both robbing consciousness of its orientation and dispensing with the foreground-background structure that characterizes its awareness.  As Merleu-Ponty writes, this “positing of one single object, in the full sense … exceeds perceptual experience and the synthesis of horizons .…”   It is, in fact, the “death of consciousness” understood as the process by which we intuit the world.

How, then, can I intuit the “true” world?  As long as I have a body, I must perceive it from one position at a time.  Thus, the intuition of the world in itself, the world simultaneously grasped in all possible perspectives, seems impossible.  Impossible, that is, in this life.  This is, perhaps, the reason that Plato, in the Phaedo, looks to the afterlife for such a grasp.  After death, when the soul of the philosopher finally succeeds in separating itself from the body, then it will directly apprehend the reality of the ideas.
  Similarly Christians generally believe that the beatific vision—i.e., the direct intuition of the “really real” understood as God—requires a separation of the soul from the body.


Another, less drastic solution is to rely on what other people tell me.  Here, I continue to assert that the real world is that which is available to us all, but I take my own access to it as mediated through my others.  At this point, the real world becomes a correlate of my linguistic community.  Its presence is through the others who speak to me.  This speaking occurs from earliest childhood.  My entrance into the human world was also an entrance into language.  Thus, I learned how to speak while learning how to make my way in the world.  All my initial life projects such as going to bathroom or learning how to eat at the table were accompanied by a constant commentary from my caregivers.  Each new activity with its related objects was introduced with a verbal description.  The continuance of this process through childhood and beyond means that the objects I now encounter already come clothed with intersubjectively determined linguistic meanings.  

The sensuous immediacy of objects combines with these meanings to yield a world that is both appearing and nonappearing.  Embodied, I experience its immediate sensuous presence in much the way that other animals with similar senses do.  The same sounds, colors, textures, etc. are present to us all.  I also share with the higher animals the associative ability to link these perceptions.  For both myself and such animals, when one appearing object has been frequently experienced with another, its reappearance calls up the remembered image of the other.  Where we part company is in terms of the linguistic meanings that structure the human intelligibility of this sensuously present world.  As intersubjective, these meanings make possible the positioning of their referents as existent, not just for myself, but also for the other members of my speaking community.  Using language, I have the possibility of making objective (intersubjectively verifiable) truth claims.  I can speak about the world, its objects and events. The referents of my statements are asserted to be objective, i.e., “really” out there.  For all this, however, the real world I refer to has a nonappearing quality.  The linguistic structures that underlie it do not, in their functioning, sensuously appear.  They can, of course, take on a sensuous garb.  The sounds of speech and the spatial forms of letters are immediately present to the senses.   Yet, as the experience of hearing a foreign language makes clear, this appearing is not their intelligibility.  Their intelligibility is as sensuously hidden from me as another person’s mind.  To grasp what a person has in mind, language is necessary.  This nonappearing element allows me to move from my merely private, sensuously appearing world to the “true” or “real” world.


If the above is correct, then the “true” world that metaphysical thinking aims at is actually the intersubjective world.  Such thinking distinguishes “between what truly is and what, measured against this, constitutes all that is not truly in being.”  This distinction has generally been expressed in terms of the hiddenness, grounding quality and intelligibility of “what truly is.”  All three elements, however, characterize the intersubjective world.  Thus, my life with others—in particular, my use of language to confirm my perceptions—makes me take the reality of the world in terms of those structures that determine its appearance but do not themselves appear.  Such structures are as hidden as the minds of the others they allow me to communicate with.  They do, however, ground the “true world” since it is by using them that I confirm my perceptions.  Speaking with my others, I can move from an experience of what I directly see to an assertion that what I thus see actually exists.  The same linguistic structures, by virtue of the meanings and logical relations they comprise, serve as the repository of the intelligible character of the true world.  The spoken and written meanings that I can return to again and again transcend the temporally bound existence of their authors.  Doing so, they achieve the unchanging status of the ideas comprising Plato’s true world.
   Given their relation to our positing of reality, it is hardly surprising that from Plato onward, the equation of the real and the rational has been a constant preoccupation of metaphysical thought.  Plato’s ideas, understood as the invisible “looks” of things, Berkeley’s “mind or spirit,” taken as the nonappearing support of perceptual being, the formulations of modern mathematical physics that cannot be perceptually represented and yet are taken as the true structure (the “reality”) of what is: all such formulations express the same metaphysical impulse.  They interpret the reality of the world in terms of what structures appearances, but does not itself appear.  Ultimately, they all point to the others who allow us to escape from the solitude of our immediate perceptual consciousness.  It is such others who, in grounding the real world, lie at the root of its hiddenness and intelligibility.  They are its “truth.”
Metaphysics of the Other


I said above that it is not the logic of the ground and grounded that forces the true world into the realm of the hidden.  It is the fact that to intuit the world that is there for all of us, we  would have to see simultaneously out of our own and ours others’ eyes.  Given this, how are we to think the relation of ground and grounded with regard to the true world?  For Fichte, the true world, understood as the ground of experience, is necessarily outside of all experience.  If, however, others are the “truth” of the true world, this cannot be the case.  I must, necessarily, experience them to posit the true world in the first place.  This implies that others are the truth of the true world in the sense of being its unhiddenness, i.e., the clearing in which it can appear.  They are its “truth” in the Heideggerian sense of .
  Concretely this means that the true world, rather than being outside of experience, is “in” experience in the same way that others are “in” me.  


Their being “in” me does not mean that the distinction between the real and the apparent worlds is overcome.  The distinction is rather internalized.  As that between self and others, it becomes part of who we are.  However much we may attempt to withdraw from the world, we never leave our others behind.  Each of us, even in our most private, reflective moments is a part of an intersubjective, linguistic community.  This becomes apparent when we ask: who speaks, who is spoken to in the interior monologue that we often experience simply as the “chatter” in our heads.  To make this inner distinction between speaker and auditor, each of us must already, within ourselves, be outside of ourselves.
  

This point may be put in terms of Heidegger’s notion of being-in-the-world.  According to Heidegger, we are, ontologically, being-in-the-world.
  Because we cannot be without the world, we are, from the beginning, “concerned with” and “involved in” the world.  We express this concern in our projects, i.e., in activities as mundane as making breakfast and as far reaching as search for a cure for cancer.  Each time we engage in a project, we disclose the objects of our world.  In making a fire, for example, paper can appear as combustible material.  In writing, it is disclosed as a surface to write on. 
   In fact, as Heidegger stresses, it is only in terms of such projects that the world appears at all, i.e., as articulated into objects with disclosed properties.
  If we grant this, then with Heidegger, we assert: “Self and world belong together in the single entity, the Dasein.  Self and world are not two beings, like subject and object, or like I and thou, but self and world are the basic determination of the Dasein itself in the unity of the structure of being-in-the-world.”
  “Dasein” is Heidegger’s term for human being as disclosive, as the openness in which the world can be revealed.  When I say that others are such unhiddenness or openness, I am pointing to their crucial role in such Dasein.  From the moment of my birth I am always already with others.  All my life projects, all the activities by which I learned how to make my way in my world, thereby disclosing it, were introduced to me by my others—initially my caregivers.  As indicated, their introduction was accompanied by a constant verbal commentary, one which clothed the disclosed world with intersubjectively determined meanings.  As a result, my being-in-the-world involves both the apparent and the hidden. Given that I am being-in-the-world through my others, I cannot but disclose an appearing world that points back to a level of nonappearing.  As the others that are “in” me, this nonappearing manifests itself as an inner alterity, a nonappearing in the heart of my self-presence.  Because my self presence is a function of the intersubjective world, this inner alterity is actually my being outside of myself in myself.  It is my being thrust into a world whose “truth” exceeds me.  


If the above is correct, then Heidegger’s account of human being as being-in-the-world does not overcome but simply expresses in a new dimension the metaphysical thought that distinguishes between the true and the apparent world.  Such thought, as we cited Heidegger, thinks being as a ground.  Heidegger writes,  “This ground itself needs to be properly accounted for by that for which it accounts, that is, by the causation through the supremely original matter—and that is the cause as causa sui.  This is the right name for the god of philosophy.”  As Heidegger observes, “Man can neither pray nor sacrifice to this god.”
  As a ground, it is an ultimately hidden god.  For Heidegger, this god—the product of “onto-theo-logy”—is the result of metaphysics having led theology astray.  Its overcoming by the “god-less thinking” (gott-lose Denken) that Heidegger looks forward to is yet another reason to overcome metaphysics.  What happens to such “god-less thinking” when we realize that metaphysical thinking, with its distinction between the true and the apparent, is a function of who we are?  In its attempt to think the “truth of being,” does not this thinking, itself, suffer a reversal?  I would suggest that to turn it back to God is to think about the role of others in the “truth” of being.  When we do, the question of “the causation through the supremely original matter (die ursprünglichste Sache)” becomes that of God’s presence in the other.  Metaphysically, it becomes the question of God’s role in my being outside of myself in myself—i.e., his role in the very openness to being that I am.  For Levinas, this question invites us to think the presence of God in the face of the other.
  More generally, it is to pose the question of metaphysics in a new key.  It is to ask, who is the other that ultimately structures the world?  What exactly is the world we are “in”?  Only the metaphysical thought of the future can answer such queries.
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