








Presence and Post-Modernism


The post-modern, post-enlightenment debate on the nature of being begins with Heidegger’s assertion that the “ancient interpretation of the being of beings” is informed by “the determination of the sense of being as ...  ‘presence.’”
  This understanding, which reduces being to temporal presence, is supposed to have set all subsequent philosophical reflection.  At its origin is “Aristotle’s essay on time.”  In Heidegger’s reading, Aristotle interprets entities with regard to the present, equating their being with temporal presence.  He also takes time itself as a present en​tity--i.e., “as just one being among others.”
  In an interpretation that is essentially “oriented to the world,” Aristotle thus collapses being and temporal presence to the point that the countable nows are, in their presence, taken as entities.  Aristotle’s essay, Heidegger claims, “has essentially de​termined every subsequent account of time--Bergson’s included.”  Even “the Kantian interpretation of time” remains under its sway.
  Given this, the “destruction” of the tradition that Heidegger proposes
 is a destruction of this account.
  Only through such a destruction can we uncover what the Aristotelian account conceals.  In making time objective, it hides Dasein’s (or human being’s) role in temporalization.  The project of Being and Time is to uncover this through “the repeated in​terpretation of the structures of Dasein ... as modes of temporalization.”


I will argue that the above analysis is mistaken on several points:  Aristotle does not equate being and temporal presence, nor does he understand “time itself as a being among other beings.”  His account does not determine subsequent philosophical thought about time.  As I shall show, modern thought, in particular, that of the enlightenment project, positions time as subjective.  Its relation to Aristotle is negative.  It forgets his basic positions.  Given this, the postmodern critique of philosophy that begins with Heidegger is undermined by a faulty historical analysis.  

I


Nowhere is this forgetting more evident than in the 1927 lectures on Aristotle that appear in Heidegger’s Basic Problems of Phenomenology.  Aristotle’s essay on time in Heidegger’s account is “the conceptual expression” of “the common understanding of time.”
  This understanding takes space and time as independent features of reality.  It asserts that nothing can exist without being in space and time.  These, however, can continue as containers even while things within them come and go.  Infinite and unending, they ground the very possibility of the being of what they contain.  Now, to take Aristotle’s position as expressing this essentially modern view is to commit oneself to a highly anachronistic reading.  Aristotle’s explicit position is the opposite of this.  In the Physics, he reduces space to place and asserts that there is no place without a body.  Neither is there time without the presence of bodies.  In fact, from an Aristotelian perspective, to consider space and time as independent is to commit a category mistake.  It is to confuse an attribute of a reality (something that cannot exist on its own like quantity or quality) with the reality itself.


Heidegger, however, is quite willing to consider place apart from the moving body.  He writes, interpreting Aristotle, “if the moving thing has run through the places in its movement, these places are, as such, still existent as definite locations.”
 Time is also independent of the moving thing and its motion.  According to Heidegger, “although we may look all around the moving thing and the motion itself as change of place, we shall never find time if we hold to what Aristotle says.”
  He justifies this assertion of time’s independence by fastening on Aristotle’s remark that time is “a number,” a counting, of motion.  “Number,” he writes, “is not bound to what it numbers.  Number can determine something without itself being dependent.”
  From this Heidegger draws the limitless, infinite character of time, which is that of number.  Its indepen​dence and its position as a container also follow.  As a number, time, he claims, “does not itself belong to the entity that it counts.”  This means that “time is bound neither to the intrinsic content nor to the mode of being of the moving thing nor to the motion as such.”
  It is, in fact, “before beings, before things moving and at rest, encompassing them.”
  Lest we have any doubt what this encompassing implies, Heidegger adds that, “in a suitable sense, we can call time ... a ‘container.’”


This emphasis on time as a number does not just allow the derivation of the “common un​derstanding of time,” it also permits Heidegger to derive this understanding from Dasein’s behav​ior.  In other words, having freed time from its status as a bodily attribute, Heidegger can trace time’s origin to the counting itself, that is, to the behavior of the Dasein that counts.  The crucial link in the argument for this point occurs in his account of how we grasp motion.  This grasp oc​curs because “we retain the first traversed place as the away-from-there and expect the next place as the toward-here.  Retaining the prior and expecting the posterior, we see the transition as such.”
  This means, as one recent commentator writes, “Dasein [in its retaining and expecting] is the onto​logical ground for motion itself.”
  Dasein is what makes possible motion’s sense as transition.  As such, it also becomes the ontological ground of time.  Retaining and expecting, as Heidegger writes, we grasp the motion in such a way that we can say “now here, formerly there, afterwards, there.  Each there in this nexus of ‘away from there--towards there’ is now-there, now-there, now-there.”
  Each, in other words, is a counted now.  At the root of this counting is, thus, Dasein’s behavior, a behavior that allows it to retain and expect.  This behavior (which is rooted in Dasein’s structure as care) is the original temporalization.  In allowing the counting of nows, it places things in time.  Such behavior, Heidegger claims, is the hidden basis of the Aristotelian or common un​derstanding of time.


Whatever else we might say of this interpretation of Aristotle, one thing is certain: it is highly tendentious.  For Aristotle, as I mentioned, neither time nor place can exist apart from a body.  Rather than being “before” it, they are simply categories we can apply to the body.  The cat​egory of time has its origin in our account of a moving body.  In Aristotle’s words, it springs from the fact that “the moving body is the same ...  yet differs in the account that may be given of it.”  In particular, it differs by being in different places “and the now corresponds to it as time corresponds to the movement.”
  This now, Aristotle writes, “is not part of time.”
  Not only can it not be summed up (as parts can) to produce a whole--i.e., a duration.  It is also not a part because it refers in the first instance, not to time, but rather to the moving body.  The now is the presence of the body to the soul that experiences it.
  As for time, understood as the shifting or changing now, this first appears through the body’s motion.  More precisely, it appears in the change of presence that registers this motion.  Thus, the now “corresponds” to the body by virtue of being part of the body’s continuous self-manifestation.
  Similarly, time, as the shift of the now, corresponds to the body’s movement insofar as it manifests the body’s shifting relation to its environment.  


The best way to put this is to note that it is always now for us, yet the now we inhabit con​stantly changes.  We experience time as a kind of stationary streaming, as an unchanging nowness that frames a changing content.  This experience is the result of the functioning of the entity in its presence to us.  The now’s dual nature (as stationary and streaming) reflects the constancy of the body’s presence even as it shifts with regard to its environment.  “At work” in the experiencing soul, the body has a presence that manifests itself as the now that shifts with regard to its environ​ment.  Appearing in the milieu of anticipated and the remembered experience of the moving body, the body’s current (momentary) presence situates itself between them.  It becomes the now that ap​pears as a shifting center between the past and the future.  There is, we may observe, a clear line of determination here.  The entity in its presence determines the soul in its memories and anticipations and, in so doing, determines time.  If its presence did not change, our memories and anticipations of it would all have the same content.  They would not yield a distinct before or an after or a now​ness situated between the two.  If, as occurs in dreamless sleep, we do not register any presence at all, all experience of nowness ceases.  The key point here is that time, in this account, is not equivalent to being.  It is rather the result of its presence to the soul, its “being at work” there.  To make a general point, we can say that for Aristotle, being is understood as the functioning or “at workness” (ejnevrgeia) that results in an entity’s presence.  The presence of an entity is the totality of its effects.  Entities can affect non-sentient entities as well sentient ones.  Only the moving bod​ies that affect sentient beings have the possibility of temporal presence taken as flowing nowness.  

II


Heidegger claims that Aristotle’s position determines the modern accounts of time.  What actually determines them, however, is not his position, but rather the “common understanding” Heidegger derives from it.  The examples of Descartes and Kant suffice to make this point.  From Descartes onward, space and time come to be understood as receptacles of bodies.  Indeed, they are taken as grounding the very possibility of spatial-temporal being.  This conception, however, is not Aristotle’s.  It is part of the “new” physics Galileo and Descartes introduce to replace the “old” Aristotelian physics.  It is implicit in the system of spatial coordinates (the X and Y axes) Descartes introduces in his new analytical geometry.  The system allows us to specify figures through equa​tions giving their locations in space.  Adding a time axis, events can be specified through the num​bered coordinates giving their positions in space and time.  This opens up the possibility of the mathematical description of natural processes.  Presupposing the conceptual framework of Descartes’s coordinate axes, such descriptions also presuppose the notion of space and time as containers.  Rather than being objects, the notion of such containers is rather that of conditions for the possibility of objects in their “true” mathematizable being.
  


The inordinate success of the new physics inspired Kant to give it an apriori character based on the subject.  In working this out, he becomes one of the chief representatives of the en​lightenment project.  This project, which begins with Descartes, makes subjectivity normative.  In the ancient world, the Platonic ideas or Aristotelian forms supplied the standards or norms for knowledge.  The enlightenment project, as part of its drive to establish our autonomy, derives these standards from the structures of the subject.  To accomplish this, Kant makes two crucial moves.  He limits the presence of being to temporal presence.  He then makes this presence the re​sult of the subjective function of temporalization.  The rules of this function thus become the norms of presence.  Here, the line of determination is the reverse of Aristotle’s.  For Kant it runs from the subject (or soul) to time and thence to the presence of being.  


This reversal can be seen in Kant’s doctrine of synthetic apriori judgments.  These judg​ments are normative in the sense that they have a universal validity, a validity holding for all pos​sible experience.  Such validity follows from the basis of these judgments, which, in Kant’s words, is the “universal and necessary connection of the given perceptions,” a connection that is required if we are to intuit a unified, self-consistent world.
  The “connection” of the perceptions underlying our judgments occurs in the before and after of time.  Thus, only if there are necessary structures in the temporal sequences of perceptions (structures that determine what must occur ear​lier and later if the judgments’ objects are to appear) can we speak of apriori judgments.  The ne​cessity of an apriori judgment depends on there being a necessary connection of the perceptions; and this depends on there being necessary structures in the temporal sequencing of the perceptual flow.  Kant’s attempt to detail these structures appears in the “Schematism” of the first Critique.  They are given by the doctrine of the threefold synthesis of the imagination, the synthesis that in​serts perceptions in the before and after of time.


The details of this doctrine need not concern us.  The above is sufficient to point out the radical distinction between the Kantian and the Aristotelian projects.  For Kant, norms are drawn from the structure of the subject--specifically from the synthetic structures that make it a subject.  On the level of the Schematism, such structures are understood as modes of temporalization.  For Aristotle, by contrast, the norms for presence are drawn, not from the subject, but from the beings it encounters.  Entities, rather than the subject itself, are the origin of temporalization.  They are the “agents.”  The subject is the “patient.”  Through their presence, they temporalize it.  

III


In his attempt to interpret the structures of Dasein as “modes of temporalization,” Heidegger appears as an heir of the enlightenment project.  Even though the norms he draws are the ambiguous ones of authentic vs. inauthentic, resolute vs. irresolute, and so forth, Being and Time remains on the Kantian level of seeking a constitutive (human) origin of presence.  As he writes to Husserl in 1927, “Which kind of being (Seinsart) is the being in which the ‘world’ con​stitutes itself?  This is the central problem of Being and Time, i.e., a fundamental ontology of Dasein.  At issue is showing that human Dasein’s kind of being is totally distinct from all other beings and that it is precisely this [kind] that contains in itself the possibility of transcendental constitution.”
 


There is an inherent difficulty in seeking “the being in which the ‘world’ constitutes itself.”  Ultimately, it undermines the whole enlightenment project.  In Kant, the difficulty expresses itself in the fact that the subject, whose constitutive, synthetic activities ground the world’s presence, cannot itself be present.  Given that presence per se is the result of such activities, if the subject were present, it would be a result rather than a ground of synthesis.  In Kant’s terms, this means that the synthesizing, constituting subject must be a noumenal rather than a phenomenal agent.  None of the categories which we draw from experience can apply to it.  Indeed, given that the ac​tion of synthesis is that of placing its perceptions in time, even the categories of temporality fall away.
  Having limited presence to temporal presence, Kant thus finds himself basing his project on an absence.
  Fichte, Kant’s most brilliant disciple, reflecting on this result, uncovered its logic.  What is pulling the phenomenal and noumenal apart is the distinction between the ground and the grounded.  For Fichte, “by virtue of its mere notion, the ground falls outside of what it grounds.”
  If the two were the same, the ground would lose its function, which is that of ex​plaining the grounded.  It itself would be in need of an explanation.  This opposition means that when philosophy attempts to “discover the ground of all experience,” its “object necessarily lies outside of all experience.”


If Heidegger is, as I claim, an heir of the enlightenment project, the same logic can be seen at work in his philosophy.  At the basis of his account of temporalization, there must be an ab​sence.  To show this, we have to ask why we engage in the counting that places things in time.  Heidegger’s answer is that we count nows to reckon with them; and we do so because of our con​cern with our being in the world.
  Such concern demands that we reckon up, plan, prevent or take precautions.
  Because of this, we do not just reckon with time, we retain and anticipate the things that are of concern to us.  “Circumspective concern” (umsichtiges Besorgen) is, then, the proximate ground of our retaining and anticipating.  Given that the final object of our concern is our own being, the ultimate ground is found in Dasein itself.  It is found in the fact that “Dasein exists as entity for which, in its Being, that Being is an issue.”
  For Heidegger, this phrase sig​nifies that on a fundamental level “Dasein’s Being is care (Sorge).”
  Care is Dasein’s being re​sponsible for its being.  As care, my being is an issue for me.
  It is the result of my projects, of the choices I make in deciding not just what I will do but (as inherent in this) what I will be.
  This does not mean that every choice, every possible future, is open for me.  For a choice to be real, for it to be a possibility I can realize, it has to be rooted in my “having-been.”  The resources for it must be present in the situation in which I have been “thrown” by my history and culture.  Thus, as care, Dasein already has a primordial temporal structure guiding its behavior.  On the one hand, it is rooted in its past--the “having-been” of its factual situation.
  On the other hand, it is always ahead of itself.  The “there” of its being there is not the present, but rather the future.


Between its past and the future stands, not a presence, but rather an absence.  In Heidegger’s terms, it is precisely because I am neither “present to hand” nor “ready to hand,” that my being is an issue for me.  My non-presence or absence on this ontological level is at the heart of my projective being.  It is what allows me to “be there” To show this, lebove, we can seewith the possibilities I choose to realize.  In Heidegger’s words: “Not only is the projection, as one that has been thrown, determined by the nullity (Nichtigkeit) of the being of its basis (Grundseins); as projection it is itself essentially null (nichtig). ... the nullity meant here belongs to Dasein’s being-free for its existential possibili​ties.”
  Heidegger claims that I come face to face with this nothingness when I resolutely face my death.  My anxiety in the face of death reveals the void inherent in my projective being.  To cite Heidegger again: “The ‘nothing’ anxiety confronts us with, reveals the nullity by which Dasein, in its very basis, is defined ... .”
  As null, it is constantly “in debt” to itself.  It owes itself its be​ing.
  This owing determines the structure of its temporalization.  Attempting to pay this debt, Dasein anticipates as it projects forward its future possibilities.  It does this while retaining its having-been, i.e., the past that gives concrete shape to the choices confronting it.  


Whatever the psychological truth of these descriptions, the following points are clear.  For Heidegger, temporalization is a human process.  It is rooted in the structure of Dasein’s projective being.  Rather than being grounded in presence--the presence, for Aristotle, of some entity to us--its origin is an absence.  Since this absence is the “nullity by which Dasein ... is defined,” Heidegger can assert that “Dasein’s kind of being is totally distinct from all other beings.”  It is distinct as a constitutive ground, that is, as the being in which “the possibility of transcendental constitution resides.”  Such constitution is the making present that is accomplished through the realization of Dasein’s projects.  The presence of what is thus made present is not Dasein’s, and as Heidegger constantly stresses the Aristotelian categories appropriate to such presence are not those of Dasein.
  They cannot be if Dasein, in its nullity, is absent on the level of the things which it makes present.


Throughout the above, we can see the logic of the distinction between ground and grounded.  It appears in the difference between temporality, taken as the structure of Dasein’s Being as care, and ordinary time, understood in terms of entities that are in time.  As Professor Michael Kane recently pointed out, at the origin of Heidegger’s ontological difference is the dis​tinction between the two.  In his words, “the difference between temporality and ordinary time is really the difference between Being and beings.  Dasein as Being, in the ontological difference, is determined by temporality.  Beings are simply held in time by time.”
  


The logic that makes Heidegger distinguish temporality and time ultimately moves him be​yond our human being or Dasein.  After Being and Time, that is, after the “turn” in his thinking, Heidegger sees the grounding of time (and hence of presence), not in Dasein’s “concern” for its “being in the world,” but in the Being that guides this concern by determining the “epochs” of Dasein’s grasp of entities.  Taken as a ground, however, such Being cannot appear.  The logic Fichte uncovered is relentless, infecting even Heidegger’s later interpretation of the ontological distinction.  Being’s distinction from entities is such that it conceals itself even as it determines time, that is, determines the “epochs” that form our history.  This concealment expresses itself in the “turning in need” that is this history.
  


This same concealment seems to play itself out in Derrida’s assertions with regard to “differance.”  In his claims that presence always has its origin in absence,
 that structure always refers to “a basis of a full presence which is out of play” or absent from this structure,
 Derrida appears as yet another heir of the enlightenment project.  

IV


How does Aristotle avoid the difficulty of this project?  That he does is clear.  For Aristotle, the grounding of time in being does not result in the concealment of being.  Fichte’s logic, which asserts that the ground of experience cannot appear, does not apply to his account of being.  The reason is that Aristotle’s account takes being as “at workness” or functioning (ejnevrgeia).  This means that being is where it is at work.  As functioning, being is where it func​tions.  Thus, Aristotle asserts that “the functioning of the sensible object” is “in the sensing sub​ject.”
  Similarly, the teacher qua teacher is “in the one taught.”
  In each case, as Aristotle says, there is only “a single functioning.”
  The functioning, which is being, is where it is present.  This is the ancient, forgotten truth behind his equation of being and presence.
  Given this, we cannot search behind the actual presence of an entity for its ground.  To raise the question of such a ground is to enter into a philosophical tradition that stretches from Descartes to Derrida.  Rather than being determined by Aristotle, this tradition’s course is set by its denial of the actual “ancient interpretation of being.”  This is the interpretation that sees being wherever it is “at work.” 
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