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Abstract

One certain aspect of human dimension which is unavoidable is death, thus, it undisputable, the most universal aspect of human existence. While Jean Paul Sartre dismisses death as the absurdity to life, Martin Heidegger argues that death offers meaningfulness and uniqueness to human existence, death is: ownmost, non-relational and cannot be outstripped. This paper presents the Heideggerian philosophy of death, with a critical objection that death is relational and not ownmost.

1.0. Introduction

Among all dimensions of man, there is a rarely speakable dimension which often sends shivers down the spin, silences the mind and thrusts man into a grimace of fear. This dimension is death. It is a phenomenon that has posed a problem of mental indigestion to scholars, religion and cultures alike, and consequently, man has averted to a position of denial and suspension in deliberating matters about it. Friedrich Nietzsche for instance, spoke about not thinking of death, expressed happiness about that and stated that he considered thoughts about life more desirable than thoughts about death.1 However, the denial and suspension does not render the phenomenon impossible or avoidable. Since the reality of death incessantly swings after man, existential philosophy chose to delve into its reality. While the theme of death plays a prominent role in existentialism, not all existentialists hold alike view about the significance of death and its role in human existence.


1 Z. Shariatinia, Heidegger's Ideas About Death, Pacific Science Review B: Humanities and Social Sciences (2016), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psrb.2016.06.001 1. (accessed on: 20/07/2020)
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Martin Heidegger for instance, maintains that death is a meaningful part of life; it is death that assigns uniqueness and meaning on human existence. Conversely, Jean-Paul Sartre tells said that death is a meaningless absurdity which removes all meaning from human existence. More so, Heidegger, was much concerned with the fundamental question of existence. However, inexistence, in his pennyworth, was also not against reality; it was not an abstraction but rather concrete and achievable through death.2 It is in view of this controversial position of Heidegger that this paper intends to offer an analysis of his (Heidegger’s) philosophy of death and an appraisal of it.

1.2. The Heideggerian Conception of Death

The Heideggerian conception of death as a phenomenon is one which is divested of the classical postulation of death. In the traditional comprehension, death is seen as the end of life, while, in the existential sense, it is seen as a way to be. In order to comprehend Heidegger's philosophy of death, it is important to understand the following terms and phrases: (a) Being-at-an-end/Being-towards-the-end; (b) Ownmost, non-relational, and not to be outstripped; (c) They self/authentic self, falling/fleeing in the face of death, anxiety /fear, potentiality-for- Being: authentic/inauthentic; (d) Inauthentic-Being-towards-death/Authentic-Being-towards death; and (e) freedom towards death.

a)
Being-at-an-end and Being towards-the-end

In relation to the above listed terms and phrases, the vital distinction that requires definition is

Being-at-an-end and Being towards-the-end. The Heideggerian conception of death, does not

signify our Being-at-an-end. Death is not conceived of as the ending of us. Dying cannot be understood in the sense of an ending, since this conception would treat humans as something present-at-hand or ready to-hand, which we are not.3 According to Heidegger already as long as


2 Z. Shariatinia, 2.
3 Diane Zom, Heidegger's Philosophy of Death, 10.
https://www.northampton.edu/documents/Subsites/HaroldWeiss/Death/Phil_of_death.pdf&ved=2ahUKEwjN5qu_ue vqAhUQJBoKHamqBk0QFjACegQIDRAH&usg=AOvVaw22_KSOcSd2udEiy24R-xE1 (accessed on: 20/07/2020)
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Dasein4 is, it has the property of not-yet. In death, Dasein has not been fulfilled nor has it simply disappeared; it has not become finished […] just as Dasein is already its “not yet”… constantly as long as it is, it is already its end too. 5 In order to offer a hawk-eyed explanation to “Death is the way to be, not a way to end,” I will single it into a discussion heading.

b)
Death is a way to be, not a way to End

In the Heideggerian postulation, death is not only that which one experiences at the departure of life, while life itself is not just a clear road that invites the occurrence of death. Death penetrates as if it constitutes the existence of time in the moment, Dasein is thrown into the world.6 Using the analogy of an unripe fruit to explain death as a way of life, he said:

When for instance a fruit is unripe, “it goes towards” its ripeness. In this process of ripening, that which the fruit is not yet, is by no means pieced on as if something not yet present at hand. The fruit brings itself to ripeness, and such a bringing of itself is a characteristic of its being as a fruit.7

Heidegger’s analogy indicates that insofar as man is a being in existence, certain element of achievement is in place. For just as unripeness is the first state of a fruit, so also is life the first state of Dasein, while as ripeness can be predicated of a fruit, similarly, death can be predicated of man. And why? This is because as the fruit tends towards being ripe, so also is the Dasein a being towards death. Thus, as long as he exists, death is already it’s not-as-yet (that is, something yet to be realized in the life of Dasein or man).8

More so, the Heideggerian analogy implies that the natural phenomena of ripeness and death are not something external to fruit and man respectively, but something that are part of them. The ripeness of a fruit is not accident, for it is in its nature to be ripe. The death of the Dasein is not by accident, neither is it an accident; it is that which is innate in man. Once a man is alive, he is a being towards death. In fact, what proves that man ever existed in history is the fact that he died.9


4 Dasein is a Germanic word which literally means “being-there” (that is, existence). Heidegger was concerned with a specific type of Being, “the human being” which he referred to as “Dasein” which literally means “Being-there.”
Heidegger uses the expression Dasein to refer to the experience of being that is peculiar to human beings.

5 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, John Macquarrie & Edwards Robinson (Trans.) (USA: Harper & Row, Publishers, Incorporated, 1962), (245), 291.
6 Obi Paschal Chisom, Martin Heidegger’s Concept Of Death, 8, from: https://www.academia.edu/33267939/MARTIN_HEIDEGGER_CONCEPT_OF_DEATH (accessed on 23/05/2020)
7 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, (243), 287.
8 Wheeler, Michael, “Martin Heidegger”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/heidegger/>. (accessed on: 26/07/2020)
9 Martin Heidegger, Basic Writings, edited by David Farrell Krell (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1972), p.63.
3

(c) Ownmost, non-relational and not to be outstripped

The next terms are also pivotal points to understanding Heidegger’s philosophy of death. “Death reveals itself as that possibility which is one's ownmost, which is non-relational, and which is not to be outstripped.10 Heidegger used the term ownmost to signify that my death is my own. I alone will die my death.11 Since only I can know what it means for me to be going to die, ‘my’ death cannot be shared by anyone. Hence, death has the property of being non-relational. This indicates that when a man dies, he is devoid of all relations. The phrase not to be outstripped refers to the inevitable possibility of death. “Death is something that stands before man–something impending.”12

(d) They self/authentic self, falling/fleeing in the face of death, anxiety /fear, potentiality-for-Being: authentic/inauthentic

Heidegger defined the idea of existence as a potentiality-for-Being, “a potentiality which understands, and for which its own Being is an issue.” 13 This potentiality-for-Being is “free either for authenticity or for inauthenticity or for a mode in which neither of these has been differentiated”14 Thus, Dasein exists in a way that things in the world do not. Dasein has this potentiality for being authentic or inauthentic, and man is freedom. So, how does this potentiality for being authentic or inauthentic apply to the issue of death?15 Before offering a detailed explanation on the Heideggerian Inauthentic Being-towards-death and Authentic Being-towards-death, I will render a cursory explanations on the terms below.

Heidegger distinguished between the they-self, and the authentic self. He termed the self of everydayness das Man, the they. The they is composed of public interpretation expressed by idle talk. “Idle talk must accordingly make manifest the way in which every day Dasein interprets for


10 Martin Heidegger, (250), 293.
11 Diane Zom, Heidegger's Philosophy of Death, 10.
12 Martin Heidegger, (250), 293ff.
13 Martin Heidegger, (232), 275.
14 Martin Heidegger, (232), 275.
15 Diane Zom, Heidegger's Philosophy of Death, 10.
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itself its Being-towards-death.16 Hence the they-self makes man to convinces man to treat death as an actuality, an event and as a possibility. Put more explicitly, Diane Zom said, the they-self tempts us to convince ourselves that death is not really our own, tranquillises us against death awareness because it cannot be shared by others, and thus alienates us from our authentic self by concealing death.17

But temptation, tranquillization, and alienation are distinguishing marks of the kind of Being called ‘falling’. As falling, everyday Being-towards-death is a constant fleeing in the face of death. Being-towards-the-end has the mode of evasion in the face of it–giving new explanations for it, understanding it inauthentically, and concealing it.18 Relatedly, Heidegger supposes that, although man is dying as long as he exists, most people do so by way of falling. Thus, man flees death by way of falling. Hence, falleness becomes another property of death–the tendency of man to exist in the they-self.

Heidegger postulated that death is not something chosen by man, rather man is thrown into it. The thrownness of man’s existence is revealed in the awareness that he is going to die. The mood that reveals this death awareness, according to Heidegger, is anxiety, not fear. He said, “anxiety in the face of death must not be confused with fear in the face of one's demise.”19 Heidegger considers fear as a random mood of weakness in some individuals. “Anxiety in the face of death is anxiety ‘in the face of that potentiality-for-Being which is one’s ownmost, non-relational, and not to be outstripped […] Being-in-the-world.”20

The consideration of the above terms will lead right into presenting the Heideggerian distinction between Inauthentic Being-towards-death and Authentic Being-towards-death. The inauthentic Being-towards-death is characterized by the mode of the they-self. The they-self considers death as an actuality, not a possibility. For the they-self, the word death is avoided; some euphemistic terms are substituted, like: ‘passing away’, ‘being in state’ and the like. More so, The they-self seduces us into convincing ourselves that death is not really our own, but an event experienced by others,


16 Martin Heidegger, (250), 293ff.
17 Diane Zom, Heidegger's Philosophy of Death, 10.
18 Martin Heidegger, (254)
19 Martin Heidegger, 251.
20 Martin Heidegger, 251.
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tranquillizing ourselves against death-awareness and alienating us from our authentic self by concealing death.21 “Our everyday falling evasion in the face of death is an inauthentic Being towards- death. But inauthenticity is based on the possibility of authenticity.”22 Authentic Being-towards-death is postulated by Heidegger as follows: “Authentic Being-towards-death cannot evade its ownmost non-relational possibility, or cover up this possibility by thus fleeing from it, or give a new explanation for it to accord with the common sense of the “they.”23

(e) Freedom Towards Death

The last essential term which is worthy of consideration for an understanding of Heidegger's philosophy of death, is freedom towards death. By “freedom towards death,” Heidegger means the freedom to grasp fully that we are capable of being and not-being. Free to be aware of our ability to be and exist authentically. Anticipation reveals to Dasein its lostness in the they-self, and brings it face to face with the possibility of being itself, primarily un-supported by concernful solicitude, but of being itself, rather, in an impassioned freedom towards death–a freedom which has been released from the illusions of the “they” and which is factical, certain of itself, and anxious.24

1.3. An appraisal of Heideggerian concept of Death

Heidegger’s philosophy of death highlighted three properties of death: It is ownmost, it is non-relational and it is not to be outstripped. The term ‘ownmost’ indicates that death essentially belongs to man. This characterization singles out death as something that cannot be taken away from a particular individual or passed on to someone else. The characteristic of death as ‘non-relational’ portrays death’s individuating effect on man. Thus, man is singled out; its death severs it from friends and family, from its relational ability. Accordingly, it can be said that death severs man’s link to its world and to the entities within it. The third property, ‘not to be outstripped’ is a combination of two extended attributes which are, death’s certainty and its indefiniteness. Because


21 Diane Zom, 11.
22 Martin Heidegger, 259
23 Martin Heidegger, 260
24 Martin Heidegger, 266, in Diane Zom, 11.
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of its certainty, the threat of death hangs over us continuously. Because it is indefinite, (since we do not know when we will die) we are constantly anxious about its time and arrival. Owing to these extended attributes we cannot outstrip death. This aspect of death, thus, reveals to us that our very existence possesses within itself the threat of its own extinction. Heidegger puts it by saying that “in running ahead of the indefinite certainty of death, Dasein opens itself to a constant threat arising out of its own ‘there’.”25 We can see this aspect of death with anxiety. Heidegger therefore distinguishes anxiety from fear on the basis of the object towards which each mood is directed. Fear is always directed towards some infinite entity encountered or potentially to be encountered in the world. Anxiety has nothing definite towards which it is directed.

Furthermore, the Heideggerian philosophy of death enables us to see the kind of being man is, that is, a being-towards-death. It also enables us to see that man’s whole life is permeated by death which gives it a meaning. We typically understand the end of our existence to be death. Thus, by understanding what it means to come to an end and what it means to die, we can come to grasp our being in its totality. However, when it comes to grasping what death really means, we face the problem of the seeming impossibility of ever experiencing death. To overcome this problem, Heidegger suggested that we understand death as a possible way of being, which he calls ‘being-towards-death.’ According to Heidegger we can take up being-towards-death as a possible way of existing either authentically or inauthentically.

However, when taking up being-towards-death in an inauthentic way, we tend to understand death, and the fact that we are mortal, in terms of prevailing popular way of interpreting death. Example, by acknowledging the certainty of death, but not ever believing that death is imminent, by maintaining that thinking about it is pointless and perhaps even cowardly. These inauthentic ways of being-towards-death serves to distort our understanding of the phenomenon of death and divert our attention from it.

Meanwhile in discussing authentic being-towards-death, Heidegger characterizes authentic being-towards-death as a running ahead, in which we understand that our projective capacity transcends the actualization of any possibility. This view of Heidegger’s conception of authentic being-towards-death indicates existing in such a way that we are given nothing to actualize. Dasein can thus choose to respond to death authentically engage with its existence, since he has now grasped


25 Martin Heidegger, 310.
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it more fully as finite and has improved its understanding of itself as thrown projection. Thus, not only does the reality of death reveal to man his peculiar possibility, it also reveals to him his uniqueness, his singularity, and his individuality. Additionally, Heidegger describes the different aspects of characterising death which are death being ‘Dasein’ own most possibility, non-relational, not to be taken, certain and indefinite.26 So, the authentic being-towards-death discloses to Dasein its ownmost ability to be, in which its being is the issue.

1.4. A Critical Evaluation

The Heideggerian philosophy of death offered a provocative postulation which negate many propositions about death. Death is not the end of man, since Being-towards-the-end signifies the way which an existing human being can be. Man owns his death, and it cannot be shared. Death stands before man as something impending. Man can fear this impending death or be anxious about it. We can treat death as actual, an event, or as a possibility. We can flee death by way of denying its possibility and affirming its actuality. We can flee death by way of falling, or we can exist authentically. We can anticipate death and exist authentically or expect death and exist inauthentically. We are free towards death. Free to grasp fully that we are capable of not-being and being. Free to be aware of our ability to be and exist authentically.

Objectively, the uniqueness and meaningfulness of death on human existence as postulated by Heidegger is an illusion. Since death is Ownmost and non-relational, when Dasein dies who experiences his/her uniqueness or meaningfulness? In other words, when man dies how can he experience his meaningfulness? Since he died for himself, the other (thus, the people still existing in the possible world), cannot experience his uniqueness. If this is the case, the uniqueness confer on man by death is an illusion.

How does man come to know about the reality of death? One possible answer that can be offered, is that the knowledge of death is gotten through the observation of the death of another man/others. When this observation is made ideations about death are created, such as: consciousness of the death of oneself and the knowledge of death. One notable part is, the ideations of death are


26 Martin Heidegger, 307.
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unbeknown to the dead man, thus, since he is dead, he cannot experience his own death. This follows that, it is projected onto man that he will die, but man lives never to experience his own death. Therefore, the notion that death is ownmost, and non-relational is false as postulated by Heidegger. Because it is from the death of the other, that I come to know about my own death. Since I have no knowledge about my death, I know that I will die, because someone has died for me. Accordingly, death becomes relational, and not ownmost.

In response to my first objection, the uniqueness death confers on human existence becomes the ideations: the consciousness of one’s death and the knowledge of death, that are created by those observing the death of the other.

Another possible consideration that can be given to death not being an end, but a way to be, is death is not the finality of Being out of existence, rather, death is the progression of Being from one stage of existence to another. This renders the ideation that death is the perpetual absentness of a Being out of existence. To state in more explicit terms I would say, death is an intrinsic part of man, as postulated by Heidegger. When man dies, he/she progresses from one state of disintegration to another stage of skeletonization and exist in a consonant with other beings.

As a way of conclusion, death, however, remains a vital dimension of man, and should be embraced upon and be seen as that which offers solutions to all life’s problems when it strikes at the inevitable time, rather than be seen as absurdity.
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