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§1 
The Concept of “Sense” in the Seinsfrage 

 
The novelty of Heidegger’s formulation of the Seinsfrage in Being and Time consists, 
not in its orientation towards the sense of being in general, but rather in the way in 
which he understands the Seinsfrage and the path he lays out in order to answer it. 
Heidegger’s principal thesis in Being and Time is that time constitutes the horizon 
for “any understanding whatsoever of being” (GA 2: 1, BT: 19) and, therefore, that 
time effectively constitutes the sense of being in general (Sinn von Sein überhaupt).1 
This means that time organizes the manifold senses of being (in both its categorial 
and existential determinations) by referring them back to a “general” or “focal” 
sense. Before one examines Heidegger’s thesis that time constitutes the sense of 
being, however, it is important to underline the following point: it does not go 
without saying that the question of being should be framed in terms of the concept 
of “sense.” Even after Heidegger defines the concept of “sense” as an existential in 
Being and Time §33, the decision to formulate the Seinsfrage in terms of the concept 
of sense conceals a number of suppositions, the most important being the 
supposition that the manifold senses of being can be organized around or referred 

 
1 All references to Heidegger are to Gesamtausgabe (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1976), 
abbreviated as “GA.” Corresponding English translations are cited immediately afterwards. “Esp.” 
abbreviates “especially,” and provides page numbers from both the German and the English 
(separated by a slash). All English translations of GA 2 (Sein und Zeit) are from Being and Time, trans. 
J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), abbreviated as “BT.” 

https://inprjournal.pubpub.org/pub/crossing1-expositio-dika
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back to a focal sense. This supposition does not depend on the thesis that the sense 
of being turns out to be constituted by time. The entire problem of the sense of 
being, and the possibility of a science devoted to this problem, arises from the 
elementary fact that the sense of being is manifold; being has many different senses. 
It is not initially clear whether these senses can be organized around a focal sense. 
In nearly all of his courses both before and immediately after Being and Time, 
Heidegger continually reminds his readers and students that being is a pollachôs 
legomenon (πολλαχῶς λεγόμενον). He introduces the Seinsfrage by referring to the 
universally recognized, even pre-philosophically available fact that being has many 
senses, i.e., that the understanding of being, which constitutes Dasein in its being, 
is as diverse and differentiated as the kinds of being that there are.2 Furthermore, 
he consistently restricts the multiplicity of the senses of being to the level of beings 
alone. It is beings in their diversity that differentiate the sense of being and 
distribute it over the whole territory of beings. Nevertheless, for Heidegger, the 
diversity of the senses of being is never so radical as to affect the sense of being in 
general. The sense of being, once determined, can account for the many senses of 
being, for however different these senses may be both from one another and from 
being itself, the focal sense of being does not evaporate in mere equivocation. Being 
is not equivocal, and only insofar as it is not equivocal can the question regarding 
its sense first arise. And yet being is not univocal either. It does not always and 
everywhere have the same sense. Hence the problem: if being is neither equivocal 
nor univocal in its sense, but rather has an Aristotelian “unity of analogy,” as 

 
2 See GA 18: §§3–7, 9–35, Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy, trans. Robert D. Metcalf and Mark 
B. Tanzer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009): 17–26 (Summer Semester 1924), esp. 23/18: 
“ουσία belongs among these ambiguous basic concepts. Thus we will examine that from which its 
various meanings take their bearings [Zu diesen vieldeutigen Grundbegriffen gehört ουσία. Wir werden 
also nachsehen, von wo die verschiedenen Bedeutungen ihre Orientierung nehmen].” GA 22: §55, 152–
155, Basic Concepts of Ancient Philosophy, trans. Richard Rojcewicz (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2007): 126–129, esp. 152/126–127 (Summer Semester 1926): “But the manifoldness of the 
meaning of being [der Vielfachheit der Bedeutung von Sein] is not an utterly disparate one [nicht 
disparat]. It is not simply a matter of one and the same word used with completely different 
meanings, such as the cock [Hahn]and of the water spigot: the same word, but the meaning is 
altogether different. Thus the expression ‘being’ is not equivocal, οὔχ ομώνυμος (1003a34), aequivoce, 
but neither is it – since πολλαχῶς- συνώνυμος, univoce, having the same meaning in every context.” 
GA 24: §15 (“The Fundamental Problem of the Multiplicity of Ways of Being and of the Unity of the 
Concept of Being in General [Das grundsätzliche Problem der Mannigfaltigkeit der Weisen des Seins 
und der Einheit des Seinsbegriffes]”), Basic Problems of Phenomenology, trans. Albert Hofstadter 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982): 154 (Summer Semester 1927): “From Descartes onward 
[…] [there is no] success in subordinating this diversity of being as a multiplicity of ways of being to 
an original idea of being in general [diese Verschiedenheit des Seins als Mannigfaltikgeit von Weisen 
des Seins einter ursprünglichen Idee von Sein überhaupt  unterzuordnen].”  
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Heidegger put it in Being and Time §1,3 what does being mean, and how can the 
sense of being organize its manifold senses?  

The manner in which Heidegger formulates the Seinsfrage as a question about 
the relation between the focal sense of being and the many senses of being in no 
way depends on any substantive phenomenological thesis. It is entirely Aristotelian, 
and can be formulated without reference to the phenomenological method or 
phenomenological concepts. Indeed, Heidegger sets out to demonstrate why 
ontology is only possible as phenomenology in Being and Time. He sets out to 
demonstrate why the Seinsfrage can only be raised and answered by means of 
phenomenology. The manner in which Heidegger formulates the Seinsfrage also 
does not depend on any theses about the correlation between being and time. That 
time constitutes the horizon for any understanding of being whatever is Heidegger’s 
answer to the Seinsfrage, and forms no part of the formulation of the Seinsfrage,4 
which can and has throughout the history of metaphysics been raised without any 
explicit reference whatever to the correlation between being and time. The 
correlation between being and time, as the explicit and privileged object of 
ontological inquiry, is peculiar to Heidegger’s own project in Being and Time. Thus, 
I will postpone discussing the correlation between being and time until §3, in order 
to focus first on how the concept of sense operates in Heidegger’s formulation of 
the Seinsfrage in Being and Time. My hypothesis in §3 will be that Heidegger’s 
interpretation of time, or the way in which he understands the relation between 
being and time, is deeply determined by the concept of sense he employs in his 
formulation of the Seinsfrage. In §2, I will argue that Heidegger’s strategy for 
motivating the Seinsfrage consistently failed to establish the thesis that being has a 
focal sense that can be the object of ontological inquiry. In §4, I will conclude by 
suggesting (but only suggesting) that Heidegger’s thesis that time constitutes the 
sense of being is philosophically problematic and historically questionable. The 
Greeks (Aristotle) did not (not even unthematically) understand being in terms of 
time in the way that Heidegger suggests. Rather, I will argue, they understood time 
in terms of motion, and motion in terms of power (dunamis-energeia, δύναμις-
ενέργεια), a fact Heidegger knew very well, and which he analyzed in many contexts, 

 
3 Heidegger’s reliance on Aristotle’s formulation of the Seinsfrage is clear in §1: “Aristotle himself 
knew the unity of this transcendental ‘universal’ as a unity of analogy in contrast to the multiplicity 
of the highest generic concepts applicable to things [sc. the categories]. With this discovery […] he 
put the problem of being on what was, in principle, a new basis” (GA 2: 3, BT: 22). 
4
 Heidegger does not employ the concept of time anywhere in Being and Time §2, “The Formal 

Structure of the Question of Being.” 
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but which he consistently interpreted in ways that favor the  priority of time 
(constant presence) over every other “horizon” of the understanding of being.5  
 

§2 
Is the Sense of Being Given in the Understanding of Being? 

 
Heidegger’s principal strategy for motivating the Seinsfrage – and motivating the 
Seinsfrage has become absolutely necessary in light of its forgottenness and 
obscurity (GA 2: §1, 2–4, BT: 21–24) – is to point to the fact that we already live in 
and therefore have an understanding of being (Seinsverständnis, GA 2: §1, 4, BT: 23). 
In Being and Time §1, Heidegger addresses the objection that there is no need to 
raise the Seinsfrage, since being “is of all concepts the one that is self-evident,” for 
“[whenever] one cognizes anything or makes an assertion, whenever one comports 
oneself towards entities, even towards oneself, some use is made of ‘being’ […]. [In] 
any way of comporting oneself to entities as entities – even in any being towards 
entities as entities – there lies a priori an enigma. The very fact that we already live 
in an understanding of being [Daß wir je schon in einem Seinsversändnis leben] and 
that the sense of being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is necessary in 
principle to raise this question again” (GA 2: §1, 4, BT: 23). From the fact that we live 
in or have an understanding of being (and, therefore, of beings in their totality), 
Heidegger infers that there must be a sense whose sovereignty over the many senses 
of being can be demonstrated. This sense remains “veiled in darkness.” The thesis 
that the sense of being is veiled in darkness depends on the thesis (1) that there is 
such a sense, and (2) that the many senses of being somehow veil its focal sense. But 
has Heidegger actually demonstrated that the understanding of being depends on 
the prior givenness of the sense of being? Not at all. From the fact that Dasein lives 
in the understanding of being, it only follows that Dasein understands the many 
senses of being, not that these senses are organized around or refer back to a focal 
sense, which each of the many senses differentiates in its own way.  

 
5 GA 18: §26, 295–296, Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy, op. cit.: 200 (Summer Semester 1924), 
where Heidegger relates ενέργεια to ἐντελεχείᾳ as means towards end, and translates ενέργεια as 
“becoming-completed” (Fertigwerden) towards ἐντελεχείᾳ, which he translates as “pure presence” 
(reine Gegenwart). GA 22: §62, 173, Basic Concepts of Ancient Philosophy, op. cit.: 145 (Summer 
Semester 1926): “ενέργεια itself, fundamental presence [Grundanwesenheit] […].” See also GA 33, 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics Θ 1–3: On the Essence and Actuality of Force, trans. Walter Brogan and Peter 
Warnek (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995). Later, in “Metaphysics as History of Being,” 
Heidegger writes that “Aristotle thinks ousia (presence) in the primary sense as energeia.” “For 
Aristotle, being consists in the energeia of the tode ti.” “That something is and what something is are 
revealed as modes of presencing whose fundamental characteristic is energeia.” See GA 6.2, The End 
of Philosophy, trans. Joan Stambough (New York: Harper and Row, 1973): 8–9.  
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In Being and Time §2, Heidegger once more insists on the fact that Dasein’s 
understanding of being indicates that the sense of being has already been disclosed 
to it, if only in a vague, average (durchschnittliche, vage, GA 2: §2, 5, BT: 25) manner. 
He first insists that “we always conduct our activities in an understanding of being. 
Out of this understanding arise both the explicit question of the sense of being and 
the tendency that leads us towards its conception. We do not know what ‘being’ 
means. But even if we ask, ‘What is ‘Being’? we keep within an understanding of the 
‘is,’ though we are unable to fix conceptually what that ‘is’ signifies. We do not even 
know the horizon in terms of which that meaning is to be grasped and fixed. But 
this vague average understanding of Being is still a Fact” (GA 2: §2, 5, BT: 25; first 
emphasis mine). Here, Heidegger claims that the question of the sense of being 
merely renders explicit the understanding of being itself. The Seinsfrage is simply 
what the understanding of being becomes when the latter turns towards itself and 
raises questions about its content and possibility in order to discover the sense of 
being that underlies and determines it. The sense of being – i.e., the Erfragte, the 
third and most important part of the formal structure of the question of being (GA 
2: §2, 6, BT: 26) – unassumingly “falls out” of the understanding of being when the 
latter adopts the comportment (Verhalten) of ontological inquiry.  

Later in §2, Heidegger once more insists on the givenness of the sense of being 
in the understanding of being: “Everything we talk about, everything we have in 
view, everything towards which we comport ourselves in any way, is being; what we 
are is being, and so is how we are. being lies in the fact that something is, and in its 
being as it is; in Reality; in presence-at-hand; in subsistence; in validity; in Dasein; 
in the ‘es gibt” (GA 2: §2, 6–7, BT: 26). In this passage, Heidegger has effectively 
enumerated many of the senses of being  he hopes to ground in the focal sense: 
being as reality (presence-at-hand), as existence (in the traditional sense, 
existentia); essence (also in the traditional sense, esssentia); Dasein (Existenz); 
truth. There is no contesting the fact that Dasein understands all of these senses of 
being. Nevertheless, once more, Heidegger has inferred from the fact that Dasein 
has an understanding of all of these senses of being that there is a focal sense each 
of these senses only declines or differentiates. All of his descriptions of Dasein’s 
understanding of being presuppose that this understanding would not be possible 
without the prior givenness of the (conceptually obscure, but nevertheless effective) 
focal sense of being, which binds these senses  to one another and so exercises 
ontological priority over them all.   

From these considerations, I draw a preliminary conclusion: the introduction 
to Being and Time does not conclusively demonstrate that the Seinsfrage can only 
be formulated as a Frage nach dem Sinn von Sein, because the only possible basis 
for such a thesis is not itself demonstrated: viz., that the sense of being is given in, 
and so informs the understanding of being, such that the latter would not be 



Heidegger’s Concept of “Sense” in Being and Time 
 

Crossing: The INPR Journal, Disputatio I (2020) 41-53 
 

46 

possible without the former. The dependence of the understanding of being on the 
sense of being is presupposed, but not demonstrated. Heidegger’s descriptions of 
the understanding of being phenomenologically yield only that Dasein understands 
the many senses of being, not that this understanding depends on the prior 
givenness of the focal sense of being. The only remaining way for Heidegger to 
demonstrate the thesis that the sense of being achieves givenness in, and so informs 
the understanding of being is to demonstrate it, not independently of the thesis that 
the sense of being is constituted by time (as it should have been demonstrated), but 
rather precisely by reference to this thesis alone, which is not demonstrated by the 
end of this unfinished treatise, not even by Heidegger’s own admission (I will return 
to this in §3). Henceforth, in order to show that being has a focal sense that 
determines its manifold senses, Heidegger must show that the focal sense is time, 
and he must show how time organizes and distributes the many senses of being. 
Heidegger must demonstrate in the conclusion what he could only presuppose in 
the introduction. This is not a circularity charge, which Heidegger adroitly disposes 
of early on in the introduction by oblique reference to Plato’s Meno and Aristotle’s 
Posterior Analytics (see GA 2: §2). Clearly, in a very general sense, in every inquiry, 
the object of inquiry must in some way already be given. I am not criticizing 
Heidegger for claiming both that we already know what being means and claiming 
that we have yet to discover what being means. I am claiming that Heidegger does 
not demonstrate the prior givenness of the sense of being in the understanding of 
being. In other words, Heidegger does not satisfy the phenomenological criterion of 
evidence. On the contrary, he infers the prior givenness of the sense of being from 
what is truly and alone given: the many senses of being, of which Dasein does indeed 
have an understanding. This understanding is given, very clearly. Heidegger’s thesis 
that the understanding of being depends on the prior givenness of the sense of being 
stems from traditional (Aristotelian) ontology, not phenomenology.6 That 
Heidegger must demonstrate, and cannot simply assume, that the Seinsfrage can 
only be posed by distinguishing between the focal sense of being and the many 
senses of beings is clear: his entire aim in the introduction to Being and Time is to 
pose the Seinsfrage and to remind his readers of what the question means, to 
reawaken the Seinsfrage in his readers precisely as a question of sense.  

 
6 Even Husserl’s claim in Logical Investigations that being is given in categorial intuition does not by 
itself demonstrate, as Heidegger suggests (GA 15, Four Seminars, trans. Andrew Mitchell and François 
Raffoul (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003: 67) that it has a focal sense, which determines 
and organizes its many senses; the givenness of being as a category does not and cannot add up to 
the givenness of a focal sense, which is much more robust. Heidegger’s reference to Husserl’s concept 
of categorial intuition as the “ground” that enabled him to pose the Seinsfrage does not by itself 
demonstrate that there is a focal sense of being given in and presupposed by Dasein’s understanding 
of the many senses of being. 



TAREK R. DIKA 
 

Crossing: The INPR Journal, Disputatio I (2020) 41-53 
47 

 
 
 

§3 
Sense, Horizon, and Time 

 
In §§1–2, I claimed that Heidegger does not successfully (i.e., phenomenologically) 
demonstrate that the Seinsfrage must be formulated in terms of the focal sense of 
being, as contrasted with the many senses of being. There is, however, a further 
supposition Heidegger makes in his formulation of the Seinsfrage that cannot be 
passed over here: viz., that the sense of being, whatever it might be, can only be 
determined by reference to the “horizon” in terms of which beings are understood. 
The concept of the “horizon” is transcendental, and denotes an a priori condition of 
possibility (not in the Kantian, formal sense, but rather in the phenomenological, 
concrete sense of a condition that can itself be exhibited in phenomenological 
intuition and, therefore, evidence). An horizon gives light to whatever appears 
within its limits (peras), and here, what appears within its limits are beings. The 
thesis that the sense of being can only be determined by reference to an horizon is 
logically independent of the thesis that the horizon is time, however closely related 
these two theses are to one another in the conceptual economy of Being and Time 
(so closely related that we hardly ever distinguish between them). That the sense of 
being must be determined in terms of a horizon only means that, whatever the sense 
of being might be, it can only appear in the light cast by a transcendental condition. 
To assert that time is the horizon in which any understanding of being moves is to 
assert that it occupies the office of such a condition, and as such enjoys priority over 
being as the foundation of its sense (and, therefore, as what enables us to fix its 
sense). Thus, before Heidegger has even attempted to offer an interpretation of 
time, he has already assigned it a definite place in ontological inquiry: viz., that of a 
condition. Furthermore, because of the equivalence between (1) time as the horizon 
of the sense of being and (2) time as the horizon of Dasein’s understanding of being, 
the next steps of the inquiry have been clearly delineated: it must be shown that 
time conditions Dasein’s understanding of being. An existential analytic therefore 
becomes necessary. The concept of horizon interposes time between being and 
beings, such that beings understandingly appear to Dasein only insofar as they are 
temporally projected by Dasein via what Heidegger terms its “potentiality-for-
being” (Seinkönnen; pouvoir-être). If (1) the Seinsfrage is formulated in terms of the 
focal, unified sense of being, which commands the totality of its many senses, and 
if, moreover, (2) this sense of being can only be disclosed, not via a definition of any 
sort, but rather as an horizon, and if, finally, (3) the horizon is itself defined as time, 
then it is only by way of Dasein’s deployment of temporality in thrown projection 
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that the sense of being can be disclosed. In this way of posing the Seinsfrage, time 
enjoys transcendental priority over being, so much so that fundamental ontology 
becomes reducible to “temporal science,”7 where time is interpreted in an explicitly 
transcendental manner, due to the form of the Seinsfrage and, more specifically, the 
dependence of the sense of being on its horizon. 

But Dasein is an entity whose sense is itself dependent on the prior givenness 
of the sense of being. Claude Romano has compellingly demonstrated that 
Heidegger’s project in Being and Time and Basic Problems of Phenomenology fails 
because his analysis of Dasein’s temporality ultimately yields only three senses of 
being, none of which can be identified with the sense of being in general. These 
three senses are Zuhandenheit, Vorhandenheit, and Existenz. The first two depend 
on the ecstasis of the present and its modification in the now (Gegenwart, Jetzt), 
and the third depends on the ecstasis of the authentic future (Zukunft).8 The 
problem is that these three ecstases, together with their corresponding schemata, 
do not in any way seem to converge in or disclose a focal sense, but are rather 
irreducibly diverse, so much so that they render the sense of being equivocal. 
Heidegger’s interpretation of time does not establish the focal sense of being, but 
only mutually irreducible senses of being. To be sure, all of these senses refer to or 
are based on time, but they are mutually irreducible senses of different entities, and 
do not disclose a focal sense that encompasses them all. I agree with Romano’s 
interpretation, which further confirms not only that Heidegger does not 
demonstrate in the introduction to Being and Time that the sense of being is given 
in and determines the understanding of being (and so can become an object of 
ontological inquiry), but also that he has not demonstrated this by the end of Being 
and Time and Basic Problems of Phenomenology, which contains “a new elaboration 
of Division 3 of Part 1 of Being and Time,” where Heidegger intended to finally 
disclose the sense of being in light of the horizon of time.9 Heidegger’s recognition 
of this failure led him to realize that his formulation of the Seinsfrage stemmed, not 
from die Sache selbst, but rather from the one aspect of the history of ontology that 
survived the otherwise radical Destruktion he carries out in Being and Time: the 
formulation of the Seinsfrage as a question about the sense of being, to which all 
other senses can be referred and in which they find their unitary ground. In the 
1930s, Heidegger will abandon the project of trying to account for the sense of being 

 
7 “Because temporal projection makes possible an objectification of being and assures 
conceptualizability, and thereby constitutes ontology in general as a science, we call this science in 
distinction from the positive sciences the temporal science” (GA 24: §22, 460, Basic Problems of 
Phenomenology, op. cit.: 323). 
8 See Claude Romano, L’inachèvement d’Être et temps et autres études d’histoire de la phénoménologie 
(Paris: Le Circle Herméneutique, 2013), 236. 
9
 GA 24: §1, 1, Basic Problems of Phenomenology, op. cit.: 1. 
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by way of time. He will abandon the concept of “sense” in his formulation of the 
Seinsfrage.10 In the Kehre, he will focus on the co-belonging of being and time in the 
Ereignis, without prioritizing one over the other, according to a decidedly post-
transcendental Fragestellung hinting in the direction of a phenomenology of 
givenness. 
 

§4 
Being, Time, and Power 

 
Instead of following Heidegger down the path of the Ereignis, however, I would like 
to briefly pursue the suggestion I made in §1. I have already explained why 
Heidegger’s thesis in Being and Time that time constitutes the sense of being is 
philosophically problematic. I would now like to explain why it is also historically 
problematic. The Greeks (Aristotle), I suggested, did not (not even implicitly) 
understand being in terms of time in the way that Heidegger suggests. Rather, they 
understood time in terms of motion, and motion in terms of power (dunamis-
energeia, δύναμις-ενέργεια), a fact Heidegger knew very well, and which he analyzed 
in many contexts, but which he consistently interpreted in ways that favor the 
priority of time (constant presence) over every other “horizon” of the understanding 
of being.11 Why did Heidegger insist on the primacy of time as the unthematized 
foundation of ontological reflection in the West since Aristotle, if not earlier? In 
Heidegger’s texts, it is clear that this historical thesis rests on his interpretation of 
the basic categories of Aristotelian ontology. The basic thesis running through all of 
Heidegger’s interpretations of Aristotle is that the fundamental concepts of 
Aristotelian ontology are only intelligible in light of time (and, more specifically, the 
privilege Aristotle gives to constant presence in his interpretation of being). He 
frequently contends that Aristotle, together with the subsequent history of ontology 
up to Hegel, failed, for essential reasons, to fully appreciate the dependence of being 
on time, and so could not pose the Seinsfrage in the way in which, he felt, it had to 
be posed: viz., in terms of the relation between being and time. Heidegger’s 
presentation of these theses is extremely abbreviated in Being and Time §5, but it 
can be found in a more elaborated form in texts written both before and after. One 
of the clearest formulations can be found in On the Essence of Human Freedom 
(1930), where Heidegger examines the concepts of ousia, parousia, eidos, energeia, 
and finally aletheia. He interprets all of these Aristotelian concepts in terms of time 
and, more importantly, in terms of constant presence, and he regards his temporal 
interpretation of Aristotelian concepts as evidence for his own thesis that being has 

 
10

 See GA 15, Four Seminars, op. cit.: 40. 
11
 See n. 5 above. 
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always been understood in terms of time, even and perhaps especially when the 
relation between being and time is not explicitly stated as such or even remotely 
understood.  

It is important to remember that Heidegger does not simply regard his 
interpretation of Aristotle as a merely “external” confirmation of an independently, 
phenomenologically verifiable thesis about the relation between being and time. On 
the contrary, as he himself explicitly asserts: “If this interpretation of being as 
constant presence [beständige Anwesenheit] is not correct, there can be no basis for 
unfolding a connection between being and time, as demanded by the fundamental 
question.”12 Nevertheless, things are not so clear. Heidegger wavers. Immediately 
after, he continues: “Yet although Greek metaphysics as such, together with the 
subsequent tradition of Western metaphysics, is of great significance for our 
problem, its implications do not extend this far. For even if for some reason or other 
our interpretation of Greek ontology could not be carried through, what we have 
asserted as the fundamental orientation of the understanding of being could be 
exhibited from our own immediate comportment towards beings […] as will be 
shown – we humans must understand being in terms of time.”13 Here, Heidegger 
insists on the fundamental exteriority of any historical investigation vis-à-vis the 
correlation between being and time, which can, he claims, always be demonstrated 
independently by reference to the understanding of being, and so remain secure 
from history, should any “anomaly” in the history of being creep in and destabilize 
the required correlation between being and time Heidegger demands. Clearly, 
Heidegger is worried about the possibility that his analysis might not yield the 
required conclusion: that the history of ontology, beginning with the Greeks, has 
always understood being in terms of time. But he is too subtle to simply reverse his 
earlier statement, for he adds yet another fold: “However, the history of metaphysics 
provides us with more than just examples. […] [History] offers us more than a 
picture of earlier and superseded stages of thought. […] If we try to grasp the Greek 
concept of being, this is not a matter of acquiring external historical knowledge,” 
for it helps us show that the Greek concept of being has determined the history of 
ontology up to Hegel in a non-arbitrary way.14  

How should we interpret Heidegger’s hesitations? He is not seeking in 
history a series of “examples.” Indeed, Dasein’s understanding of being must 
always live itself out in terms of time, and the interpretation of historical texts 
must always confirm this. Any historical exception is no longer a mere 

 
12 GA 31: §9, 74, Essence of Human Freedom, trans. Ted Sadler (London: Continuum, 2002): 51; my 
emphasis. 
13
 GA 31: §9, 74, Essence of Human Freedom, op. cit.: 52; my emphasis. 

14
 GA 31: §9, 74–75, Essence of Human Freedom, op. cit.: 52; my emphasis. 
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exception, but rather constitutes an objection to the philosophical thesis that 
Dasein always understands being in terms of time. In other words, Dasein’s 
Seinsverständnis places constraints on the interpretations of being historical 
Dasein has produced from the Greeks to the present. Suppose, then, that 
Heidegger were to demonstrate what we now know he cannot: viz., that the 
focal sense of being is constituted in the horizon of time and that this sense 
organizes all other possible senses of being. What would happen if 
Heidegger’s interpretation of Aristotle were to turn out not to confirm the thesis 
that being is always interpreted in terms of time? Would we say that this is a mere 
anomaly? An exception that proves the rule? Not at all. We would say that such a 
“disconfirmation” should be a priori impossible, given the kind of being that Dasein 
is and the fact that the history of ontology is but the history of various attempts to 
articulate what its understanding of being consists in. The trace of time as the 
foundation of the sense of being must leave its mark in every understanding of being 
whatever, from the most ancient to the most contemporary, and from the most 
vulgar to the most elevated. This trace can never fully be erased, however buried it 
might be.  

Significantly, Heidegger’s hesitations about the importance of the history of 
ontology in confirming his thesis that being has always been interpreted in terms of 
time occur immediately after the section of the course devoted to the concept of 
energeia. Regarding the latter, he writes: “In summary, we can say that the 
Aristotelian concept for the actuality of the actual, i.e. the concept of energeia as 
well as the later concept of actualitas, determined by this, does not initially confirm 
our thesis of ‘constant presence’ as the fundamental meaning of Being in Greek 
philosophy.”15 Why? This is not immediately clear. On the contrary, everything in 
Heidegger’s text up to this point seems to suggest that his interpretation of energeia 
does confirm the thesis that constant presence is the fundamental meaning of being 
in Aristotle. After all, Aristotle himself, as Heidegger interprets him, correlates 
dunamis to apousia and energeia to parousia in the conceptual economy of 
metabolé, which is the essence of phusis, and which Heidegger’s regards as 
fundamental to Aristotle’s concept of ousia 
 
                                                metabolé (μεταβολή) 
 
                                apousia (απουσία)   parousia (παρουσία) 
                               dunamis (δύναμις)   energeia (ενέργεια)  
 

 
15
 GA 31: §8, 71, Essence of Human Freedom, op. cit.: 50; my emphasis 
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Why, then, if energeia belongs to parousia, can there be any risk of a disconfirmation 
in Heidegger’s fundamental thesis that being has always been interpreted in terms 
of time? Here, I can only risk the following hypothesis: because the play of dunamis 
and energeia grounds the play of apousia and parousia (i.e., of ousia as defined by 
these two terms), rather than the other way around, because dunamis and energeia 
are more fundamental, since they ground time itself. Time is but the measure of 
change, and the play of dunamis and energeia are the source of all change in phusis. 
Time reveals itself as secondary, derivative, by comparison to dunamis and energeia, 
for these do not depend on time, rather time depends on them. The value of 
presence in Aristotle is but the value of fully manifested power in energeia. No 
manifest power, no presence. Energeia does not occur “in the present,” it is itself the 
source of any and all presencing. The word energeia denotes the manifestation of a 
dunamis, of an ability-to-be. In short, energeia is the manifestation of a Seinkönnen, 
which is also the origin of Dasein’s temporality.16 Dasein does not project into a 
future that is already there, but rather in projecting its own potentiality-for-being is 
the future. Even in Being and Time, power has priority over time, since time arises 
directly from Dasein’s ability-to-be. Heidegger’s reduction of energeia to parousia 
in On the Essence of Human Freedom is a strategic decision made in the interest of 
preserving the correlation between being and time, for in truth parousia is reducible 
to energeia. But if this is so, then we must raise questions about Heidegger’s 
temporal interpretation of the fundamental concepts of Aristotelian ontology, and 
perhaps invert the order of priority: 
 

metabolé (μεταβολή) 
 

dunamis (δύναμις)   energeia (ενέργεια) 
apousia (απουσία)      parousia (παρουσία) 

 

 
16 “Dasein understands itself by way of its ownmost peculiar ability-to-be, of which it is expectant. In 
thus comporting toward its ownmost peculiar ability-to-be, it is ahead of itself. Expecting a 
possibility, I come from this possibility toward that which I myself am. Dasein, expecting its ability-
to-be, comes toward itself. In this coming-toward-itself, Dasein is futural in an original sense. The 
coming-toward-oneself from one’s most peculiar possibility, a coming-toward which is implicit in 
Dasein’s existence and of which all expecting is a specific mode, is the primary concept of the future. 
This existential concept of the future is the presupposition for the common concept of the future in 
the sense of the not-yet-now” (GA 24: §19, 374–375, Basic Problems of Phenomenology, op. cit.: 265; 
translation modified). Cf. GA 2: §65, BT: 370–380. 
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To conclude, I have defended two theses, one “historical,” and one “philosophical,” 
although the distinction between them cannot be rigorously maintained in this 
context. The “philosophical” thesis is twofold. First, Heidegger demonstrates neither 
that the sense of being is given in the understanding of being in the introduction to 
Being and Time nor that time constitutes the horizon of the sense of being by the 
end of Being and Time and Basic Problems of Phenomenology. Second, power 
determines Heidegger’s own interpretation of the understanding of being even in 
Being and Time itself: Dasein always understands itself in terms of its ownmost 
ability-to-be, and time is nothing over and above this ability-to-be, in all of the 
various ways (authentic and inauthentic) in which it can be modalized. The 
“historical” thesis is that Aristotle did not interpret being in terms of time. Ousia is 
reducible to energeia as the manifestation of dunamis, and time, despite its 
importance, is secondary. The concept of the phenomenon in Aristotle, and perhaps 
beyond, is essentially the concept of expressed power. These two theses reorient the 
concept of the phenomenon and the question of being in a different direction, 
towards the concept of power, and away from the concept of time.  
 
 
 


